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Benedictine Abbey was rebuilt and remodeled several times and in different 
styles—Gothic in the 15th century, Baroque and Rococo in the 17th and 18th 
centuries. Abolished in 1816, the monastery was reestablished in 1939 and  
rebuilt between 1947 and 1968 484

24.4 Pannonhalma Abbey, a view from the west with the basilica (built in the early 
13th, extended in the late 15th, and modified in the early 18th century) and the 
library (erected in the early 19th century), to the left. The Benedictine High 
School (to the right) opened in 1939 and is now one of the top secondary 
schools in Hungary 485

25.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text 501
25.2 Principal sites mentioned in the text. Numbers indicate sites in the list at  

Fig. 25.1 503
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25.3 Alexander of Malonne, Bishop of Płock (1129–1156). Detail of the right leaf of 
the bronze door made in the mid-12th century in Magdeburg. The identity of 
the bishop is made clear by the Cyrillic inscription on the left side of his  
head. The door, most likely commissioned by the bishop, was meant to  
decorate the new episcopal church in Płock, but never made it there. Under 
unknown circumstances, the door ended up in the Church of St. Sophia in 
Novgorod (where it is called the “Sigtuna Door” to this day) 505

25.4 Portrait of St. Sava on the eastern wall of the narthex of the monastery church 
at Mileševa, ca. 1223 516

25.5 Two pages from a 14th-century manuscript (known as the “Palauzov copy”) now 
in the National Library in Sofia (MS 289). The manuscript contains the text of 
the synodikon of the church synod held in Tărnovo under Emperor Boril 1211. 
On the page to the left, the anathema (formal ecclesiastical curse) is placed 
upon “the priest Bogomil, who adopted the Manichaean heresy under the  
Bulgarian King Peter.” 529

26.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics) 535
26.2 Asenovgrad (Stenimachos), with a view of the two-storied Church of the Holy 

Mother of God. Established in the 11th century in the Rhodope Mountains, 
Stenimachos is mentioned as a fortress or as a castle in the sources of the  
Third and Fourth Crusade. The church was built in the 12th century with a  
rectangular tower, the first belfry in Balkan architecture to be integrated into 
the church building and placed above the narthex 552

27.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics) 558
27.2 Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics). Numbers  

indicate sites in the list at Fig. 27.1 560
27.3 Toruń, view of the Old Town from the opposite (western) bank of the river  

Vistula, with the Cathedral of Sts. John the Evangelist and John the Baptist  
from the opposite (western) bank of the river Vistula. Founded in 1233, Thorn  
initially stretched for two miles on the eastern bank, but was destroyed by  
some thirty years later. During the first half of the 14th century, the Old Town 
was rebuilt in brick on a modular grid, and the cathedral was erected on the site 
of the old parish church 569

27.4 Malbork, panoramic view of the castle from the west, across the river Nogat. 
The earliest castle was built ca. 1280, with the high castle visible in the middle 
completely rebuilt during the first half of the 14th century. During that  
century, the Great Refectory and the Grand Master’s palace to the left were 
built on top of the outer bailey of the old castle. The two large towers in front  
of the high castle were built in the 15th century to flank the eastern end of a 
bridge across the river 572

28.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text 578
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28.2 A page from the Pray Codex, with neumes (musical notation) at the bottom. 
The 12th-century manuscript also includes a missal, an Easter mystery play, 
legal texts, and a funeral sermon in vernacular—the oldest text in  
Hungarian 597
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3—Aizpute; 4—Alba Iulia; 5—Amphipolis; 6—Andravida; 7—Ano Boularioi; 
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43—Episkopi; 44—Esztergom; 45—Feldebrő; 46—Gavrolimni; 47—Genna; 
48—Giecz; 49—Gniezno; 50—Gradac; 51—Halych; 52—Holm; 53—Isova; 
54—Jemnice-Podolí; 55—Kallósd; 56—Kalocsa; 57—Kanfanar; 58—Kasić-
Manastirine; 59—Kastoria; 60—Kepoula; 61—Keria; 62—Kerkyra; 63—Kiev; 
64—Kołbacz; 65—Kopčany; 66—Koraki; 67—Kostoľany pod Tribečom;  
68—Kotor; 69—Krimulda; 70—Kurbinovo; 71—Kuršumlija; 72—Levý Hradec; 
73—Libice; 74—Longas; 75—Lubiąż; 76—Marmiro; 77—Medvedgrad;  
78—Melnik; 79—Mentzaina; 80—Merbaka; 81—Mesopotam; 82—Mikulčice; 
83—Milia; 84—Modrá; 85—Mogilno; 86—Monemvasia; 87—Neredica;  
88—Nerezi; 89—Nesebăr; 90—Nin; 91—Nitra; 92—Novgorod; 93—Novi Pazar; 
94—Ohrid; 95—Oliwa; 96—Olynthos; 97—Osor; 98—Ostrów Lednicki;  
99—Ostrowite; 100—Paliochora; 101—Pallandion; 102—Peć;  
103—Peroj; 104—Perondi; 105—Peshkëpi; 106—Pheres; 107—Platamon;  
108—Pleisioi; 109—Pliska; 110—Pohansko; 111—Polemitas; 112—Politika;  
113—Polotsk; 114—Poreč; 115—Poznań; 116—Prague; 117—Preslav;  
118—Prespa; 119—Pridraga; 120—Prizren; 121—Przemyśl; 122—Pskov;  
123—Rab; 124—Ras; 125—Ravna; 126—Riga; 127—Říp Hill; 128—Rovinj;  
129—Rozafa; 130—Salaspils; 131—Setina; 132—Sibiu; 133—Sigulda;  
134—Silistra; 135—Skripou; 136—Smolensk; 137—Sopoćani; 138—Sopron; 
139—Split; 140—Spiš; 141—Srebrniki; 142—Staré Mĕsto; 143—Starý Plzenec; 
144—Ston; 145—Strombate; 146—Strumica; 147—Strzelno; 148—Studenica; 
149—Suzdal’; 150—Sveti Lovreč; 151—Svojšín; 152—Szalonna;  
153—Szekésfehérvár; 154—Szekszárd; 155—Tărnovo; 156—Tartu;  
157—Tegea; 158—Teranci; 159—Thebes; 160—Thessaloniki; 161—Tišnov;  
162—Tmutarakan’; 163—Trikata; 164—Trogir; 165—Trzebnica; 166—Tum;  
167—Tyniec; 168—Üxküll (Ikšķile); 169—Vau i Dejës; 170—Velemér;  
171—Velika Gospa; 172—Veljusa; 173—Veszprém; 174—Visegrád;  
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building was then modified in the mid-13th century and, again, in the 15th  
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Destroyed and plundered several times in the early modern period, the church 
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chapter 1

Concepts and Problems

“In Europe we feel at the same time like natives and foreigners, to refer to the 
Polish Nobel Prize winner, Czesław Miłosz. Yet may it be so that Europe needs 
such Europeans for whom it is at the same time the homeland and a foreign 
country; something of one’s own and something alien.”1 Thus spoke Donald 
Tusk, the prime-minister of Poland, when accepting in 2010 the prestigious 
Charlemagne Prize, which is awarded annually “for the worthiest contribu-
tion in the service of West European understanding and common endeavor, 
and in the service of humanity and world peace.”2 When the prize was estab-
lished in 1950, Aachen was an old city on the western border of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, which has just joined the Council of Europe established 
in 1949 through the Treaty of London. The founder of the prize chose the 
city as the best location in Europe for the awarding ceremony because he be-
lieved Aachen had become the spiritual and political center of Europe during 
Charlemagne’s reign. Almost fifty years later, when presented with the prize, 
the former German President Roman Herzog explained that “for 1,000 years 
the destiny of our continent has revolved round the choice between a cohesive 
or a fragmented Europe. Charlemagne, after whom our prize is named, made 
his own particular choice: the first unification of Europe. At such an hour the 
truth must be told: only by wading through a sea of blood, sweat and tears 
did he reach his goal.”3 It is blood, sweat, and tears that the Board of Directors 
of the Charlemagne Prize had on their minds when expressing their convic-
tion that “due to developments since 1989 in Germany and Eastern Europe … 
the movement towards a comprehensive union is no longer utopian.”4 The 

1   Donald Tusk, Charlemagne Prize acceptance speech (June 2, 2010), available at Donald Tusk, 
Charlemagne Prize acceptance speech (June 2, 2010), available at http://www.aachen.de/de/
stadt_buerger/aachen_profil/preise_auszeichnungen/karlspreis/08_preistraeger/karlspreis 
2010/reden_kp10/kp10_tusk_englisch.pdf (visit of September 15, 2018).

2   Walter Eversheim, “A citizens’ prize for distinguished service on behalf of European  
unification,” available at http://www.karlspreis.de/de/der-karlspreis/weiterentwicklung/
erklaerung-des-rates-der-stadt-aachen-und-der-gesellschaft-fuer-die-verleihung-des-inter-
nationalen-karlspreises-zu-aachen-e-v-im-jahre-1990 (visit of September 15, 2018).

3   Roman Herzog, Charlemagne Prize acceptance speech (June 2, 1997), available at http://www 
.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Roman-Herzog/Reden/1997/05/19970508 
_Rede.html (visit of September 15, 2018).

4   “Erklärung des Rates der Stadt Aachen und der Gesellschaft für die Verleihung des 
Internationalen Karlspreises zu Aachen e. V. im Jahre 1990,” available at http://www 
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democratic movement in Central and Eastern Europe was also reflected in the 
prize being awarded to several distinguished personalities from that region. 
Donald Tusk was neither the first East European, nor the first Pole to get the 
Charlemagne Prize. He was also the second historian from East Central Europe 
to get that prestigious award. The former foreign minister of Poland, Bronisław 
Geremek, a talented historian of the Middle Ages, received it in 1998.

Most Charlemagne Prize laureates from East Central Europe were more con-
cerned with the recent history of Europe than with the symbolism of the award 
bestowed upon them. There is no mention of Charlemagne in the acceptance 
speeches of Václav Havel, Gyula Horn, or György Konrád. Donald Tusk dedi-
cated his prize to the “Solidarność generation” and to the 96 people who died 
in 2010, together with the Polish President Lech Kaczyński, in a plane crash 
in Russia.5 Only Bronisław Geremek referred to Charlemagne, perhaps in re-
sponse to the great emphasis Roman Herzog had earlier placed on the emperor 
in his speech. Geremek did not share Herzog’s enthusiasm for Charlemagne’s 
empire as the political expression of lofty ideals of peace, order, prosperity and 
cultural development to be shared equally by all European nations. To him, 
Charlemagne was not the symbol of the European unity: “The [Carolingian] 
Empire maintained political and economic relations to the world of the 
Western Slavs, but there was an obvious separation.”6 There is more than just a 
paramount concern with the accuracy of the historical detail in this apparent-
ly typical East European reticence towards Charlemagne. Geremek’s remarks 
are indicative of a much more profound problem of European historiography, 
with deeply medieval roots.

Charlemagne never set foot in (what is now) Poland. Even in Hungary, he 
did not go beyond the river Rába, which flows into the Danube at Győr, less 
than thirty miles from the present-day border between Austria and Hungary. 
Nonetheless, a much repeated, but never demonstrated theory purports that the 
common noun for “king” in most Slavic languages derives from Charlemagne’s 
name.7 The issue has gained some significance among students of Slavic stud-

.karlspreis.de/de/der-karlspreis/weiterentwicklung/erklaerung-des-rates-der-stadt-aachen 
-und-der-gesellschaft-fuer-die-verleihung-des-internationalen-karlspreises-zu-aachen-e-v 
-im-jahre-1990 (visit of September 15, 2018).

5   Donald Tusk, Charlemagne Prize acceptance speech (see above, n. 1).
6   Bronisław Geremek, Charlemagne Prize acceptance speech, June 2, 1998, available at http://

www.karlspreis.de/de/preistraeger/bronislaw-geremek-1998/rede-von-bronislaw-geremek 
(visit of September 15, 2018).

7   According to Berneker, Slavisches etymologisches Wörterbuch, pp. 572–573, at the origin of 
the Czech word král or the Polish word król is Middle High German Karl. From the Slavic lan-
guages, the word was adopted with an identical or similar meaning by several non-Slavic lan-
guages, such as Romanian (crai), Albanian (kral), Hungarian (király), Lithuanian (karalius),  
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ies, especially linguists, because it supposedly illustrates the metathesis of the 
liquids (the *tort formula with suffixal ictus), which could then be convenient-
ly dated to the Carolingian age on the basis of Charlemagne’s first contacts 
with the Slavs. A Polish linguist, Tadeusz Lehr-Spławiński, even argued that 
only Polabian Slavic permitted a soft “l” in borrowings from Germanic languag-
es, from which he drew the conclusion that *korljь, the name for “king” sup-
posedly derived from Charlemagne’s name, must have entered the world of the 
speakers of Slavic from the northwest, the area inhabited by Wilzi, Sorbs, and 
Obodrites, who first encountered Charlemagne’s armies.8 From the northwest-
ern Slavs, so the theory goes, the word for “king” modeled after Charlemagne’s 
name was then adopted by other Slavs farther to the east and to the south 
and modified phonetically according to their respective languages and dia-
lects. In reality, there is no connection between Charlemagne and the word for 
“king” used in most Slavic languages. In the earliest texts written in Old Church 
Slavonic, the emperor is kesarь, kings are cěsari, and princes are kъnęзi. The 
earliest reference to a native *korljь is in the Glagolitic inscription known as 
the Baška Tablet, which is dated to 1100 or shortly after that.9 The word korolь 
appears four times in the Life of Methodius and it is usually translated as “king.”10 
Aleksander Brückner first noticed that the term was not a noun, but a proper 
name—Karl or Carolus used in reference to Frankish kings.11

  and Turkish (keral). The idea goes back to Josef Dobrovský, but was first pronounced by 
Miklosich, Etymologisches Wörterbuch, p. 131.

8    Lehr-Spławiński, “Pochodzenie”. For a critique of Lehr-Spławiński’s theory, see Lunt, “Old 
Church Slavonic ‘*kraljъ’,” p. 488.

9    Fučić, “The Croatian Glagolitic and Cyrillic epigraphs,” pp. 266–268. The inscription men-
tions Zvonimir, the king (kralъ) of Croatia.

10   Life of Methodius, ed. Kronsteiner, p. 66 (chapter 9): врагоу моравскаго корол  (“the 
heart of the Moravian king”; however, both Rostislav and Svatopluk are called knyaz else-
where in the text, in chapters 5 and 10, respectively) and рече король (“the king said”); 68 
(chapter 10): корол ви еп[и]с[ко]пи (“the king’s bishops”); and 82 (chapter 16): королю 
оугърьськомоу (“the Hungarian king,” but there was no such ruler in the 9th century). Of 
all four references to korolь, the one in chapter 16 is usually viewed as a later interpolation. 
See also Bretholz, “Über das 9. Kapitel.” Korolь as king is not attested in Ukrainian and 
Russian before the late 13th century. See Vasmer, Russisches etymologisches Wörterbuch,  
p. 631.

11   Brückner, Die Wahrheit, pp. 94–95. Thus, instead of the “heart of the Moravian king,” the 
passage in chapter 9 of the Life of Methodius should be translated as the “heart of the 
enemy of Moravia, Karl” or the “heart of his [Methodius’] enemy, Karl.” Similarly, instead 
of “the king said” or “the king’s bishops” in chapters 9 and 10, respectively, one should 
translate “Karl said” and “Karl’s bishops,” while the “Hungarian king” in chapter 16 is most 
likely Charles III (the Fat), who met with the Moravian ruler Sventopluk in 884 at Tulln. 
See Lunt, “Old Church Slavonic ‘*kraljъ’,” p. 486; Lunt, “The beginning,” p. 215. For the his-
tory of research on this matter, see Vavřínek, “Ugăr’skyj’ korol’,” p. 261.
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The idea that Charlemagne was such a popular figure in early medieval 
Slavic Europe that his name entered the fundamental political vocabulary as a 
common noun is directly contradicted by the evidence of the written sources 
pertaining to the name-giving practices of the local ruling families in the re-
gion. In Poland, Bolesław the Brave’s successors often used names of Western 
origin, particularly of emperors, for their children, in order to emphasize po-
litical connections or the high aspirations of the Piast family.12 However, the 
name Charles is not among them. Nor does Charlemagne appear in the me-
dieval historiography of Hungary, as his name is not even mentioned in any 
of the medieval chronicles of that country.13 To chroniclers writing the history 
of local dynasties in Poland and Bohemia, Charlemagne had no appeal as a 
(would-be) saint or legendary hero, although his reputation could be of some 
use to gauge the political performance of native rulers.14

Bronisław Geremek was therefore right. Charlemagne may serve as a symbol 
of the European Union in the early 21st century, but during his own lifetime, as 
well as later, there was “an obvious separation” between his own world and that 
beyond the easternmost borders of the Carolingian Empire. A recent United 
Nations definition of Eastern Europe draws a similar distinction, but shifts the 
emphasis to much later historical developments. Eastern Europe, according 
to that definition, is that part of the European continent that has been “under 
Byzantine and Orthodox influence, which has only randomly been touched 
by an Ottoman impact, but significantly shaped by Russian influence during 
the Russian Empire and in the Soviet period.”15 In fact, a number of studies 
published in the 1990s point to the distinction between Western and Eastern 
Europe being the product of the Cold War, and warn against the danger of 
anachronism inherent in applying such terms to the medieval history of the 
Continent.16 Most recently, historians of the modern era have turned Eastern 

12   The classic work on name-giving practices among the Piasts is Hertel, Imiennictwo, but 
some of his conclusions have been recently modified by Labuda, “O najstarszych imion-
ach” and Bogucki, “Kilka uwag.” Hertel’s book deals with several other names of Western 
origin, both male and female, as well as with double names. For the names of the early 
Piasts in Gallus Anonymus, see Bańkowski, “Imiona.” For name-giving practices and 
political identity in the early Middle Ages, see Werner, “Liens de parenté”; Haubrichs, 
“Identität.”

13   Veszprémy, “Kaiser Karl der Große,” pp. 195–96.
14   Curta and Stuckey, “Charlemagne,” 208.
15   Peter Jordan, “A subdivision of Europe into larger regions by cultural criteria,” United 

Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names, Working Paper no. 48, 23rd ses-
sion, Vienna, March 28–April 4, 2006, available at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/geoinfo/
UNGEGN/docs/23-gegn/wp/gegn23wp48.pdf (visit of September 15, 2018).

16   Okey, “Central Europe/Eastern Europe”; Bideleux and Jeffries, A History.
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5Concepts and Problems

Europe into a vagina nationum: the greatest mass migration and even the 
“making of the free world” are directly related to Eastern Europe.17 Historians 
of the Middle Ages writing in English have been so far reluctant to embrace 
that terminology and have only limited interest in the medieval roots of the 
modern-era vagina nationum.18 While Robert Bartlett’s book on the “making of 
Europe,” which was published in the early 1990s, treats the eastern half of the 
continent only as a target of conquest and colonization by West Europeans, 
the southeastern, eastern, and central parts of the European continent are 
entirely neglected by Chris Wickham’s more recent book on Europe and the 
Mediterranean between Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages.19

1 The Historiography of Medieval Eastern (or East Central) Europe

When thinking of Eastern and Western Europe in opposition to each other, 
most historians have in mind the formal political and economic entities that 
came out of the Yalta and Potsdam agreements of 1945. However, as Larry 
Wolff has shown, the idea of “Eastern Europe” originated in the intellectual 
milieu of the Enlightenment: “The invention of Eastern Europe was a subtly 
self-promoting and sometimes overtly self-congratulatory event in intellectual 
history, whereby Western Europe also identified itself and affirmed its own 

17   Zahra, The Great Departure. Vagina nationum: Jordanes, Getica 25, ed. Mommsen, p. 60.
18   The historiography of the region is only rarely discussed per se in the literature published 

in English. The last time the topic has stirred any interest was in the early 1990s, imme-
diately after the end of the Cold War. The last issue of the 1992 volume of the American 
Historical Review was dedicated to a “dossier” about the historiographies of Eastern 
Europe, which included essays about Poland (Wandycz, “Historiography”), Bulgaria 
(Todorova, “Historiography”), Czechoslovakia (Kořalka, “Historiography”), Romania 
(Hitchins, “Historiography”), Hungary (Deák, “Historiography”) and Yugoslavia (Banac, 
“The historiography”). It is worth noting that instead of the historiography of Eastern 
Europe (as a whole), the editors of the American Historical Review have chosen to request 
individual essays, each dedicated to one of the countries in the region. The restrictive 
definition of Eastern Europe is also notable: there are no essays about any of the Baltic 
countries, Ukraine, or Russia. Moreover, many of those essays focused on the historiog-
raphy pertaining to the 19th and 20th century, with little attention to questions regarding 
the Middle Ages. Some of them were superseded shortly after that by more incisive stud-
ies of historiography under Communism. See, for example, Topolski, “Polish historians”; 
Papacostea, “Captive Clio.”

19   Bartlett, The Making of Europe; Wickham, Framing, p. 5: “I excluded the Slavs lands, both 
in the Roman empire (in the Balkans) and outside it, because of my linguistic weakness-
es.” Wickham apparently ignores the considerable body of literature on Eastern Europe in 
Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages that is available in English.
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precedence.”20 In other words, the concept of Eastern Europe was created by 
West Europeans during the 18th century, as a “barbaric and exotic complement 
to their own civilized countries.”21 That may definitely explain the late develop-
ment of any interest in the history of the region, particularly that of the Middle 
Ages. Indeed, while the history of history writing in each one of the countries 
that emerged in the 20th century in Eastern Europe goes back to the Middle 
Ages, a concern with the history of the region as a whole did not develop be-
fore the 20th century. Oskar Halecki (1891–1973), a Polish historian specializing 
in the history of late medieval Poland, was the first to address the issue of a spe-
cific chronology and history of Eastern Europe (Fig. 1.1). In his paper presented 
in 1923 at the 5th International Congress of Historical Sciences in Brussels, 
Halecki understood “Eastern Europe” as the territories north of the Carpathian 
Mountains that had been included at any point in history into Poland. At the 
6th International Congress, which took place in Oslo in 1928, another Polish 
historian of the Middle Ages, Kazimierz Tymieniecki (1887–1968), expanded 
the definition to include all lands in Europe to the east from the Elbe River, but 
without either Scandinavia or the Balkans. At the 7th International Congress 
(Warsaw, 1933), a special section for the history of Eastern Europe was formed 
on the basis of the already existing Federation of Historical Societies of Eastern 
Europe, founded by another Polish historian, Marceli Handelsman (1882–1945) 
in 1927.22 Jaroslav Bidlo (1868–1937), a professor at the Charles University in 
Prague, insisted on the role of religion in the definition of boundaries. To 
him, the history of Eastern Europe had profound roots in Byzantium, and the 
knowledge of Byzantium was the key to its understanding.

Byzantium was also a key component in the definition of Southeastern 
Europe. That phrase appeared only on the eve of the Congress of Berlin (1878), 
and was initially used by scholars interested in comparative linguistics, partic-
ularly in what is now known as the Balkan Sprachbund, the most famous exam-
ple of language contact.23 In Austria, the phrase was quickly adopted by both 
statesmen and diplomats to refer to the entire region between the Carpathian 
Mountains, the Dniester River, and the Aegean, Black, and Adriatic Seas— 

20   Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe, p. 360.
21   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 8.
22   Kłoczowski, East Central Europe, pp. 6–18. Handelsman’s federation had 11 members from 

Poland, 10 from Czechoslovakia, 5 from Romania, and 4 from Hungary. Halecki’s restric-
tive definition of Eastern Europe is still occasionally applied to the lands of what is now 
known as East Central Europe. See, for example, Sager, “Eastern Europe.”

23   Drace-Francis, “Zur Geschichte,” 277. For the Balkan Sprachbund, see Mišeska-Tomić, 
Balkan Sprachbund.
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figure 1.1 Oskar Halecki (1891–1973)
Photo by Agence Meurisse (1925). Courtesy of Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France, Paris
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a region of vital importance for the expansion of the Austrian-Hungarian 
Empire around 1900. The first course of Southeast European history was 
in fact offered in 1912 at the University of Vienna by a Romanian, Ion Nistor 
(1876–1962), later to become a renowned historian of the Middle Ages. A few 
years later, in the aftermath of the Balkan Wars and the Treaty of Bucharest 
(1913), another Romanian historian, Nicolae Iorga (1871–1940), established the 
Institute of Southeast European Studies. Later, he also established a periodical, 
Revue historique du sud-est européen (1922), and began to iron out the suppos-
edly distinctive features of the region going back to the Byzantine rule over the 
entire Balkan Peninsula.24

The early decades of the 20th century also witnessed the emergence of an-
other phrase: East Central Europe. Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk (1850–1937), the 
first president of Czechoslovakia, wrote of a “peculiar zone of small nations” 
between Germany and Russia and later called that East Central Europe.25 In 
1935, Imre Lukinich (1880–1950), a professor of late medieval and early mod-
ern history at the University of Budapest, established the periodical Archivum 
Europae Centro-Orientalis. During World War II, only a few volumes were pub-
lished, and in 1944, the periodical stopped. Meanwhile, Oskar Halecki began to 
employ Masaryk’s idea shortly after coming to the United States as a refugee 
from the region at that time occupied by the Nazis. Echoing Masaryk, he placed 
medieval East Central Europe between the Holy Roman-German Empire and 
Kievan Rus’. To him, East Central Europe stretched from Finland in the north 
to Greece in the south.26 By excluding Russia from his notion of East Central 
Europe, Halecki may have reacted to the political divisions of the early Cold 
War period.27 Since he did not pay any attention to the phrase Eastern Europe, 
and seemingly denied a European identity to Russia, the notion of East Central 

24   Curta, Southeastern Europe, 2–4.
25   Hayashi, “Masaryk’s ‘zone of small nations’.” There are echoes of Masaryk in Hodža, 

Federation, pp. 3–8, who in the early 1940s was still writing of “these small nations of 
Central Europe,” a region “between Russia, Germany, and Italy.” However, Hodža traced 
the origin of Central Europe to the early 19th century, and not to the Middle Ages.

26   Halecki, The Limits, pp. 125–41; Halecki, The Borderlands, pp. 3–7.
27   Berend, “The mirage,” p. 11. The shadow of the Cold War still looms large on Jenő Szűcs’s 

studies on the “three regions of Europe,” despite his attempts to establish a regional 
identity for East Central Europe (Szűcs, Vázlat Európa három). On the other hand, not 
all historians writing in English at the beginning of the Cold War were eager to embrace 
Halecki’s terminology. Francis Dvornik, who came to the United States shortly after 
Halecki, included Russia in his view of the European Middle Ages (Curta, “Introduction,” 
pp. 2 and 21 with n. 6).
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Europe implied that the Continent had a west and a center, but no east.28 It is 
only recently that scholars have become aware that the demarcation of Eastern 
Europe as reading of history backwards in time is little more than an attempt 
to create historical justifications for modern divisions “in the same way that 
historical identity has been used for nation building.”29 Some have gone as far 
as to equate Eastern Europe with Russia, while Russian scholars commonly 
write of Northeastern Europe as well, a phrase rarely (if ever) employed by 
scholars writing in English.30 This implies an extension of Eastern Europe all 
the way to the Ural Mountains to the east, and to the White Sea to the north.

2 Geography

In this book, the phrases Eastern Europe, Southeastern Europe, and East Central 
Europe are used in a primarily and purely geographic sense, and in no way as 
political divisions. In this respect, the vast area of the European continent situ-
ated between the Czech lands to the west and the Ural Mountains to the east, 
and from beyond the Arctic Circle to Greece on a north-south axis may be best 
described as the land mass between 36 and 70 degrees north latitude, and from 
12 to 60 degrees east longitude. If one divides that land mass arbitrarily into two 
slightly unequal slices, then East Central Europe is the western half, between 
12 and 35 degrees east, and Eastern Europe is the eastern half, between 35 and 
60 degrees east. The western half could then be subdivided latitudinally along 
the 45th degree north to distinguish Southeastern Europe located to the south 
from that parallel. The considerable land mass demarcated in such a manner 
represents two thirds of the entire Continent. Its vast extent is only matched 
by its incredible variety (Fig. 1.2). The western part (both in East Central and 
in Southeastern Europe) has one of the most complicated mountain range sys-
tems in Europe, with the Carpathians forming a loop on the eastern side of the 
river Danube and sweeping in a southeast direction towards that river’s delta. 
The lands inside the semicircle of the mountains form the Carpathian Basin 
divided into three unequal parts by the rivers Danube and Tisza flowing on a 
north-south direction. Transylvania is the eastern part of the Carpathian Basin, 

28   Okey, “Central Europe/Eastern Europe,” p. 104. Font, “Mitteleuropa-Osteuropa-
Ostmitteleuropa?” pp. 123–24 claims that the historical separation between East Central 
and Eastern Europe took place in the late 12th century.

29   Raffensperger, “The place of Rus’,” p. 853.
30   Noonan, “European Russia”; Savel’eva, “Evropeiskii Severo-Vostok.”
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separated from the Plain of Hungary by the Western Romanian Carpathians 
(Apuseni).

The landscape of Southeastern Europe is also defined orographically by four 
chains running radially from the center of the Balkan Peninsula—the Dinaric 
Alps to the northwest, the Pindus to the south, the Rhodope to the southeast 
and the Balkans (Stara Planina) to the east. The latter are separated from the 
southern Carpathians (also known as the Transylvanian Alps) by the fertile 

figure 1.2 Principal geographical features mentioned in the text: 1—Apuseni Mountains; 
2—Black Sea; 3—Bohemian Forest; 4—Carpathian Mountains; 5—Central 
Russian Uplands; 6—Danube River; 7—Dinaric Alps; 8—Dnieper River; 9—Don 
River; 10—Mezen River; 11—Moravian Heights; 12—Niemen River; 13—Northern 
Dvina River; 14—Northern European Plain; 15—Pechora River; 16—Pindus 
Mountains; 17—Plain of Hungary; 18—Rhodope Mountains; 19—Stara Planina 
Mountains; 20—Sudeten Mountains; 21—Tisza River; 22—Ural Mountains;  
23—Ural River; 24—Valdai Hills; 25—Vistula; 26—Volga; 27—Volga Heights;  
28—Western Dvina River
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11Concepts and Problems

plain of the Lower Danube. Two lower ranges of mountains run in a northwest-
ern direction from the westernmost end of the Carpathians—the Bohemian 
Forest and the Sudeten, with the Moravian Heights between them. From those 
mountains and the Carpathians to the south to the Baltic Sea to the north, East 
Central Europe consists of a vast lowland corridor—the North European Plain, 
which extends eastwards all the way to the Ural Mountains. Another lowland 
corridor extends on a west-east direction from the Danube to the Aral Sea, and 
beyond. Those were the steppe lands of Eastern Europe, located on the north-
ern shores of the Black and Caspian Seas and divided by several major rivers, 
the most important of which are the Dnieper, the Don, the Volga, and the Ural. 
Some parts of this region (the so-called Caspian Depression) are below sea 
level, with marshlands and patches of semi-arid desert. The Central Russian 
Uplands and the Volga Heights are the only elevations of Eastern Europe, be-
tween the North European Plain and the steppe lands to the south. Because of 
them, several rivers flow through the North European Plain and into the neigh-
boring seas. The most important rivers flowing to the north are the Vistula, 
the Niemen, the Western Dvina (emptying into the Baltic Sea), the Northern 
Dvina, the Mezen, and the Pechora (emptying into the White sea).

The band-like arrangement of the geographic features in Eastern Europe, 
however, is rarely employed in historical works. Historians and archaeologists 
alike prefer to use biomes and ecotones, which have an equally band-like dis-
tribution: the steppe belt (the westernmost segment of the Great Steppe of 
Eurasia) is between 200 and 600 miles wide; the forest-steppe belt immediately 
to the north; and the forest belt, a very broad band of wooded area extending 
to the north all the way to Finland and the White Sea, into the taiga. There 
are only few lines of communication between those three belts, the most im-
portant of which is the Volga, the longest river of Europe, which springs in 
the Valdai Hills, on the northern edge of the Central Russian Uplands, and 
flows into the Caspian Sea through a very large delta (which was, nonetheless, 
much smaller in the Middle Ages than it is now). Because the Dnieper and 
the Western Dvina also rise from the northern sector of the Central Russian 
Uplands, the three rivers played a major role as axes of communication, trade, 
and political centralization in the Middle Ages.

3 Chronology

In Eastern Europe, historians struggle with periodization when attempting to 
match the order of events in Western Europe and to find a place in the history 
of the Continent for their respective countries. Such problems concern both 
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the beginning and the end of the Middle Ages in Eastern Europe. To be sure, 
much of what Halecki called East Central Europe and the whole of Eastern 
Europe never formed a part of the Roman Empire. In Southeastern Europe, the 
withdrawal of the Roman armies in the early 7th century provides a convenient 
marker, but many scholars prefer to begin with the coming of the barbarians, 
especially the Slavs, ca. 500.31 With no event to fall in place conveniently like a 
curtain at the end of antiquity, some historians have chosen AD 568, the year 
in which the Avars defeated the Gepids and the Lombards migrated to Italy, as 
the “dawn of the Dark Ages.”32 In both East Central and Southeastern Europe, 
the “arrival of the Slavs” marks the beginning of the Middle Ages to such an 
extent that the adjectives “Slavic” and “medieval” are used interchangeably.33

By contrast, there seems to be no agreement as to when the Middle Ages 
actually ended. Generations of Hungarian historians, for example, have viewed 
the year 1526 in which the Hungarian army was crushed by the Ottomans at 
Mohács, as the dividing point between the ages called medieval and modern.34 
In their eyes, however, the modern era began with a national tragedy, with 
foreign rule, and with misery. Similarly, Bulgarian historians of the late 19th 
and early 20th century have unanimously condemned the period of Ottoman 
rule as one of utter subjugation, national disaster and misery. To them, the 
Dark Ages was not another name for the early Middle Ages, but a most ap-
propriate description of the centuries following the fall of Tărnovo in 1393. 
According to such views, the Ottoman conquest represented a turning point in 
Bulgarian history, as both state and church were abolished, with Bulgaria now 
being divided between the Rumeli and Silistre eyalets, and the lands previ-
ously under the jurisdiction of the patriarch of Tărnovo taken over by the par-
triarch of Constantinople, the patriarch of Peć, and the archbishop of Ohrid. 
The Ottomans allegedly stopped the gradual process of economic convergence 
between Bulgaria and the rest of the European continent.

After World War II, in Bulgaria, as well as in Hungary, and many other parts 
of Eastern Europe, historians and archaeologists were taking seriously the 
Marxist point of looking for the “feudal mode of production” as the main cri-
terion for defining the Middle Ages. As a consequence, their periodizations 
tended to emphasize the lateness of local developments and thus differed sub-
stantially from previous (and subsequent) interpretations of national history. 

31   Curta, “The beginning.”
32   Bóna, The Dawn, 105; Braychevs’kyy, “Periodyzatsiia,” p. 16; Pohl, Die Awaren, pp. 52–57.
33   Chybová, Pravěké; Makushnykau, “Issledovanie.” In the archaeological jargon in use in 

Prague and Kiev, a hillfort is “Slavic” not because the Slavs built it or used to live in it, but 
because it can be dated with some degree of certainty to the Middle Ages.

34   Elekes et al., Magyarország története; Engel, The Realm.
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Given the problems associated with postulating an East European form of feu-
dal society similar to that believed to have been dominant in Western Europe, 
great efforts were made in the 1950s and 1960s to demonstrate that, from a 
Marxist point of view, the early Middle Ages could not have ended before the 
early 12th century.35 This may explain, at least in part the idiosyncratic use of 
such terms as wczesnośredniowieczny (early medieval) in Poland and prefeudal 
in Romania, as well as the fact that the Middle Ages in the Baltic countries are 
believed to start only with the crusades of 12th and 13th centuries.36 The un-
derlying assumption is that in Eastern Europe, feudal relations of production 
took much longer to develop. Many even believed that the “classical” form of 
feudalism was brought into Eastern Europe from the West. From that perspec-
tive, however, neither post-1526 Hungary, nor Ottoman Bulgaria could be seen 
as anything but “feudal.” In fact, in both cases, one would have to admit a very 
late date for the end of the Middle Ages. Were 17th-century Hungary under 
Habsburg rule or 18th-century Bulgaria under Ottoman rule still medieval in 
any sense? Can one speak of the Middle Ages for pre-Petrine Russia? When do 
the Middle Ages end, and when did modernity begin in Eastern Europe? Those 
are questions that are far more complicated and deeper than the scope of this 
book. The existence of multiple criteria for periodization makes arbitrary any 
attempt to “cut” the Middle Ages to size.

Nevertheless, for the purpose of this book, the cut-off date of 1300 may be a 
felicitous, if arbitrary choice.37 A number of key economic and social transfor-
mations (see chapters 21 and 22) were well under way by 1300: intensive agricul-
ture, nucleated settlements, the arrival of a great number of “guests,” increased 
urbanization, the rise of the money economy, and changes in the structure of 
the nobility. The year 1300 marks a watershed in the history of Southeastern 
Europe, as it is directly linked to the early Ottoman conquest. Similarly, the 
native dynasties of Hungary and Bohemia ended around that year, while the 
loss of the Holy Land prompted the Order of St. Mary (the Teutonic Knights) 
to abandon its headquarters in Venice and relocate to Marienburg in Prussia, 
a move that many historians regard as the pivotal point in the development of 

35   Graus, “Ranniaia stadiia”; Lederer, A feudalizmus; Manteuffel, “On Polish feudalism.”
36   Since no written sources could be used for the period before the 12th century, Lithuanian, 

Latvian and Estonian archaeologists refer to the rest of the Middle Ages as true pre-
history—the “Middle Iron Age.” For wczesnośredniowieczny and prefeudal, see Curta, 
“Introduction,” pp. 8–9 and 28 with n. 46.

37   It cannot be denied that such a choice eliminates at least two centuries of the late medi-
eval history of Eastern Europe. Nonetheless, even historians interested in the modern his-
tory of the region prefer 1300 to 1500. For example, Bideleux and Jeffries, A History begin 
with the 14th century.
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the Teutonic Order and its state in East Central Europe. In neighboring Poland, 
the end of the 13th century marks the restoration of the kingdom with the 
Gniezno coronation in 1295 of the duke of Great Poland, Przemyśl II. The rise 
of the Serbian empire under Stephen Dušan (1331–1355); the dispute between 
Moscow and Tver for the position of grand prince of Vladimir (1304–1327); the 
rise of the Gediminid dynasty in Lithuania and of the Shishmanid dynasty in 
Bulgaria; and the beginning of the Islamicization of the Golden Horde fol-
lowing the conversion of Khan Üzbek (1313–1341), are all sufficient reasons to 
exclude the 14th century from the purview of this book. The eight centuries 
between 500 and 1300 represent a sufficiently long segment to follow the medi-
eval history of Eastern Europe.
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chapter 2

Written and Archaeological Sources

Much of what we know about the history of Eastern Europe comes from sourc-
es written outside the region, and only later by authors in Eastern Europe. 
The information derives from Byzantine chronicles, those written in the Holy 
Roman German Empire, in Armenia, and in Georgia, from Carolingian annals 
and Icelandic sagas, as well as works of geography written in Arabic.1 Besides 
narrative sources, a great deal of information about Eastern Europe may be 
gleaned from a number of law codes, charters, acts of church councils, in-
scriptions, and letters written outside that region at various moments during 
the Middle Ages.2 For the earliest segment of the medieval history of Eastern 
Europe, the only “native” sources are archaeological.

1 Written Sources

Writing and literacy were introduced to the region from the outside as part 
of the “cultural kit” accompanying the conversion to Christianity, despite the 
fact that writing was known and marginally used before that in the form of 
the so-called East European runes.3 The conversion to Christianity is in fact 
responsible for the invention of scripts (first Glagolitic, then Cyrillic) that are 
characteristic for the medieval culture of the region, and do not appear any-
where else in Europe.4 Chanceries began to function in the 10th century in 
Croatia and Bulgaria, in the 11th century in Hungary and Poland, as well as 
in Bohemia and Rus’.5 The earliest surviving charters are from 11th-century 

1   Soós, “‘… veszedelmesebb és hevesebb ellenfelet a történelem nem ismer’”; Glazyrina, 
Islandskie vikingskie; Bibikov, Byzantinorossica; Shapira, “Armenian and Georgian sources”; 
Pleszczyński, The Birth; Albrecht, “Das grossmährische Reich”; Hraundal, “New perspectives.”

2   Lewicki, “Ze studiów”; Litavrin, “Iz aktov,” p. 212; Constable, “The place of the Magdeburg 
Charter”; Dzhakson, “Severo-zapad Vostochnoi Evropy.”

3   Vasil’ev, “The Eurasian areal aspect”; Szalontai and Károly, “Runiform fragments.” Runes con-
tinued to be used in certain parts of Eastern Europe even after the conversion (Benkő, “A 
székely írás”). For the introduction of writing and literacy, see Adamska, “The introduction”; 
Bubalo, Pragmatic Literacy and “Pismenost.”

4   Strzelczyk, “New alphabet”; Granberg, “Shift.”
5   Šebánek, “Die Kanzlei”; Fügedi, “Ai confini”; Adamska, “Die frühpiastischen Kanzlei.”
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Hungary, Bohemia and Poland, followed in the 12th century by Serbia and 
Rus’.6 The number of surviving charters is only a fraction of what royal chan-
ceries produced between ca. 1000 and ca. 1300. In Hungary, for example, there 
are some 10,000 documents surviving from the 13th century, but about 30 times 
more than that for the subsequent two centuries. Heavy destruction in the af-
termath of the Ottoman conquest after 1526, and further devastation during 
World War II are largely responsible for what is perhaps no more than one or 
two percent of what was once kept in royal and private archives.

Archives, however, existed in several monasteries as well, and in some cases 
copies of charters issued on their behalf by rulers are kept there, even though 
the originals have long been lost. The largest archives (monastic, as well as 
otherwise) pertaining to the period between ca. 1000 and ca. 1300 are those 
of monasteries on Mount Athos, which in addition to chrysobulls (charters 
of the Byzantine emperors, with golden seals attached) granting land prop-
erty or privileges to the monks, also contain many documents issued by chan-
ceries in Bulgaria, Serbia, or Rus’. For example, the archive of the Bulgarian 
Athonite monastery of Zographou contains many Greek and Slavic documents 
of Bulgarian origin.7 The same is true for the archives of the Serbian monastery 
of Hilandar, in which there are a great number of documents issued by the 
members of the Nemanjid dynasty.8 Similarly, many documents pertaining to 
the late 12th-century Bohemian nobleman Hroznata survive in the archive of 
his foundation at Teplá, in western Bohemia.9

Several Benedictine monasteries in Croatia have extensive cartularies, con-
taining copies of charters issued by Croatian and Hungarian rulers. A good 
example is the cartulary of the Abbey of St. Peter in the Village, also known 
as the Sumpetar Cartulary. The Cartulary of the Convent of St. Mary in Zadar 
contains documents issued between 1066 and 1236.10 The first cartulary known 
from Hungary is from the Abbey of Pannonhalma. Known as Liber ruber (ca. 

6    Györffy, “Die ungarischen Königsurkunden”; Kashtanov, “Zhalovannye akty”; Hlaváček, 
“The use of charters,” p. 137; Franklin, Writing, pp. 177–78; Jurek, “Die Rechtschaft,” p. 62. 
For edited collections of charters from those countries, see Nový Listiny; Sułkowska-Kuraś 
and Kuraś Bullarium Poloniae; Ianin, Novgorodskie akty; Kashtanov, Iz istorii; Györffy, 
Diplomata; Živković et al., Selected Charters.

7    Pavlikianov, The Early Years.
8    Živojinović et al., Actes de Chilandar.
9    Hlinomaz, “Hroznatiana.” The most important collections of documents from Bohemia, 

however, are those of the abbeys of Břevnov, Plasy, and Kladubry. The latter seems to 
have been an institution where charters were written on behalf of noblemen living in 
the neighborhood. Their donations to the monastery were carefully recorded by the 
Benedictine monks, who kept copies for themselves (Šebánek and Dušková, “Studie”).

10   Novak, Zadarski kartular; Pivčević, The Cartulary.
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1240), it is a compilation of some 60 documents.11 In Hungary, most abbeys 
served as notarial institutions, known as “places of authentication,” and sev-
eral contracts and authentic copies written by clerics survive for the 13th  
century.12 The private use of writing, for example in letters, is a later phe-
nomenon. The earliest letter from Hungary is that of Archbishop Lucas of 
Esztergom (1158–1181) to the archbishop of Salzburg, dated 1161. A slightly ear-
lier letter from Matthew, Bishop of Cracow (1143–1166), to Bernard of Clairvaux 
is dated ca. 1145. A relatively rich collection of letters survives from Demetrios 
Chomatenos, Archbishop of Ohrid (1216–1236), and contains important infor-
mation about the Balkans in the 13th century.13 Despite the interest such letters 
may stir among scholars interested in political and church history, they shed 
no light on the private use of writing, and as such have little relevance as docu-
ments of social history.

However, the most extraordinary body of letters providing a unique glimpse 
into the daily lives of medieval people in Eastern Europe is the ever-growing 
corpus of letters written not on parchment, but on birch-bark. Those letters 
have not been found in archives, but by means of archaeological excavations, 
ever since the 1930s, on several sites in Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine. More than 
1,000 letters are so far known, dated between the first half of the 11th and the 
mid- or late 15th century. Those dates are not based on internal evidence, but 
on the dendrochronological analysis of the remains of timber walkways on the 
sites on which the letters have been found: after being read, the letters were 
commonly thrown in the middle of the street, to be washed away with all the 
garbage, which is why many ended up “sandwiched” between layers of recon-
struction of the timber walkways. The largest number come from Novgorod 
(Fig. 2.1), but several other sites have produced birch-bark letters (Polatsk, 
Pskov, Vitebsk, Smolensk, Mstislav, Tver, and even Moscow). The letters are 
typically short, for they are written on small pieces of birch-bark, usually 3 × 10 
inches. To prepare the bark for writing, the coarser layers were stripped away in 
order to leave a smooth and flexible strip, which was soaked and boiled to add 
elasticity. Letters of the Cyrillic alphabet were scratched onto the inner surface 
of the strip with a sharp-pointed instrument made of bone, wood, or metal. 
The birch-bark letters are an invaluable source for economic history, because 
most are about money—demands for payment, list of debtors, instructions for 
exchange and purchase, and the like. Some shed light on social life in medieval 

11   Sarbak, “A pannonhalmi Liber ruber.”
12   Szovák, “‘… sub testimonio litterali eiusdem conventus …’”; Kőfalvi, “Places of 

authentication.”
13   Popović, “Pedstava”; Dygo, “A letter”; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 404.
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Rus’ towns: a woman complains to her brother about being slandered by a 
neighbor; a man urges his parents to sell the house and move to Smolensk or 
Kiev; an official apologizes for not being able to procure a sufficient quantity of 
fish; and a young man proposes marriage to a young woman. There is precious 
information about crafts, the cult of saints, ethnic stereotypes, or urban vio-
lence. The contrast with the body of letters on parchment surviving from the 
rest of Eastern Europe is evident: most birch-bark letters have been written by 
laymen, predominantly by people of some means, many of whom could afford 
hiring scribes capable of writing those message for them.14

No charter and no letter survives from medieval Bulgaria that could be dated 
before ca. 1200, although lead seals provide ample evidence of large-scale use 
of writing both for official documents and for private correspondence.15 The 
practice of sealing documents originated in Byzantium, but was widely ad-

14   The letters have been published in batches between 1953 and 2004 by Artemii Arcikhovskii, 
Valentin Ianin, and others. See Ianin, “Mitteilungen”; Noonan and Kovalev, “Chto govo-
riat”; Lebedeva, “Element nasiliia”; Rybina, “Berestianye gramoty”; Rybina, “Evidence”; 
Rybina, “Drevnerusskie goroda.”

15   The earliest surviving charters from Bulgaria are those of Emperor John Asen II (1218–
1241). See Laskaris, Vatopedskata gramota and Živojinović, “Khorizma.”

figure 2.1 A birchbark letter from a monk in Novgorod (letter 605, first two decades of the 
12th century). Photo by E.V. Toporov. Source: INTAS-group project “Birchbark 
literacy from medieval Rus: contents and contexts” (www.gramoty.ru). The letter 
reads as follows: “A bow from Efrem to my brother Isukhiia. You got angry without 
even asking. Although I did ask, the abbot did not allow me to leave, but instead 
sent me with Asaf to the posadnik to get honey, and we both arrived there when 
the bells were ringing. Why then are you so angry? I am always on your side. By 
speaking such mean words, you have brought shame to me. However, I still bow 
to you, my dear brother, despite your saying such things. You are mine, and I am 
yours.”
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opted in the Balkans, first in Bulgaria, then in Serbia. A piece of string was 
inserted through a hole in the document, and the two ends were then passed 
through the channel of a lead blank. Then the blank was placed between the 
jaws of an instrument resembling a pair of pliers, called boulloterion. With 
this instrument, the blank received two imprinted images, the positive cop-
ies of the negative (reversed) images and inscriptions engraved on the dies 
on the two jaws of the pliers. One such instrument has actually been found 
on a late 11th- or early 12th-century site in eastern Bulgaria.16 However, the 
most extraordinary archaeological finds pertaining to the written culture is 
the discovery in Preslav of an archive of more than 350 seals of various mili-
tary and fiscal officials of Byzantine Bulgaria.17 Because they bear the names 
and sometimes the rank and office of their owners, seals may be used to re-
construct the administration of an entire province, as in the case of the civil-
ian and military officials in Byzantine Crimea (Fig. 2.2).18 Numerous seals are 
known from several metropolitans of Kiev and other churchmen of Rus’, but 
during the 12th and 13th centuries, lead seals were also used by male and fe-
male members of the secular elites in that part of Eastern Europe.19 Since they 
were attached to documents, most likely letters, that are now lost, the seals 
point to relations between different parts of Eastern Europe. This often adds 
important details to the understanding of political relations that is primarily 
based on the written sources. For example, the seal of George, who was prob-
ably the first archbishop of Bulgaria, was recently found in Zalavár (Hungary). 
This points to relations between Kocel and the ruler of Bulgaria, Boris, at the 
time Methodius’ disciples were banished from Moravia.20 Similarly, the late 
19th-century find in Dunaföldvár (north-central Hungary) of the seal of the 
Byzantine Emperor Michael VII Dukas (1071–1078) points to direct contact be-
tween Constantinople and the royal court in Hungary, which is otherwise not 
documented in the written sources.21 In Hungary, both kings and bishops used 

16   Robov and Aleksiev, “Bulotirion.” A second boulloterion is known from older excavations 
in Corinth.

17   Iordanov, Gradove, pp. 135–38. Another such archive is known from Sudak (Crimea), for 
which see Stepanova, “Sudakskii arkhiv.”

18   Nystazopoulou-Pelekidou, “L’administration locale”; Alekseenko, “Imperskaia administraciia.”
19   Kotyshev, “Pechati”; Beleckii, “Ob pechati”; Zhukov, “Unikal’naia vislaia pechat’”; Eidel’, “A 

seal of Maximos”. For a corpus of Rus’ seals, see Ianin and Gaidukov, Aktovye pechati.
20   Iordanov, “Pechat na pliskovskiia arkhiepiskopa.”
21   Prohászka, “VII. Mikhaél Dukas bizánci császár ólombullája.” One could imagine that the 

letter to which the seal was attached was written in Greek, which would imply the exis-
tence in the entourage of King Géza I (1074–1077) or King Ladislaus I (1077–1091) of speak-
ers of Greek who could translate the letter and formulate the reply. This nicely dovetails 
with what is otherwise known about Simon, Bishop of Pécs, who in 1108, acting on behalf 
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20 chapter 2

figure 2.2 The seal of Michael, the imperial protospatharios and strategos of Cherson (10th 
century)
Harvard Art Museums/ Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Bequest 
of Thomas Whittemore. Image: Dumbarton Oaks, Byzantine 
Collection, Washington, DC

seals, some of lead, others of wax.22 The latter were in turn favored by dukes, 
princes, and bishops in Přemyslid Bohemia and Piast Poland, beginning with 
the late 11th century.23 However, lead seals were also in use in Poland, most 
likely under Rus’ influence.24 Commercial seals of Tournai (France) found in 
13th-century Novgorod show long-distance trade relations no doubt mediated 
by German merchants.25

of the Hungarian king,  signed the Greek text of the Treaty of Devol between Emperor 
Alexius I Comnenus and Bohemond of Antioch.

22   Rainer, “A középkori veszprémi püspökök pecsétjei”; Bodor, “Árpád-kori pecsétjeink.” In 
direct imitation of the Byzantine practice, some Hungarian kings also used gold seals. See 
Makk, “Adalék a II. Géza-kori aranypecsét.”

23   Piekosiński, Pieczęcie; Kuczyński, Pieczęcie; Krejčiková, “Introduction”; Piech, Ikonografia; 
Hledíková, “‘Lví trůn’.”

24   Dębski, “Bulla,” p. 468; Andrałojć and Andrałojć, “O polskich bullach.” In Rus’, seals made 
of wood were employed in tribute collection: Ianin, “The wooden seals.”

25   Blankoff, “A propos de plombs.”
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The evidence of writing on a relatively large-scale in Bulgaria before ca. 1200 
results not only from finds of seals, but also from inscriptions. In early medieval 
Bulgaria, the deeds of the ruler were occasionally celebrated in inscriptions 
carved in stone, using the Greek language and the Greek alphabet, although 
there are also a few inscriptions in the Bulgar language, but with Greek letters. 
There is currently much discussion about the purpose and especially the audi-
ence of those texts (Fig. 2.3).26 As historical sources, those inscriptions have 
been particularly useful for reconstructing the social and political hierarchy 
in early medieval Bulgaria, for they provide evidence for titles otherwise not 
known from other written sources.27 Fewer inscriptions on stone are known 
from Bohemia and Poland, but foundation inscriptions in churches are known 
from both Hungary and Croatia.28 One of the inscriptions mentioning Duke 
Branimir of the Croats gives the date as anno Domini 888, a quite novel prac-
tice for that time, for AD dates were not in use before ca. 800.29 Similarly, an 
inscription mentioning the territorial conquests of the Bulgarian emperor  
John Asen II was written on a column in the Church of the Forty Martyrs in 
Tărnovo. The inscription contains the anno mundi date 6738, which corre-
sponds to AD 1230.30 An earlier, Cyrillic inscription found inside a fort associ-
ated with the Stone Dyke (Romania) has another anno mundi date, 6451, or AD 
943, the year in which a certain zhupan named Demetrius was on guard on the 
northern frontier of Bulgaria.31

An inscription on the wall of the Church of St. Nicholas in Novgorod con-
tains a date—September 28—in reference, probably, to some stage of con-
struction inside the building. There is no indication of year, but it must be after 
1113, when the church was erected.32 The Novgorod inscription is in fact one of 
many graffiti on church walls known from several towns of medieval Rus’—
Kiev, Polatsk, Staraia Ladoga, Halych, Smolensk, Suzdal’, and Riazan’.33 Graffiti 
also appear in Khazaria and Bulgaria, both on city or stronghold walls, and 
in churches.34 Those are typically short texts (of the type “John wrote this” or  
“I was here”), while others are either votive (“Lord, help your servant John”) or 

26   Kaimakamova, “Propagandata”; Ivanov, “Old Bulgarian inscriptions.”
27   Slavova, Vladetel.
28   Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments; Varády, “Epigráfiai emlékek.”
29   Margetić, “Branimirov natpis.”
30   Petrova-Taneva, “Tărnovskiiat nadpis.”
31   Mikhailov, “Über die Dobrudža-Inschrift.”
32   Gippius and Sedov, “Nadpis’-graffito.”
33   Franklin, Writing, pp. 71–74. See also Rozhdestvenskaia, “Nadpisi-graffiti is Staroi Ladogi” 

and “Nadpisi-graffiti XII–XIII vv.”; Vysots’kyi, Kievskie graffiti; Medynceva, “Nadpisi-
graffiti”; Kornienko, Korpus.

34   Ovcharov, Bălgarski srednovekovni risunki-grafiti; Flerova, Graffiti.
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22 chapter 2

figure 2.3 The inscription on half of a massive column found in the late 19th century next to 
the village of Suleiman Köy (now Sechishte near Pliska, Bulgaria). The surviving 
text includes several clauses of the Thirty Year Peace of 816 between Bulgaria and 
Byzantium.
Photo by the author
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commemorative (“On date such-and-such, at that time, John died”). There are 
also short prayers, epigrams, insults, and riddles. There are no chronological 
details in any of those short texts, and they have not yet been the subject of a 
comprehensive study of cultural history.35

The medieval history of Eastern Europe is not very rich in narrative sources. 
No such sources exist for the period before ca. 1000, and most “national” chron-
icles are of a later date. The earliest is the Tale of Bygone Years, also known as 
the Russian Primary Chronicle. The Tale was compiled by several authors, the 
last of which finished writing in ca. 1113.36 The Deeds of the Princes the Poles was 
written by an anonymous author of French origin known as Gallus Anonymus. 
He finished his chronicle at some point between 1113 and 1116 or 1117, most likely 
at the Cracow court of Prince Bolesław III Wrymouth (1102–1138).37 Cosmas of 
Prague finished his Chronicle of the Czechs shortly before his death in 1125.38 An 
anonymous author known as the Canon of Vyšehrad continued his chronicle 
to 1142, while another canon from Prague, named Vincent, wrote an indepen-
dent chronicle covering the years 1140–1167. His work was then continued to 
1198 by Gerlach, the abbot of the Premonstratensian abbey of Milevsko.39 The 
earliest surviving historical writing in Hungary is the Deeds of the Hungarians, 
written by the former notary of a king named Béla, who called himself “Master 
P.” If, as many historians now believe, the king in question was Béla III (1172–
1196), then Master P. was writing around 1200.40 To 1200 may also be dated a 
chronicle written in the Vydubichi monastery near Kiev, and known therefore 
as the Kiev Chronicle.41

At about the same time, in Little Poland, Master Vincent Kadłubek (fu-
ture bishop of Cracow) was finishing his Chronicle of the Kings and Princes 
of Poland.42 The first decades of the 13th century may have witnessed the 
composition of the Tale of the Prophet Isaiah, a work otherwise known as 

35   However, see Medynceva, “Nadpisi-grafiti.”
36   Ostrowski, The Povest’ Vremennykh Let; Tolochko, “On Nestor”; Shaikin, Povest’ vremen-

nykh let. As Gimon and Ginnius, “Russkoe letopisannie,” p. 176 point out, in spite of its 
commonly used title, the Russian Primary Chronicle belongs to the annalistic, and not to 
the chronicle genre.

37   Wenta, Kronika.
38   Wolverton, Cosmas.
39   Hermanský and Fiala, Letopis; Petráček, “Osud”; Kernbach, Vincenciova a Jarlochova kro-

nika. According to Reitinger, “Psal tzv. Kanovník vyšehradský,” the so-called Canon of 
Vyšehrad may have also been a canon in Prague. Another anonymous continuator known 
as the Monk of Sázava wrote his chronicle in the 1160s (Zelenka, “Kosmas”).

40   Szovák, “‘Wer war der anonyme Notar?’.”
41   Heinrich, “The Kievan Chronicle.”
42   Powierski, “Czas napisania kroniki.”
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24 chapter 2

the Bulgarian Apocryphal Chronicle (wrongly dated to the 11th century) and 
long regarded as the beginning of Bulgarian medieval historiography.43 The 
so-called Hungarian-Polish Chronicle was written some thirty years later in 
Hungary. It consists of a rather fantastic version of Hungarian history com-
bined with Polish historical elements, but this is nonetheless an important 
source for the cultural contacts between Poland and Hungary on the eve of the 
Mongol invasion.44 In the course of the 13th century, the compilation of sev-
eral annals ended in Cracow, in a number of monasteries in Silesia, in Poznań, 
as well as in Prague and Bratislava.45 Thomas of Spalato wrote his History of 
Salona in the 1250s or 1260s. A notary of the commune of Spalato (Split), canon 
of the cathedral, archdeacon, and candidate for the position of archbishop of 
that city, Thomas wanted to write a gesta episcoporum, that is a chronicle of 
the deeds of the archbishops of Salona and Split. In the process, however, he 
managed to produce a uniquely valuable source for the history of 11th- to 13th-
century Dalmatia.46 During the reign of Ladislaus IV of Hungary (1272–1290), 
Master Simon of Kéza wrote his Deeds of the Hungarians, which he finished 
at some point between 1282 and 1285.47 Kadłubek’s work was the inspiration 
for two chronicles of Piast duchies: the Silesian-Polish Chronicle (ca. 1290) in 
Silesia and the Chronicle of the Poles (ca. 1295) in Great Poland.48 Shortly before 
1300, the Chronicle of Halych-Volhynia was finalized. Its initial core was writ-
ten in Kholm by a boyar favorable to Daniel of Halych (1253–1264).49 Between 
1299 and 1301, Rudger, Archbishop of Bar (1298–1301) finished the final version 
of the Chronicle of the Reign of the Slavs (otherwise known as the Chronicle of 
the Priest of Dioclea), one of the most important sources for the history of the 
western and central Balkans in the High Middle Ages.50

Most, if not all of those narrative sources have been written by churchmen. 
Their coverage is selective, and their understanding of the events in the past 
depends upon the interpretive framework of the Bible.51 The Magyars, for 

43   Biliarski, The Tale; Kaimakamova, “Znachenieto.”
44   Grzesik, Kronika.
45   Matla-Kozłowska, “Kwestia.”
46   Matijević-Sokol, “Archdeacon Thomas.”
47   Tóth, “Regnum.”
48   Krawiec, “Kilka.”
49   Perfecky, The Hypatian Codex II; Kotliar, “Galicko-volynskaia letopis’”; Kotliar, “Galicko-

Volynskii svod,” p. 128; Aristov, “Koly i iak vynyk ‘Galits’ko-Volyns’kyy litopys’?”
50   Gesta Regum Sclavorum, vol. 2, pp. 360–72 (for the author and the date); Papageorgiou, 

To chroniko. Not everybody agrees with the late date advanced by Tibor Živković for the 
Chronicle of the Reign of the Slavs (Radoman, “Gesta”). Some even believe it to be a forgery 
(Bujan, “La Chronique”).

51   Sadílek, Kosmovy stare pověsti; Vilkul, “Novi bibliyni zapozychennia.”
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25Written and Archaeological Sources

example, are depicted as cruel barbarians, if not monsters in West European 
sources. However, they are descendants of the royal clan of Hunor and Magor 
for the authors of the Deeds of the Hungarians, the Chosen People of God even 
before their conversion to Christianity.52 Many chroniclers wrote to justify the 
rule of the “legitimate” dynasty—the ruling families to which modern histo-
rians refer as Přemyslids in Bohemia, Piasts in Poland, or Riurikids in Rus’.53 
Dynastic legends in Poland and Bohemia put the roots of the ruling families 
squarely in the world of free peasants, a unique feature of the medieval ideol-
ogy of Eastern Europe. Přemysl, for example, left his plow to take the reins of 
the state, while Piast served beer to his unknown guests.54 Historians of 9th-
century Moravia, 10th-century Bohemia, and 13th-century Serbia have also re-
lied heavily on hagiographical sources such as the vitae of Constantine/Cyril 
and Methodius, Legenda Christiani, and the two vitae of St. Sava.55

For the first centuries of East European medieval history, foreign sources 
are of great importance, but have their own problems. Byzantine sources, for 
example, are written from the perspective of Byzantium as God’s Empire, and 
everything outside it being “less than Byzantine,” i.e., barbarian.56 Much ste-
reotyping went into the description of non-Byzantine societies, especially the 
Slavs. Procopius of Caesarea, for example, described them as “democratic,” but 
that, in his eyes, meant anarchic, with no rule(r).57 John Skylitzes claims that 
after crossing the frozen Danube in the winter of 1046/1047, the Pechenegs 
“found a plentiful supply of beasts, of wine and of drinks prepared from honey 
of which they have never even heard. These they consumed without restraint 
and were afflicted with a flux of the bowels; many of them perished each day.” 
This, however, is an old trope employed before Skylitzes by Agathias in the 6th 
century in relation to the Frankish warlord Boutelinos operating against Narses 
in Italy.58 Kekaumenos’ Vlachs and Niketas Choniates’ Serbs are completely 
untrustworthy, while the latter’s Hungarians are simply animalic barbarians.59  
Some stereotypes appear also in sources written in Latin. For example, the 

52   Kellner, “Das Ungarnbild”; Spychała, “‘Capillum usque ad cutem ferro caedunt’”; 
Schmieder, “Menschenfresser.”

53   Bláhová, “Stát a vláda státu”; Skibiński, Przemiany władzy; Gimon, “Ne-Riurikovichi.”
54   Krappe, “La légende”; Banaszkiewicz, Podanie; Tapolcai, Lengyelország történeti.
55   Tachiaos, Cyril; Vavřínek, Cyril; Kalhous, Legenda; Szefliński, Trzy oblicza; Miljković, 

Zhitija.
56   Kaldellis, Ethnography.
57   Benedicty, “Die auf die frühslawsiche Gesellschaftsbezügliche byzantinische Terminologie”; 

Curta, Making of the Slavs, p. 311.
58   John Skylitzes, A Synopsis, p. 429; Agathias of Myrina, Histories, pp. 44–45.
59   Curta, “Constantinople,” pp. 438–39; Malamut and Cacouros, “L’image des Serbes”; Berkes, 

“Die Ungarn,” p. 366.
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unknown author of a 6th-century collection of questions and answers on 
a variety of topics (known as Eratopokriseis, ca. 560) claims that the Slavs 
smash babies against rocks and consume women’s breasts. That is also what 
Matthew Paris has to say in Latin about the Mongols in the late 13th century.60 
Such cross-cultural stereotypes suggest a common, late antique source, now 
lost. However, not all accounts may be explained in such terms. Theophanes 
Confessor relates how after the defeat of the Byzantine army by the Bulgars in 
811, Emperor Nicephorus’ head was turned into a cup, from which Krum drank 
with his allies.61 According to the Tale of Bygone Years, Sviatoslav of Kiev suf-
fered a similar treatment at the hands of the Pechenegs in 972. Whether or not 
the Byzantine diplomacy was involved in the murder of the Kievan prince, this 
bit of information is neither a stereotype, nor the result of the blind imitation 
of some earlier, Byzantine source.62 It may in fact be the description of a mis-
understood practice of steppe nomads.63

The most important Western narrative sources are the annals written during 
the Carolingian age. Some of them are fundamental sources for Charlemagne’s 
wars against the Avars, others for his successors’ wars against the Moravians.64 
Late annals, such as those written at the abbey of Niederaltaich in Bavaria, 
are very important for the history of Arpadian Hungary. Equally important 
are the German chroniclers: Widukind, Thietmar of Merseburg, and Hermann 
of Reichenau for 10th- and 11th-century Poland, Bohemia, and Rus’;65 Otto of 
Freising for 12th-century Hungary; and Henry of Livonia for the Baltic region in 
the 13th century. Papal letters, on the other hand, are of crucial significance for 
the understanding of the ecclesiastical and political history of Southeastern 
Europe in the late 9th, as well as in the early 13th century.66 Limited in value 
is the information provided by geographical sources, such as the (probably) 
7th-century Cosmography of the Anonymous Geographer of Ravenna or the 
mid-9th-century, so-called Bavarian Geographer. Both show a rather vague un-
derstanding of the geography of Eastern Europe.67

60   Moroz, “K voprosu”; Guzman, “Reports,” p. 38.
61   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia, p. 491; Leszka, “Zemsta.”
62   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 52–53; Paroń, “Uchastie.”
63   Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 20.
64   Veszprémy, “Nyugati források”; Živković, “The ‘original’ and the ‘revised’ Annales regni 

Francorum.”
65   Mugurēvičs, “Khronika”; Koptev, “Fornicator immensus”; Pleszczyński, The Birth, pp. 10–14, 

42–67, 119–26 161–78, and 224–43; Kivimäe, “Henricus.”
66   Betti, Making of Christian Moravia; Aglio, “Innocenzo III.”
67   Podosinov, “Vostochnaia Evropa”; Čače, Civitates; Gorskii, “Bavarskii geograf”; Polgár, 

“‘Bajor Geográfus’.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   26 3/21/2019   5:07:23 PM



27Written and Archaeological Sources

A somewhat more detailed knowledge is demonstrated by 9th- and 10th-
century travelogues and descriptions of the world written in Arabic. Although 
modeled after earlier geographical accounts written in Greek, some were writ-
ten exclusively on the basis of other written sources, while others are genu-
ine, eyewitness accounts.68 Most prominent among the latter is the account 
of Ahmad ibn Fadlan’s journey to the Bulghars on the Volga (922), which con-
tains, among other things, a description of the burial of a Rus’ chieftain, as well 
as many details regarding the daily life and customs of the Oghuz.69 Much has 
been written recently on a number of letters from the Genizah (storage area 
of the synagogue) of Cairo. They are copies of letters sent to the king of the 
Khazars by Hasdai ibn Shaprut, the minister of the Umayyad caliph of Córdoba, 
Abd al-Rahman III (912–961). Although their value as source of information for 
the Khazar conversion to Judaism has been reduced by the discovery of earlier, 
numismatic sources, the letters still provide a unique glimpse into the history 
of 10th-century Khazaria.70 Equally controversial is the value of the traveller’s 
account left by two Jews from Spain, Ibrahim ibn Yakub (10th century) and 
Benjamin of Tudela (12th century). The former offers important details about 
Bohemia and Poland, while the latter supposedly crossed the southern Balkans 
(Greece) on his way to Constantinople.71

2 Archaeological Sources

Despite its beginnings in the late 19th century, in many, if not all parts of the 
Eastern Europe the rise of medieval archaeology coincides with, and was ul-
timately caused by the imposition of the Communist regimes under Soviet 
aegis, if not control.72 As a consequence, archaeology was organized along the 
lines of the Soviet school of “material culture history,” and received a degree of 
institutional support that it had never experienced before. Considerable long-
term investments with no parallels anywhere else in Europe made possible 

68   Lewicki, Źródła; Kalinina, “Arabskie istochniki”; Kmoskó, Mohamedán írok; Pauliny, 
Arabské správy; Zimonyi, Muslim Sources.

69   Frye, Ibn Fadlan’s Journey. See also Nagrodzka-Majchrzyk, “Les Oghouz”; Montgomery, 
“Travelling autopsies”; Murasheva, “‘Ia videl Rusov’.”

70   Golb and Pritsak, Khazarian Hebrew Documents. See Harkavy, “Ein Briefwechsel”; Kaplony, 
“Routen”; Bushakov, “Iak ukladalasia dokladna redaktsiia.”

71   Kowalski, Relacja; Schmitz, Benjamin von Tudela. See Mishin, “Ibrahim ibn-Ya’qub at-Tur-
tushi’s account”; Jacoby, “Benjamin of Tudela and his ‘Book of Travels’.”

72   Hoffmann, “Adalbert Bezzenberger”; Golotvin, “D. Ia. Samokvasov”; Zekan, “Fra Lujo 
Marun”; Curta, “With brotherly love”; Kiss and Mayer, “Vilmos Lipps Jahre.”
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28 chapter 2

large-scale explorations of several key sites, some of which resulted in total 
excavation, following the principles first championed by the Soviet school of 
archaeology.73 The earliest horizontal excavations of medieval settlements 
were published in Soviet Russia in the 1930s.74 By directing the attention of ar-
chaeologists to the lives of ordinary people, the Marxist paradigm encouraged 
the development of settlement archaeology (as opposed to the excavation of 
cemeteries which had until then been the almost exclusive focus of research). 
The result of that shift in emphasis was the large-scale horizontal excava-
tion of early medieval villages such as Popina (Bulgaria), Igołomia (Poland), 
Dunaújváros (Hungary), Březno (Czechoslovakia), and Bucov (Romania).75 
Similarly large-scale excavations, some of which continue to this day, have 
brought to light a great number of urban sites, as well as many details of the 
medieval urban life.76 The growth in the 1960s and 1970s of cemetery archaeol-
ogy, especially in Hungary and the Soviet Union led to a quick increase in the 
volume of data, to such an extent that entire chronological gaps in the knowl-
edge of the early Middle Ages have been virtually eliminated by 1990 primarily 
because of archaeological research. Some of those cemeteries are very large 
(e.g., Zamárdi, in Hungary, with over 7,000 burials), others have several hun-
dreds of barrows (e.g., Gnezdovo, in Russia, with ca. 3,000 burial mounds).77

For the last 50 years or so, archaeology has been instrumental in “writing 
history” for entire periods poorly covered by written sources, if at all. For exam-
ple, only archaeological excavations have shed light on the social and econom-
ic organization of Moravia, the land to which Sts. Cyril and Methodius went 

73   For Soviet archaeology, see Klein, Soviet Archaeology. The impact of the Soviet school of 
archaeology in satellite countries after 1945 has only recently received scholarly attention. 
See Stamati, “Two chapters.”

74   Artamonov, Srednevekovye poseleniia.
75   Văzharova, Slaviano-bălgarskoto selishte; Nosek, Igołomia I; Bóna. VII.századi avar települ-

ések; Pleinerová, Březno; Comşa, Cultura materială. Over the last decade or so, the expan-
sion of the highway network in Hungary has revealed a great number of rural settlements 
and cemeteries from various periods. The salvage excavation of those sites has radically 
changed the understanding of many key problems of the medieval history. For example, 
there is now more substantial evidence of the Mongol conquest, and a higher density of 
earlier settlement than initially expected (Kvassay, “Árpád-kori településnyomok”; Honti 
et al., “Régészeti kutatások”).

76   Voronin, Drevnee Grodno; Hołubowicz, Opole; Karger, Drevnii Kiev; Rabinovich, O drev-
nei Moskve; Borkovský, Die Prager Burg; Leciejewicz et al., La ville de Szczecin; Barnycz-
Gupieniec, Drewniane budownictwo; Kolchin et al., Usad’ba;. Sagaydak, Velikii gorod 
Iaroslava; Caune, Rīga zem Rīgas; Nesheva, Bogospasniiat carigrad Tărnov; Brisbane and 
Gaimster, Novgorod; Motsia and Kazakov, Davn’orus’kyi Chernihiv.

77   Egorov, Gnezdovskii mogil’nik; Bárdos, “La necropoli avara”; Bárdos and Garam, Das 
awarenzeitliche Gräberfeld.
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on a mission of Christianization in 863.78 Nothing is known from the written 
sources about the Avar qaganate during the 100 years before its destruction by 
Charlemagne’s armies in 791–795, but there are some 30,000 burials dated to 
that period and much can be said about social organization, trade, and eco-
nomic structures based just on that kind of evidence.79 Only archaeological 
excavations and, more recently, precise dating by means of dendrochronology, 
have provided information about the violent, brutal way in which the Piast 
state of medieval Poland came into being in the late 10th century.80 Similarly, 
very little is known about paganism in Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia from 
the written sources (and what is known looks suspiciously like stereotypes). 
Archaeological excavations since 1945 have produced a considerable amount 
of information about the native societies in the Baltic area before the arrival of 
the Teutonic Knights.81

Archaeological sources, however, are not without their own problems. In 
the absence of wooden remains (of the appropriate species of trees, and with 
a sufficient number of rings for dendrochronological analysis), dating is often 
a serious problem. The recent surge in the use of radiocarbon analysis has only 
partially alleviated that problem, for standard deviations cover an interval of 
60 years for any calibrated dating results. Bayesian statistics may be used to 
obtain explicit estimates, but for that one needs multiple results from a large 
number of samples.82 By contrast, dendrochronology already has a great 
impact on research because of the ability to assign precise dates (down to a 
particular season or even month of the year) to timber structures. This has 
changed radically the understanding of the chronology of early medieval cem-
eteries, open settlements, bridges, and especially strongholds.83

78   Machácek, “Great Moravian central places”; Galuška, “Christianity.” Another area of sig-
nificant scholarly growth over the last few decades is numismatics—the study of coins 
and of their economic importance (Mikhailov, “Life-span”; Baker and Stahl, “Coinage 
and money”; Somogyi, Byzantinische Fundmünzen der Awarenzeit in ihrem europäischen 
Umfeld; Curta, “Coins and burials”; Prohászka, “Észrevételek”).

79   Daim, “Byzantine belts”; Bede, “A ló szerepe”; Odler, “Avarské sídliská”; Szenthe, “Crisis or 
innovation?”

80   Krąpiec, “Dendrochronological dating”; Buko, “Old ties, new challenges.”.
81   Mugurēvičs, “Die Funde”; Jonuks, Eesti muinasusund; Bliujienė, “The bog offerings”; Wadyl, 

“Znaczenie głowy”; Shiroukhov, “Orientation.” See also Pluskowski, The Archaeology,  
pp. 43–88.

82   Makarov et al., “Radiouglerodnye daty”; Siklósi and Lőrinczy, “A Pitvaros-víztározói késő 
avar kori temető”; Kurila, “Žmonių kaulų”; Michalska et al., “Czarnówko, Fpl. 5.”

83   Kara et al., “Wyniki badań”; Wilke, “Wczesnośredniowieczne mosty”; Macháček et al., 
“Dendrochronologische Datierung; Sagaydak”, “Dendrokhronologichni doslidzhennia”; 
Grynaeus et al., “Dendrochronological dating.”
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Because of the primarily Marxist orientation of the earlier decades of ar-
chaeological research (especially the 1950s and the 1960s), there is much more 
work on rural settlements than on high-status sites and less on monasteries 
than on urban centers.84 On the other hand, the prevailing understanding of 
archaeology as a historical discipline favored the cultural-historical approach, 
which led to an obsessive preoccupation with ethnicity and a rapid politici-
zation of the archaeological research.85 For a long time, Vikings were written 
out of Russian history because of the “anti-Normanist” stance of the Soviet 
regime, a stance revived in Putin’s Russia.86 Similarly, Avar-age cemeteries in 
Czechoslovakia, though excavated, were rarely recognized as “Avar,” because 
that would have implied an early occupation of the country (Slovakia) by those 
perceived as ancestors or just predecessors of modern Hungarians.87 Many 
cemeteries and settlements in southern Romania were wrongly dated (delib-
erately so) to avoid their interpretation as evidence for a Bulgar rule in the 
lands north of the river Danube during the 9th and 10th centuries.88 During 
and in the aftermath of the Kosovo crisis (1995–1999), there was a competition 
for “national rights” over the 7th- to 9th-century archaeological remains in the 
region, quickly interpreted as Serbian or Slav, Albanian, or even Roman(ce).89

84   The first excavations on the so-called Palace of Krum in Pliska (Bulgaria) took place be-
fore 1945: Miiatev, “Der große Palast”; Filov, “Arkhitekturăt”; Vasilev, Stroitelnata tradiciia; 
Miiatev, “Krumoviiat dvorec.” The next publication on the palace is almost 30 years later 
(Mikhailov, “Koia sgrada”).

85   Fülep, “The significance”; Klein, “Regressive Purifizierung”; Slapšak, “Archaeology”; 
Shnirel’man, “The faces”; Krekovič, “Ktol bol prvý?”

86   Arne, “Die Warägerfrage”; Shaskol’skii, “Normanskaia problema”; Nielsen, “The trouble-
some Rjurik”; Khlevov, Normanskaia problema; Klein, “Normanism and antinormanism”; 
Gubarev, “‘Neonormanizm’.”

87   Eisner, “Pour dater la civilisation ‘avare’”; Čilinská, “W kwestii”; Béreš, “Ethnische 
Probleme”; Zábojník, “The Slavs.”

88   Mitrea, “Unele probleme”; Toropu and Stoica, “Necropola”; Isăcescu, “Noi date”. See also 
Madgearu, “The Dridu culture”; Fiedler, “Bulgars”; Corbu, “The relation.”

89   Janković, “The Serbs”; Frashëri, “Les Albanais”; Dzhidrova, “The Komani-Kruje culture.”
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chapter 3

The Last Century of Roman Power  
(ca. 500 to ca. 620)

The Balkan Peninsula and the southern coast of the Crimea have long been 
under Roman rule. By 500, those territories were still recognizable in the fabric 
of their Roman cities, institutions, and the presence of the army. To be sure, 
the late antique layout of some of those cities remained intact well into the 
early Middle Ages and, in some case, it still underlays the modern street grid. 
This is true for Chersonesus, on the southwestern coast of Crimea, as well as 
for Thessalonica, in northern Greece.1 While in Chersonesus, but also in Zadar 
(ancient Iader, in Croatia), the street grid remained intact into the 9th century, 
Thessalonica is mentioned in the 6th century as having, like Constantinople, 
a hippodrome in which both the father and the grandfather of Belisarius’ 
wife Antonina demonstrated their skills as charioteers. The author of the first 
book of the Miracles of St. Demetrius mentions both the city’s stadium and the  
theatre.2 The city’s agora was still in use in the late 8th century.3

1 Old and New Cities

During the 6th century, most other cities in the Balkans contracted or re-
grouped around a fortified precinct, sometimes located on the highest eleva-
tion possible (Fig. 3.1). Most such fortified precincts were dominated not by 
civilian, public buildings, but by churches, some of which were quite large. 
The transformation took place earlier in the northern Balkans, for example 
at Sirmium, and later in the southern parts of the peninsula.4 Considerable 
change can already be discerned by the end of the 5th century, but the trans-
formation of most urban centers in the Balkans, especially in the south, 
took place during the 6th century.5 By 500, large habitation areas of ancient 

1   Spieser, Thessalonique; Aibabin, “Das frühbyzantinische Chersonesus/Cherson.”
2   Procopius of Caesarea, Secret History 1.11, p. 6; Miracles of St. Demetrius 1.132, p. 146. See also 

Vickers, “The stadium.” For Zadar, see Jović Gazić, “Urban development,” pp. 179–93.
3   Malamut, “Thessalonique,” p. 171.
4   Popović, “Sirmium.”
5   Sodini, “L’habitat urbain”; Crow, “Recent research”; Kirilov, “Die Reduktion”; Milinković, 

“Stadt oder ‘Stadt’”; Snively, “The fates of Balkan cities”; Sodini, “The transformation of cit-
ies”; Ciglenečki, “The changing relations,” p. 237; Aladzhov, “The final stage.”
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32 chapter 3

Singidunum (present-day Belgrade) had been taken over by cemeteries, and 
the 6th-century city was reduced to only a third of the old Roman legionary 
camp.6 At Corinth, the forum was abandoned in ca. 500, and turned into a 
burial ground, with graves in the ruins of 4th-century shops and baths. The hill 
to the north of the Agora was now dominated by a small church.7 In Histria 
(on the Black Sea shore, in Romania), the urban landscape was dominated in 
the 6th century by a large episcopal basilica, in addition to three other church-
es.8 Similarly, at Salona (near Split, on the Adriatic coast, in Croatia), a new 
and wealthy residential area began to grow around the episcopal church, away 
from the old forum, which although not abandoned, largely lost its importance 
after ca. 500.9

6   Popović, Beogradska tvrdjava, pp. 42–47; 45 fig. 18.
7   Sanders, “Problems,” p. 179; Ivison, “Burial and urbanism,” p. 104.
8   Suceveanu and Angelescu, “Nouvelles données,” 204 and 208.
9   Chevalier and Mardešić, “La ville de Salone.”

figure 3.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text (modern names in italics)
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33The Last Century of Roman Power (ca. 500 to ca. 620)

New foundations completely neglected the old orthogonal street grid—the 
hallmark of the ancient city—in favor of new developments. For example, at 
Philippopolis (Plovdiv, in Bulgaria), a large building was erected in the early 5th 
century on top of two blocks of demolished houses in complete disregard of 
the access to the neighboring streets.10 Cities built anew in the 6th century had 
no streets crossing each other at right angles and no public squares. At Caričin 
Grad, for example, a site in central Serbia (near Lebane) that has been identi-
fied with Iustiniana Prima, Emperor Justinian’s hometown, the city comprised 
an acropolis, the Upper, and the Lower Town. The main street running from 
north to south linked the three components, with two plazas, one of which was 
located at the intersection with another main artery running from the west 
to the east. There was no orthogonal layout and none of the two plazas func-
tioned as a public square. The acropolis is dominated by a large, three-aisled 
basilica, as the administration of the city was most likely under the jurisdiction 
of the archbishop.11 Another new, 6th-century urban foundation is located on 
the Carevec Hill inside the present-day city of Veliko Tărnovo (Bulgaria). The 
site, tentatively identified with Zikideva mentioned by Procopius, has no or-
thogonal street grid, although two streets have been identified to the north of 
a large episcopal complex.12

Such changes are visible on many other sites, and archaeological remains 
of 6th-century cities show that churches were the most prominent buildings 
everywhere. At Philippi (northern Greece), the basilica called C for lack of a 
better name was restored during the second quarter of the 6th century, when 
it must have been equipped with stained-glass windows, judging by the large 
quantity of colored glass fragments that have been found on the site.13 During 
the 6th century, Chersonesus witnessed a building boom, with no less than 10 
basilicas and two cross-in-dome churches.14 Under Emperor Justinian (527–
565), magnificent wall mosaics were set to decorate the episcopal church of 
Bishop Eufrasius of Parentium (now Poreč, in Istria, Croatia), as well as the 
so-called Acheiropoietos basilica in Thessaloniki.15 In Sandanski (southwest-
ern Bulgaria), a large three-aisled basilica received a magnificent mosaic floor 
paid by the city’s bishop, as indicated by the accompanying inscription in 

10   Topalilov, “Philippopolis,” p. 14.
11   Bavant, “Caričin Grad”; Bavant and Ivanišević, “Iustiniana Prima”; Ivanišević, “Caričin 

Grad”; Špehar, “The imperial city”; Ivanišević, “Caričin Grad (Justiniana Prima).”
12   Dinchev, “Rannovizantiiskiiat grad,” pp. 389 and 403.
13   Hattersley-Smith, “Byzantine Public Architecture,” p. 155; Antonaras, “Early Christian 

glass finds.”
14   Romanchuk, “K voprosu.”
15   Terry and Maguire, Dynamic Splendor; Fourlas, Die Mosaiken.
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Greek: “You desire to know who built this splendid edifice, which delights the 
eye with its beauty. It is John, that wise and humble man who came to take 
care of the episcopal seat and having as his predecessor the devout man O …”.16 
In fact, in many places in the Balkans, 6th-century bishops used the decora-
tion of churches, particularly floor mosaics, to promote themselves and their 
works. This coincides in time with the building of baptisteries next to a great 
number of churches in the Balkans, only a few of which were episcopal, and 
the two may well have been associated (Fig. 3.2).17 In Heraclea Lyncestis (near 
Bitola, in Macedonia), there were mosaic pavements in the episcopal palace 
as well.18 Remains of frescoes have been identified in the episcopal church in 
Byllis (Albania), as well as in one of the basilicas excavated in Gradina near 
Jelica (Serbia).19

16   Pillinger, “Die Stifterinschrift.” The English translation of the inscription is from Kolarik, 
“Sixth-century bishops,” p. 1259.

17   Zavadskaia, “Baptisterii”; Achim, “Les baptistères paléochrétiens.”
18   Cvetković-Tomašević, Mosaïques.
19   Chevalier et al., “Trois basiliques,” p. 162; Kailarević, “Arkhitektonska plastika,” pp. 57–58.

figure 3.2 Mosaic pavement in the baptistery of the five-aisled basilica at Plaoshnik, Ohrid 
(Macedonia)
Photo by the author
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2 Fortifications

Besides churches, one of the most conspicuous features of the 6th-century  
urban settlements in the Balkans is the heavy fortification with massive 
walls, horseshoe-shaped towers along the circuit, and double enclosures 
(proteichismata).20 In that respect, the distinction between cities and forts was 
considerably blurred. According to Procopius, Justinian built or renewed more 
than 600 forts in the Balkans, eight times more than in the entire Asian part 
of the Empire. A number of inscriptions from Greece and Albania reveal that 
responsible for the implementation of this grandiose program of fortification 
was Justinian’s architect Victorinus.21 The project, or at least its most important 
part, was probably completed in some 20 years between the early 530s and 
the early 550s. Drawing on official records produced by the imperial adminis-
tration responsible for monitoring the building works, Procopius described in 
Book IV of his Buildings three interrelated lines of fortification.22

First, in the vicinity of Constantinople, and in front of the Long Wall built 
by Emperor Anastasius, there was a line of forts along the high ridges of the 
Yildiz Dağlari.23 Farther away, in the central Balkans, forts cluster around 
mountain passes or are perched on hilltops monitoring the main roads. Many 
forts in the central Balkans tend to be quite large (over 5 acres), often with an 
extra-fortified precinct in the middle.24 Several were permanently occupied by 
a relatively large population, as attested by the large number of houses built 
against the ramparts.25 The majority of those houses had one or two rooms, 
and often an upper floor. There are even signs of social differentiation, for 
some of those houses produced evidence of glass windows.26 Several forts in 
the interior had masonry-built cisterns for the collection of water, and smith-
ies have been found in some of them.27 Finally, along the Danube and in the 
immediate hinterland, relatively small forts were built, each with less than 2.4 
acres of enclosed area and a garrison no larger than 500 men. An estimation 
of the number of soldiers in the garrisons of forts in the Iron Gates area of the 

20   Antonova, “Iugo-vostochnoi uchastok”; Snively, “Late antique Nicopolis”; Ivanišević and 
Stamenković, “Razgradnja fortifikacije”; Milinković, “Archäologische Notizen.”

21   Bowden, “Procopius’ Buildings”; Sarantis, Justinian’s Balkan Wars, pp. 161–76.
22   Montinaro, “Byzantium and the Slavs.”
23   Pralong, “Remarques”; Crow, “Der Anastasische Wall.”
24   Mikulčić, Spätantike und frühbyzantinische Befestigungen; Përzhita and Hoxha, Fortifikime; 

Hoxha, “Të dhëna”; Ristov, “Gradishte Taor.”
25   Koicheva, “Zhilishta”; Popović and Bikić, Vrsenice, pp. 65–67; Snively, “Late antique 

residences.”
26   Uenze, Die spätantiken Befestigungen, pp. 116–18.
27   Mikulčić and Bilbija, “Markovi Kuli,” p. 213; Chausidis, “Novootkrieni docnoantichki tvr-

dini,” p. 191.
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Danube frontier suggests that the entire sector may have relied for its defense 
on forces amounting to some 5,000 men.28 Some of the forts on the Danube line 
had secret wells, others tunnels to the water table underground.29 Some of the 
forts in the northern Balkans had large storage buildings with multiple rooms, 
others were local centers of pottery production, with associated kilns.30 In a 
few forts, archaeologists have found flimsy remains of houses made of stones 
bonded with clay.31 Despite differences in size and amenities between the sec-
ond and the third “lines” of forts, their population, both men and women, used 
the same dress accessories—belt buckles of the Sucidava class, belt mounts 
with open-work decoration (of the so-called Martynivka type), crossbow fibu-
lae, fibulae with bent stem, and cast fibulae with bent stem. The extraordi-
nary popularity of those dress accessories transformed them into items of a 
regional fashion. When found in the Crimea, such dress accessories most likely 
signal the presence of people from the Balkans.32 Similarly, the discovery in the 
Crimea of clay lamps produced in the northern or the northeastern Balkans 
has been interpreted as an indication of military units moved from the Danube 
provinces. Such lamps often had handles in the form of ram or human heads, 
as well as crosses, and were used to bring artificial light in dark spaces, particu-
larly storage buildings and churches.33 The military character of the occupa-
tion on fortified sites in the Balkans is revealed by finds of weapons—swords, 
axes, shield bosses, spear and arrow heads, and even armor plates.34 Bronze 
crosses and the moulds with which they were produced strongly suggest that 
the population in those forts was Christian.35

The southern part of the Balkan Peninsula was comparatively less fortified. 
There are practically no fortifications in the Peloponnesos, while in north-
ern Greece forts were along the main road from Dyrrachium (now Durrës, 

28   Curta, Making of the Slavs, pp. 182 and 184; Dinchev, “The fortresses.” For small forts on the 
Danube, see Băjenaru, Minor Fortifications.

29   Tudor, Sucidava, pp. 115–17; Atanasov, “Martyrium,” pp. 135–36. Rock-cut installations, 
such as water-supply tunnels and tanks for the storage of the rain-water are known both 
in northeastern Bulgaria and in the Crimea. See Atanasov, “Peshchernye voenno-strate-
gicheskie sooruzheniia”; Vus, “Hidrotekhnichni oboronni kompleksy”.

30   For examples of storage buildings that operated as workshops or retail stores at the same 
time, see Iotov, “Ergasteriia”; Opriș and Rațiu, “An early Byzantine building.” For kilns, see 
Radu and Stănică, “Un cuptor”; Tomas, “Sixth-century pottery kiln.”

31   Popović, “Svetinja.”
32   Curta and Gândilă, “Too much typology”; Daskalov, Kolani; Curta and Gândilă, “Sixth-

century fibulae.” See also Aibabin, “Rannevizantiiskie voinskie fibuly.”
33   Curta, “Shedding light.”
34   Curta, “Horsemen in forts,” pp. 821–22. For armor plates, see Bugarski, “A contribution.”
35   Curta, “Before Cyril and Methodius,” pp. 184–86.
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in Albania) to Thessalonica and, from there, to Constantinople.36 In Attica, a 
number of ancient fortifications seem to have been reoccupied in the 6th cen-
tury, but only temporarily. In sharp contrast with that stands the very large fort 
at Isthmia, which could have easily accommodated one or two legions.37

Irrespective of their positions inside the defensive system in the Balkans, 
most forts had at least one church, which was sometimes built against the 
walls or blocking the main entrance into the fort. The variety of architectural 
types is remarkable, and does not seem to have depended much on the lo-
cation of the church. Some are single-, others three-naved.38 On many urban 
sites, the two types coexisted.39 Similar churches appear also on the eastern 
Adriatic coast, often inside forts built during the 6th century on islands.40 
In the Crimea, three-naved churches appear not only in the urban centers 
(Chersonesus and Bosporus), but also in forts in the mountains or on the 
coast.41 Some of the basilicas associated with forts may have been cemeterial 
churches, for they are directly adjacent to burial grounds.42 In some cases, the 
associated grave goods—gilded silver bow fibulae, belt buckles with eagle-
headed plates, amber and glass beads—betray the presence of elite women, 
perhaps the wives, mothers, or sisters of prominent military commanders in 
the garrisons of forts.43 However, the most impressive funerary monuments of 
the age have been found in the coastal regions of Greece and in Dobrudja, as 
well as in the Crimea. Those are large, single- or multi-room burial chambers 
with walls painted with quotes from the Psalms and with Christian symbols. 
The same symbolism is associated with a number of terracotta plaques found 
in the 6th-century fort in Vinica (near Kočani, in eastern Macedonia). The 
plaques are decorated with scenes from the Old Testament, with illustrations 
of the Psalms, or with portraits of saints (St. Christopher, St. Theodore, and 
St. George), and may have served as a cheaper ornamental option for burial 
chambers.44

36   Moutsopoulos, “Anaskaphes,” pp. 9–10; Dunn, “Was there a militarisation,” pp. 707 and 
709.

37   Kardulias, From Classical to Byzantine, pp. 31–46 and 107–24. For Attica, see Ober, “Pottery.”
38   Përzhita, “L’église”; Jeremić, “The architecture.” See also Milošević, “Typology.”
39   Milinković, “Die frühbyzantinischen Kirchen.”
40   Cvijanović, “Tipologija”; Caušević-Bully, “Les églises”; Migotti, “Early Christian archaeology.”
41   Boglov, “K voprosu”; Barmina, “Etapy”; Myts’, “Rannevizantiiskaia krepost’.”
42   Koicheva, “Cerkva.”
43   Stoeva, “Grobna”; Chakarov, “Germanski fibuli.” See also Stanev, Elementi.
44   For burial chambers with frescoes, see Chera-Mărgineanu and Lungu, “Römische Wand-

malereien”; Kiourtzian, “Le Psaume 131”; Zubar’ and Pillinger, “New tombs”; Zavadskaia, 
“Khristianskie raspisnye sklepy.” For the terracotta plaques from Vinica, see Dimitrova, 
Vinichkata misterija.
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3 Administrative and Economic Changes

The building of so many forts was a response to the constant threats that 
the Balkan provinces of the Empire faced in the 6th century from the lands 
across the river Danube: first the Antes in 518 and 533–545; the Bulgars in 
519, 529–530, 535, and 539; then the “Huns” (a generic name early Byzantine 
sources employed for steppe nomads) in 528, 539, 544, 550–552; followed by 
the Sclavenes in 545, 548, 549, and 550–551.45 In response, the Empire recruited 
commanders from among the neighboring Gepids (Mundo, who became gen-
eral in Illyricum in 529), created new administrative officials with both civil 
and military responsibilities (the praetor of Thrace in 535), and began building 
forts in every province. The latter was an appropriate response to the raids or-
ganized from the lands across the river Danube, each one of which was based 
on sudden attacks and quick withdrawal. The strategic response to that kind 
of military threat was to put the entire population in the Balkans behind the 
walls of fortified settlements, the siege of which was both time-consuming and 
beyond the military capabilities of most marauders. In addition, the armies 
that the empire deployed against the attackers began to adopt similar tactics, 
relying more on cavalry troops for increased mobility. Such tactics were par-
ticularly useful in the wars against the Avars, who became the major enemy of 
the Empire in Europe after ca. 560.46 However, the new strategy was based on 
the assumption that the provinces, in which the population withdrew behind 
fortifications, could not support themselves, and had no economic basis for 
the maintenance of the many troops coming to their rescue. As a consequence, 
a new administrative unit was introduced in 536, the quaestura exercitus.

That administrative unit combined territories at a considerable distance 
from each other, such as the northernmost Balkan provinces (Moesia inferior 
and Scythia minor) with some islands in the Aegean Sea, Caria, and Cyprus, all 
ruled from Odessos (present-day Varna, Bulgaria) by a prefect. The only link 
between those disparate territories was the sea and the navigable Danube. 
Since Cyprus, the Aegean islands, and Caria represented the most important 
naval bases of the empire, but were also among the richest provinces, the ratio-
nale behind this new administrative unit must have been to secure both mili-
tarily and financially the efficient defense of the Danube frontier.47 The main 
responsibility of the quaestor exercitus was the collection and distribution of 

45   Curta, Making of the Slavs, pp. 116–17, Table 4; Sarantis, Justinian’s Balkan Wars, pp. 21–32, 
101–108, 240–252, and 278–293.

46   Curta, “Avar Blitzkrieg.”
47   Torbatov, “Quaestura exercitus”; Gkoutzioukostas and Moniaros, He peripheriake dioiketike.
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the annona for the army in Moesia inferior and Scythia minor. He redirected 
the taxes collected in Caria, Cyprus, and the Aegean islands towards the troops 
stationed in those two provinces, either in cash (to pay the soldiers) or, more 
likely, in kind. The distribution of seals mentioning members of the imperial 
administration (including those involved in the quaestura exercitus), as well as 
the distribution of amphora types (especially Late Roman 2) associated with 
the transportation of the annona have been recently linked to the organization 
of the new administrative unit.48

Equally relevant to the implementation of this administrative reform is the 
conspicuous absence from the 6th-century Balkans of any evidence of large-
scale crop cultivation in the vicinity of cities or forts. Samples taken for pa-
leobotanical analysis during recent excavations in Caričin Grad have shown 
cereal species (particularly bread wheat, broomcorn millet, and rye), with al-
most no chaff, stems or culm nodes. This suggests that the cereal grains were 
brought from elsewhere, most likely as shipments of annona to be stored in 
the horreum built on the northern plateau of the Upper Town.49 Similarly, the 
samples of grain seeds from Svetinja, near Viminacium (now Stari Kostolac, in 
northern Serbia) were mixtures of wheat, rye, barley, and millet, a clear indica-
tion of three-field rotation. Supplies of corn came from outside the small mili-
tary settlement, probably from the neighboring city of Viminacium, to which 
they were also shipped via the Danube from the rich provinces overseas.50  
Despite claims to the contrary, in the absence of any rural, non-fortified settle-
ments, the local production of food on a large scale must be excluded.51 The 
individual finds of tools, as well as hoards of iron implements and weapons 
suggest a small-scale cultivation on plots inside or outside city or fort walls. 
That that was not sufficient results from a remark in the Strategikon, a late 
6th or early 7th century military treatise. Its author recommends that when 
campaigning north of the Danube River, in Sclavene territory, Roman troops 
do not destroy provisions found in the surrounding countryside, but instead 
ship them on pack animals and boats “to our own country.”52 Roman armies 
and the populace were twice supplied with food by the Avars, first after the 
fall of Sirmium, as the conquering Avars fed the desperately starving besieged 
with “bread and wine”; and then during the five-day truce for the celebration of 

48   Curta, “Amphorae and seals.”
49   Birk et al., “An imperial town.” It is important to note that, by contrast, the paleobotanical 

analysis of the samples indicate the local cultivation of common grape vine, as fragment-
ed or whole pips have been found in more than 50 percent of all samples.

50   Borojević, “Analiza.”
51   Curta, “Peasants.” Contra: Sarantis, Justinian’s Balkan Wars, pp. 198–210.
52   Strategikon 11.4.8, p. 380.
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Easter in 598, “when famine was pressing hard on the Romans” and the qagan 
“supplied the starving Romans with wagons of provisions.”53 Garden culti-
vation of millet and legumes, as well as the fact that Roman soldiers had to 
rely on food captured from, or donated by the enemy suggest that the annona 
was not sufficient for the subsistence of the frontier troops. That ultimately 
explains the coincidence in time between the cessation of grain supplies (an-
nona) from Egypt and other rich provinces overseas, and the withdrawal of the 
Roman troops from the Balkans, ca. 620. In most cases, the archaeological evi-
dence from deserted forts or cities does not indicate that they succumbed to 
destruction by an outside force, but were willingly abandoned in an organized 
fashion. The particular form in which goods and services were exchanged in 
the northern Balkans during the 6th century was an adaptation to the absence 
of any significant, local production of food, the surplus of which could create 
the basis for the organization of marketplaces. With no peasants in villages, 
the soldiers in forts had to make do with the public dole.54

53   John of Ephesus Ecclesiastical History III 6.32, p. 337; Theophylact Simocatta, History 
7.13.3–4, p. 267. The Avars, by contrast, never received supplies of grain from the Romans. 
See Pohl, “Zur Dynamik,” p. 599.

54   Curta, “Coins, forts.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   40 3/21/2019   5:07:25 PM



© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2019 | doi:10.1163/9789004395190_005

chapter 4

East European Dark Ages: Slavs and Avars 
(500–800)

In response to repeated raids into their lands “on the far side of the river” 
Danube, the Slavs,

thought it over among themselves, and said: “These Romani, now that 
they have crossed over and found booty, will in the future not cease com-
ing over against us, and so we will devise a plan against them.” And so, 
therefore, the Slavs, or Avars, took counsel, and on one occasion when the 
Romani had crossed over, they laid ambushes and attacked and defeat-
ed them. The aforesaid Slavs took the Roman arms and the rest of their 
military insignia and crossed the river and came to the frontier pass, and 
when the Romani who were there saw them and beheld the standards 
and accouterments of their own men they thought they were their own 
men, and so, when the aforesaid Slavs reached the pass, they let them 
through. Once through, they instantly expelled the Romani and took pos-
session of the aforesaid city of Salona. There they settled and thereafter 
began gradually to make plundering raids and destroyed the Romani who 
dwelt in the plains and on the higher ground and took possession of their 
lands.1

Thus described Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, in the mid-10th 
century, the migration of the Slavs from their lands to the Balkans. The story is 
placed chronologically “once upon a time,” at some point between the reigns 
of Emperors Diocletian, who brought the “Romani” to Dalmatia, and Heraclius. 
There is no reason to treat the story as a trustworthy historical account, but it 
is clear that it is meant to explain the particular situation of Salona and the 
former province of Dalmatia.2 No historian seems to have noticed so far that 
Emperor Constantine VII’s account is, after all, the only written testimony of 

1    Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 29, pp. 123 and 125. For the 
sources and interpretation of the story, see Dzino, Becoming Slav, pp. 111–12.

2    In the following chapter (30), those putting to the sword the city of Salona and mak-
ing themselves master of “all the country of Dalmatia” are Avars, not Slavs (Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire, p. 143).
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an explicit migration of the Slavs. No 6th-century author mentions the migra-
tion of the Slavs to the Danube, or their movement across that river in order 
to settle permanently in the Balkan provinces of the early Byzantine Empire, 
or anywhere else in Europe.3 Procopius of Caesarea, writing about Sclavenes 
in 550 or 551 regarded the Sclavenes as “new,” not because they were newcom-
ers, but because they represented a new threat to the empire. He knew that 
they lived “above the Ister [i.e., Danube] river not far from its banks.”4 In the 
530s, magister militum per Thraciam Chilbudius, organized attacks against the 
Sclavenes, the Huns, and the Antes on the other side of the Danube, a clear in-
dication that the former, at least, were not far from the frontier.5 In an attempt 
to establish a quasi-legendary origin for the Slavs, Jordanes, who finished his 
Getica in 550 or 551, Jordanes made them descendants from, or a sub-group 
of the Venethi known from Tacitus and other ancient sources. On the basis 
of a map with a conical or conic-like projection, which had the river Viscla 
(presumably Vistula) with a west-east direction, he placed the Sclavenes be-
tween the city of Noviodunum (Isaccea, in southeastern Romania) “and the 
lake Mursianus to the Danaster” (most likely, the river Dniester), to the south, 
“and northward as far as the Viscla.”6 The description of the lands of inhabited 
by Sclavenes, however, contains no explanation of how and when they have 
come to occupy those lands. No migration of the Sclavenes is mentioned in 
the Getica that could possibly be linked to that territorial expansion. Nor have 
any other 6th-century authors anything to say about the migration of the Slavs, 
even though some of them, such as Agathias, describe the migration of other 
peoples (e.g., the Cutrigurs).7 Like Procopius, Pseudo-Caesarius, Menander the 
Guardsman, and the author of the Strategikon all mention the Sclavenes in 
relation to the Danube.8

Inside the Carpathian Basin, independent Slavs are first mentioned by the 
Frankish chronicler known as Fredegar, who wrote around 660.9 He knew that 

3    For a contrary, but utterly wrong opinion, see Fusek, “Drevnee slavianskoe naselenie,” p. 153.
4    Procopius of Caesarea, Wars 5.27.2, p. 252. See also Curta, Making of the Slavs, p. 38.
5    Procopius of Caesarea, Wars 7.14.2–5, pp. 262 and 264. The Sclavenes are those who am-

bushed and killed Chilbudius during one of his expeditions across the Danube. See Sarantis, 
Justinian’s Balkan Wars, p. 86.

6    Jordanes, Getica V 35, p. 63. For the interpretation of this passage, see Curta, “Hiding behind 
a piece of tapestry.”

7    Agathias, History 5.11.5, p. 177. For the interpretation of that passage, see Curta, “The north-
western region of the Black Sea,” p. 151.

8    Curta, Making of the Slavs, pp. 44, 47, and 188.
9    Several sources (Theophylact Simocatta, Paul the Deacon, the Miracles of St. Demetrius) men-

tion Slavs inside the territory controlled by the Avars beginning with the late 6th century. 
However, neither Procopius of Caesarea, nor Martin of Braga can be cited as sources for the  
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the Slavs (whom he also called Wends, a word derived from Venethi) lived 
within the territory controlled by Avars (whom he called Huns), for the lat-
ter wintered in Slavic settlements, where they collected tribute and slept with 
their subjects’ wives and daughters.10 The Slavs have been subjects of the Huns 
for a long time. It is within the same territories that the sons of the Huns by 
their Slavic concubines lived when rising in rebellion against their Avar fathers 
and their qagan. There is no mention of any migration of those whom Fredegar 
now called Wends, because they represented a political category different from 
those Slavs who were subjects of the Avars. It was the Wends, not the Slavs, 
who elected a Frankish merchant, Samo, as their king and obtained their in-
dependence from the Avars. In order for Samo’s polity to become independent 
from the Avars, it must therefore have been effectively separated from the Avar 
qaganate. When deciding to wage war on Samo, the Frankish king Dagobert is 
said to have been helped by Lombards, who made a hostile attack on the lands 
of the Slavs. Those lands were therefore closer to the northeastern border of 
the Lombard kingdom in Italy, if the troops, which offered their assistance to 
Dagobert, came from the Duchy of Friuli. Samo’s state may therefore have been 
located somewhere in Lower Austria or in the region of the present-day border 
between the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Austria.11

According to Fredegar, one of Samo’s allies was Dervan, the duke of the Sorbs, 
who are said to be Slavs as well.12 To join Samo, Dervan had to sever his ties to 
the Frankish king, which implies that his duchy was within the Merovingian 
realm. Although there is no indication of where exactly the Sorbs lived, some 
associate Fredegar’s information with that of 9th-century Frankish sources 
that place the Sorbs on the middle Elbe river.13 Frankish annals of the early 
9th century are also the first to mention Slavs on the Lower Elbe, on the south-
ern shore of the Bay of Mecklenburg, as well as in Bohemia.14 Farther to the 
east, across the river Oder (and the present-day border between Germany and 

  presence of the Slavs inside the Carpathian Basin during the 6th century before the ar-
rival of the Avars. See Curta, “Utváření Slovanů,” pp. 663–64; Curta, “The early Slavs in 
Bohemia and Moravia,” pp. 735–36.

10    Fredegar 4.48, pp. 39–40. See Curta, “Slavs in Fredegar and Paul the Deacon.”
11    Fritze, “Zur Bedeutung der Awaren,” p. 519; Wolfram, “Ethnogenesen,” p. 130; Eggers, 

“Samo,” p. 73.
12    Fredegar 4.68, p. 57.
13    Dulinicz, Frühe Slawen, pp. 28–29.
14    Brather, Archäologie, pp. 63–66; 64 fig. 8; Curta, “Utváření Slovanů,” p. 665. The episode in 

Theophylact Simocatta’s History 6.2.10–15, pp. 222–24, of the three Sclavenes of the nation 
that “lived at the boundary of the western Ocean” cannot be taken as evidence of a late 
6th century presence of the Slavs on the southern shore of the Baltic Sea. See Wołoszyn, 
Theophylaktos Simokates und die Slawen.
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Poland), the earliest mention of Slavs is in a document known as the Catalogue 
of Fortresses and Regions to the North of the Danube, also known as the Bavarian 
Geographer. This is a list of peoples with the appertaining fortresses, the pur-
pose of which remains unclear, but may have been associated with plans for 
future missions beyond the eastern borders of the East Frankish kingdom. In 
the second part of the text, which was written somewhere in Bavaria in ca. 900, 
the Zeriuani are mentioned. They are said to be from a kingdom (regnum) from 
which “all the Slavic people have come and originated, as they say.”15 No indi-
cation exists of where the Zeriuani actually lived in the late 9th or early 10th 
century, but some have ventured into the linguistic interpretation of the name, 
and proposed that the Zeriuani were in fact the inhabitants of the Cherven’ 
lands in the western part of the present-day L’viv region of Ukraine, next to 
the Polish-Ukrainian border.16 Wherever the Zeriuani may have lived, how-
ever, few have noticed that the Bavarian Geographer is the first Latin source 
to claim that all Slavs have originated from the same homeland, thus implying 
their migration to different other parts of the European continent.17 By con-
trast, the author of the early 12th-century compilation now known as the Tale 
of Bygone Years claimed that all Slavs, including those living in Rus’ in later 
times, had initially settled along the Danube, “where is now the Hungarian 
and Bulgarian land.” They had left that land because of foreign invaders. This 
“migration myth” is most likely derived from Byzantine sources similar to those 
that inspired Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus’ account of Slavs coming 
from across the Danube to settle in Salona.18

Before ca. 900, therefore, no source mentioned either a primordial homeland 
of the Slavs, or their migration(s). Nonetheless, generations of linguistically 

15    Descriptio civitatum ad septentrionalem plagam Danubii, p. 3 (“quod tantum est regnum, 
ut ex eo cunctae gentes Sclauorum exortae sint et originem, sicut affirmant, ducant”). For 
the date of the second part of the Catalogue, see Rossignol, “Überlegungen,” p. 313.

16    Voitovich, “Vostochnoe Prikarpat’e,” p. 23; Liaska, “Mizh Pragoiu, Kievom ta Gnezno,”  
pp. 11–20. As Eggers, “Der ‘Bairische Geograph’,” p. 173, points out, locating the Zeriuani in 
the Cherven’ lands is an old idea going back to the late 19th century.

17    Strzelczyk, “Etnogeneza Słowian,” p. 24 notes that the phrase “as they say” implies that the 
information about the land of the Zeriuani being the homeland of all Slavs came from the 
Zeriuani themselves. Some took that even farther and saw the information as indicating 
the migration of the Slavs from the region of the Kiev archaeological culture (Parczewski, 
“Podstawy lokalizacji,” p. 72).

18    Russian Primary Chronicle 6, transl. pp. 52–53. See Lunt, “What the Rus’ Primary Chronicle 
tells us,” p. 356; Tolochko, “The Primary Chronicle’s ‘ethnography’ revisited,” pp. 170–172. 
Much like in the case of the Bavarian Geographer, some archaeologists have taken the 
account as an indication of a Slavic migration from the (Lower) Danube to the Middle 
Dnieper (Prykhodniuk, “Versiia Nestora a rasselenii slavian,” pp. 64–79).
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trained historians have chosen to ignore the evidence and sought the home-
land of the Slavs in Podolia and Volhynia (now western Ukraine, near the 
Polish-Ukrainian-Belarusian border) or in the swampy area of the Pripet river 
basin (near the Ukrainian-Belarusian frontier). The location of the homeland 
was largely based on linguistic arguments about the epicenter of the modern 
distribution of Slavic languages. From that homeland, the Slavs were believed 
to have migrated to the Danube region because of the harsh climatic condi-
tions of the north. At the same time or later, the Slavs began to expand to the 
west, reaching Mecklenburg, Silesia, eastern Brandenburg and the northeast-
ern part of the Carpathian Basin in the late 5th or early 6th century. By the first 
half of the 6th century, they supposedly reached Moldavia, and their expan-
sion into the Balkans, across the Danube started after the middle of that cen-
tury. Soon after that, they also reached Bohemia.19 Since no 6th-century author 
mentioned any migration of the Slavs, historians have turned to archaeological 
sources, particularly to pottery to track Slavic ethnicity and migration.20 The 
handmade pottery of the so-called Prague type has become the hallmark of 
the culture believed to be the contrast agent allowing the archaeological vis-
ibility of the Slavic population movements. Since the Slavs are “represented” by 
the Prague culture, the study of (the migration of) the early Slavs thus became 
the study of how that culture expanded across large parts of eastern and south-
eastern Europe between the 6th and the 8th centuries.21 Various phases of 
migration are thus based on the presence of the earliest phases of the Prague-
type pottery in particular territories.22 There are serious problems with such an 
interpretation of the archaeological evidence. First, to this day, the handmade 
pottery of the Prague type lacks a clear definition and typology.23 It is not even 

19    Gavritukhin, “Nachalo,” p. 84.
20    The Prague-type pottery was named so by Borkovský, Staroslovanská keramika. For its 

most recent use to track down the migration of the Slavs, see Jelínková, “The origins of 
Slavic settlement.”

21    Machinskii, “Migraciia slavian,” pp. 31–37; Měřínský, České země, pp. 46 and 57–59; 
Biermann, “Kommentar,” p. 399. For the migration of the Slavs as a migration of multiple 
archaeological cultures, see Pleterski, Etnogeneza Slovanov, p. 34 fig. 7; Kobyliński, “The 
Slavs,” p. 531 believes that sunken-floored building are a better contrast agent for trac-
ing the migration of the Slavs. Sedov, “Venedy-slaviane” prefers the so-called “Slavic” bow 
fibulae.

22    Gavritukhin, “Nachalo,” pp. 73–74 and 78–82. The idea of tracking the migration of the 
Slavs by means of a study of the chronology of the cultural changes taking place over a 
vast area and a longer period of time has been first put forward by Godłowski, “Die Frage.”

23    Curta, “The Prague type.” The notion of a “Prague type” of pottery was first introduced 
by Borkovský, Staroslovanská keramika, but various attempts at formal description and 
analysis have so far failed to isolate the Prague type.
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clear whether such a type ever existed. Nor is it known where and when it may 
have originated and how it may have spread over a vast area, from the Pripet 
marshes to Bohemia and Greece. Second, there is still no firm chronology of 
the ceramic assemblages attributed to the Prague culture.

1 The Archaeology of the Early Slavs

There are so far about 100 settlement sites excavated in Romania, Moldova, and 
Ukraine, that have been dated to the 6th and 7th centuries. Most of them are 
located on the lowest river terraces, below the 200- or 300-meter contour, at the 
interface between everglades and higher ground, often on rich soils good for 
agriculture. Each settlement is no larger than about five acres, with a limited 
number of houses per habitation phase, ranging from 10 to 15.24 This has been 
interpreted as an indication that none of those settlements was occupied for 
a longer period of time, and that each was abandoned, when new settlements 
were established nearby. What caused this shifting of settlements was an itin-
erant form of agriculture, which required that lands under cultivation to be left 
fallow after a number of years of repeated cultivation without manuring (see 
chapter 21). The standard building on settlements excavated in Romania and 
Ukraine was the sunken-floored house, no larger than necessary to accommo-
date about five individuals, the minimal family. Much of what has been found 
inside such houses was by the oven, either of stone or of clay, built in one of 
the house corners. Clay ovens often had clay rolls inside, the role of which was 
to maintain the heat after the fire was out.25 By far the most common category 
of artifacts found on settlement sites in southern and eastern Romania is the 
pottery, both hand- and wheel-made, often fired within one and the same kiln 
located on the fringes or in the center of the settlement. In addition, ceramic 
assemblages discovered in Romania and the Republic of Moldova include pot-
tery thrown on a slowly moving wheel (a so-called tournette) and fragments of 
clay pans used for baking flat loaves of wheat or millet bread.26 Metal artifacts 
typically include knives, flint steels, buckles, 6th-century coins, glass beads, fib-
ulae with bent stem (some of them cast), arrow heads, earrings, and so-called 
bow fibulae. The latter were certainly of local production as demonstrated 
by moulds found in a house of the settlement site at Bernashivka, in Ukraine  

24    For an unusually large settlement with 89 houses, see Mitrea, Comunităţi săteşti.
25    Stanciu, “Über frühslawische Tonklumpen.”
26    Dolinescu-Ferche, “Cuptorul de ars oale.” For clay pans, see Curta, “Social identity on the 

platter.”
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(Fig. 4.1).27 The classification of those brooches indicates that they were often 
inspired by artifacts of “exotic” provenance such as found in Crimea or Mazuria 
(in northeastern Poland), but were in “fashion” shortly before or after AD 600. 
Bow fibulae were highly visible dress accessories worn by women of high sta-
tus. Such artifacts indicated social rank, which means that the local society 
in the region where early Byzantine sources located the Sclavenes was strati-
fied. Several settlement sites have houses arranged around a central open area, 
and the intrasite distribution of artifacts suggests that that was an area where 
communal ceremonies and feasts took place, which could also have been op-
portunities for social competition and displays of group identity, but also of 
social rank.28

While no names of chiefs or even warlords are known from Procopius of 
Caesarea, the Slavic raids of the 570s and 580s involved a large number of war-
riors, often under the leadership of chiefs known by name. For example, a cer-
tain Ardagastus led a raid in 585 that reached the outskirts of Constantinople. 
Seven years later, he was targeted for elimination, during the campaign that 
Emperor Maurice (582–602) launched into the Sclavene territories north of the 
Danube frontier, in an attempt to put a stop to the devastations perpetrated 

27    Vynokur, Slov’ians’ki iuveliry.
28    Curta, “‘Slavic’ bow fibulae”; Măgureanu and Szmoniewski, “Domestic dwellings”; 

Măgureanu, “Expresivitatea așezărilor.”

figure 4.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text (ancient names in italics)
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by Sclavene warriors in the Balkans. The chiefs leading the successful raids 
of the late 6th century were men of power who competed with each other 
within the settlements excavated north of the Danube river.29 The author of 
a military treatise written ca. 600 and known as the Strategikon dedicated an 
entire, separate chapter to the Sclavenes, who, in his eyes, had forms of social 
and political organization that were different from those of their neighbors, 
the Avars. “Sclavene” may in fact have been an umbrella term for a number of 
groups living north of the Danube frontier, which could not be classified either 
as “Huns” or as “Avars.” The activation of those groups and, perhaps, the rise 
of a sense of common identity that could be defined as ethnicity, was the re-
sult of the interruption of regular communication and trade relations with the 
Balkan provinces of the empire, as a consequence of the implementation of 
Emperor Justinian’s program of fortification. This led to increased social com-
petition within communities north of the Danube frontier and to the rise of 
leaders whose basis of power was warfare. It is during this period of time that 
the first signs appear of particular styles of material culture that went beyond 
the boundaries of local communities. The rise of the local elites in the lands 
north of the Danube coincided in time both with the dissemination of specific 
material culture styles and with the sudden interest in “exotic,” prestige goods 
to be obtained by means of plundering raids. “Sclavene” was most likely the 
label that 6th-century authors chose for this process of political mobilization. 
In that sense, the Slavs came into being in the shadow of Justinian’s forts, not 
in the Pripet marshes.

One of the most egregious problems with the current model of the Slavic 
migration is that it is not at all clear where it started. There is in fact no agree-
ment as to the exact location of the primitive homeland of the Slavs, if there 
ever was one. The idea of tracing the origin of the Slavs to the Zarubyntsi cul-
ture dated between the 3rd century BC and the first century AD is that a gap 
of about 200 years separates it from the Kiev culture (dated between the 3rd 
and the 4th century AD), which is also attributed to the Slavs.30 Furthermore, 
another century separates the Kiev culture from the earliest assemblages at-
tributed to the Prague culture. It remains unclear as to where the (prehistoric) 
Slavs went after the first century, and whence they could return, two centu-
ries later, to the same region from which their ancestors had left. The obvious 
cultural discontinuity in the region of the presumed homeland raises serious 

29    Theophylact Simocatta, History 1.7.3–6 and 6.7.1–5, pp. 52–53 and 232–33. See also Curta, 
“Feasting with ‘kings’,” p. 24; Măgureanu, “About power.”

30    Furas’ev, “Fenomen”; Pleterski, “Etnogeneza Slavena,” pp. 15 fig. 3, and 20. For a rebuttal, 
see Curta, “Four questions,” pp. 290–93.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   48 3/21/2019   5:07:26 PM



49East European Dark Ages: Slavs and Avars (500–800)

doubts about any attempts to write the history of the Slavic migration on such 
a basis. There is simply no evidence of the material remains of the Zarubyntsi, 
Kiev, or even Prague culture in the southern and southwestern direction of the 
presumed migration of the Slavs towards the Danube frontier of the Roman 
Empire. Moreover, the material culture revealed by excavations of 6th- to 7th-
century settlements and, occasionally, cremation cemeteries in northwestern 
Russia, Belarus, Poland, Moravia, and Bohemia is radically different from that 
in the lands north of the Danube river, which according to the early Byzantine 
sources were inhabited at that time by Sclavenes: no settlement layout with a 
central, open area; no wheel-made pottery or pottery thrown on a tournette; 
no clay rolls inside clay ovens; few, if any clay pans; no early Byzantine coins, 
buckles, or remains of amphorae; no fibulae with bent stem, and few, if any 
bow fibulae. Conversely, those regions have produced elements of material 
culture that have no parallels in the lands north of the river Danube: oval, 
trough-like settlement features (which are believed to be remains of above-
ground, log-houses); exclusively handmade pottery of specific forms; very large 
settlements, with over 300 houses; fortified sites that functioned as religious or 
communal centers; and burials under barrows.31 With no written sources to 
inform about the names and identities of the populations living in the 6th and 
7th centuries in East Central and Eastern Europe, those contrasting material 
culture profiles could hardly be interpreted as ethnic commonality. In other 
words, there is no serious basis for attributing to the Sclavenes (or, at least, to 
those whom early Byzantine authors called so) any of the many sites excavated 
in Russia, Belarus, Poland, Moravia, and Bohemia.

2 Migrations

There is of course evidence of migrations in the 6th and 7th centuries, but 
not in the directions assumed by historians. For example, there are clear 
signs of settlement discontinuity in northern Germany and in northwestern 
Poland. German archaeologists believe that the bearers of the Prague culture 
who reached northern Germany came from the south (from Bohemia and 
Moravia), and not from the east (from neighboring Poland or the lands farther 
to the east). At any rate, no archaeological assemblage attributed to the Slavs 
either in northern Germany or in northern Poland may be dated earlier than 

31    Šalkovský, “Problematika”; Gruszka, Pawlak, and Pawlak, “Zespoły ceramiczne”; Kuna 
and Profantová, Počátky; Dulinicz, “Die sogenannten frühslawischen Burgen”; Oblomskii, 
Priimak and Terpylovs’kyy, “Issledovaniia.”
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ca. 700.32 In Poland, settlement discontinuity was postulated, to make room 
for the new, Prague culture introduced gradually from the southeast (from 
neighboring Ukraine). However, there is increasing evidence of 6th-century 
settlements in Lower Silesia (western Poland and the lands along the Middle 
Oder) that have nothing to do with the Prague culture. Nor is it clear how and 
when did the Prague culture spread over the entire territory of Poland.33 No 
site of any of the three archaeological cultures in Eastern Europe that have 
been attributed to the Slavs (Kolochin, Pen’kivka, and Prague/Korchak) has so 
far been dated earlier than the sites in the Lower Danube region where the 6th-
century sources located the Sclavenes. Neither the Kolochin, nor the Pen’kivka 
cultures expanded westwards into East Central or Southeastern Europe; on 
the contrary, they were themselves superseded in the late 7th or 8th century 
by other archaeological cultures originating in eastern Ukraine. Meanwhile, 
there is an increasing body of archaeological evidence pointing to very strong 
cultural influences from the Lower and Middle Danube to the Middle Dnieper 
region during the 7th century—the opposite of the alleged direction of Slavic 
migration.34

When did the Slavs appear in those regions of East Central and Eastern 
Europe where they are mentioned in later sources? A resistant stereotype of 
the current scholarship on the early Slavs is that “Slavs are Slavonic-speakers; 
Slavonic-speakers are Slavs.”35 If so, when did people in East Central and 
Eastern Europe become “Slavonic speakers”? There is in fact no evidence that 
the Sclavenes mentioned by the 6th-century authors spoke Slavic (or what lin-
guists now call Common Slavic). Nor can the moment be established (with any 
precision), at which Slavic was adopted or introduced in any given region of 
East Central and Eastern Europe.36 To explain the spread of Slavic across those 

32    Brather, Archäologie, p. 59; Dulinicz, Frühe Slawen, pp. 275–87. According to Brather, 
“Einwanderergruppe,” p. 343, the migration of the Slavs into northern Poland and 
Germany is archaeologically invisible.

33    Parczewski, Die Anfänge. For Silesia, see Błażejewski, “Cultural changes.”
34    Prykhodniuk, Pen’kovskaia kul’tura; Viargei, “Prazhskaia kul’tura”; Oblomskii, “Kolochinskaia 

kul’tura.” For influences from the Danube region, see Prykhodniuk, “Balkano-dunais’kyi 
region”; Gavritukhin, “Dunaiskii ‘strat’.”

35    Ziółkowski, “When did the Slavs originate?” p. 211. On the basis of the meaning of the 
Old Church Slavonic word ięzyk (“language,” but also “people” or “nation”), Darden, “Who 
were the Sclaveni?” p. 138 argues that the meaning of the name the Slavs gave to them-
selves was closely associated with the language they spoke.

36    Uncertainty in this respect dominates even in recent studies of contacts between Slavic 
and Romance languages (particularly Romanian), even though such contacts are pre-
sumed to have been established quite early (Paliga, “When could be dated ‘the earliest 
Slavic borrowings’?”; Boček, Studie). Recent studies of the linguistic interactions between 
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regions, some have recently proposed the model of a koiné, others that of a 
lingua franca.37 The latter was most likely used within the Avar polity during 
the last century of its existence (ca. 700 to ca. 800).

3 The Avars

The Avars in fact played a key role in early Slavic history. In 582, the Avars 
conquered Sirmium after a long, drawn-out siege. To keep the Roman armies 
busy elsewhere, they had encouraged the Sclavenes to invaded Thrace and 
Thesssaly in 581. Slavic warriors also operated on the western border of the 
territory under Avar control. In 610 Istria, which was still under Byzantine 
control, was raided by Sclavenes after an Avar attack on northeastern Italy.38 
The first authors to mention the (European) Avars are Agathias of Myrina and 
Menander the Guardsman. According to Theophylact Simocatta, who wrote 
during the reign of Emperor Heraclius (610–641), their name was a misnomer. 
They were not true, but “Pseudo-Avars,” a group of fugitive “Scythians,” who 
had taken over the awe-inspiring name in replacement of their original names, 
Var and Chunni. Most historians believe the European Avars to be remnants of 
the Juan-Juan (Rouran) of Inner Asia mentioned in Chinese annals.39 There is, 
however, no evidence of a migration from Inner Asia to the Carpathian Basin. 
New burial customs and artifact types, for which there is no analogy in the 
whole of Europe have been associated with the immigration of the Avars, as 
reconstructed on the basis of the information in Paul the Deacon’s History of 
the Lombards that was written more than 150 years after the events.40 Some 

speakers of Germanic and speakers of Slavic languages suggest that the adoption of place 
names of Slavic origin was directly linked to the social context of language contact be-
tween the 9th and the 13th centuries (Klír, “Sociální kontext”).

37    Boček, “Praslovanština”; Lunt, “On Common Slavic,” pp. 421–22; Curta, “The Slavic lingua 
franca.” For the Slavic spoken inside the Avar qaganate, see also Greenberg, “Sifting the 
evidence.”

38    John of Ephesus, Ecclesiastical History III 6.25, p. 335; Paul the Deacon, History of the 
Lombards 4.40, p. 168. See Vingo, “Avari e Slavi.”

39    Agathias of Myrina, Histories 1.3.4, p. 13; Menander the Guardsman, History, fr. 5.2, pp. 48 
and 50; Theophylact Simocatta, History 7.7.10 and 7.8.1, pp. 257 and 258. See Dobrovits, 
“‘They called themselves Avar’”; Nechaeva, “The ‘runaway’ Avars”; Golden, “Some notes.” 
For the early Byzantine attitudes towards the Avars, see Pallas-Brown, “East Roman 
perceptions.”

40    Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 1.27 and 2.7, pp. 81 and 89. Despite efforts to reas-
sess the History of the Lombards as a literary work, Paul the Deacon’s account of the Avar 
migration has been remarkably resistant to historical criticism, particularly the idea that 
the Lombards bestowed their “own abode, that is, Pannonia” upon the Avars. Pohl, Die 
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believed that the only analogies for pits with cremated remains of horse gear 
(including stirrups) and, occasionally, weapons (lance heads) were in Central 
Asia, while Sassanian influences were reflected in such categories of artifacts 
as weapons, dress accessories, as well as gold- or silverware.41 “Nomadic” belt 
sets, swords with long blades, bow reinforcement plates, remains of quiv-
ers, and many other artifacts were equally regarded as new for the picture of 
European archaeology. However, only rarely can contemporary parallels for 
the earliest artifact-categories be associated with the earliest Avars be found 
outside the Carpathian Basin.42 Apple-shaped, cast stirrups with elongated 
suspension loops and flat tread slightly bent inwards are typical for the ear-
liest assemblages associated with the Avar immigration, and are the earliest 
European stirrups known so far. However, there are no parallels for those ar-
tifacts on any site in Eurasia that may be dated prior to the migration of the 
Avars.43 Nonetheless, the population that buried its dead in cemeteries located 
to the east from the Middle Tisza river migrated there from the steppe lands in 
southern Ukraine, as indicated by the typical graves with tunnel-shaped shafts 
that have no parallels in the Carpathian Basin.44 During the 6th century, the 
area between the Danube and the Tisza in what is today Hungary, was only 
sparsely inhabited, and probably a “no man’s land” between the Lombard and 
Gepid territories. It is only after ca. 600 that this area was densely inhabited, 
as indicated by a number of new cemeteries that came into being along the 
Tisza and north of present-day Kecskemét.45 There can therefore be no doubt 
about the migration of the Avars into the Carpathian Basin, even though it was 
probably not a single event and did not involve only one group of population, 
or even a cohesive ethnic group.46

Awaren, pp. 50–51 takes the account at face value, even though he recognizes “legendary” 
elements in the story of how Cunimund, the king of the Gepids, was defeated and killed 
in war with the Lombards and their Avar allies.

41    Bóna, “Die Geschichte der Awaren,” pp. 443–44.
42    Bálint, Die Archäologie der Steppe, p. 149; Bálint, “Probleme,” p. 214. Earlier attempts to 

identify Central Asian Avars by means of physical anthropology have borne no fruits 
(Tóth, “Észak-dunántul avarkori népességének embertani problémái”).

43    La Salvia, “La diffusione”; Curta, “The earliest Avar-age stirrups.”
44    Lőrinczy, “Kelet-európai steppei népesség”; Türk, “O novykh rezul’tatakh.” For a slightly 

different argument, see Gulyás, “Újabb adatok a kora avar kori Tiszántúl.” For an anthro-
pological study of the immigrants, see Fóthi, Lőrinczy and Marcsik, “Arkheologicheskie i 
antropologicheskie sviazi.”

45    Balogh, “A Duna-Tisza köze avar kori betelepülése.” For an “explosion” of sites in the 
whole Carpathian Basin shortly after the year 600, see also Szentpéteri, “Was die 
Verbreitungskarten erzählen,” p. 334 with fig. 7.1.

46    A fierce debate surrounds István Bóna’s idea that the change in archaeological culture, 
which he dated ca. 675, was to be explained in terms of another migration of Turkic 
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Paul the Deacon is the only author directly referring to the migration of 
the Avars into the Carpathian Basin.47 Where did they come from? In 558, 
an Avar cavalry force of 20,000 Avars men suddenly appeared in the steppe 
lands north of the Caucasus mountains, and decided to contact the emperor in 
Constantinople. The Avar envoys boldly requested from Justinian fertile land 
to inhabit, valuable gifts, and annual payments.48 The emperor responded 
by sending his own envoy to the Avar leaders, whom he showered with gifts 
of gold and silk, and thus brokered a military alliance directed against any 
hostile groups in the steppe lands north of the Black Sea. Less than a decade 
later, when they eventually settled in the Carpathian Basin, after defeating the 
Gepids together with their Lombard allies, the Avars were a larger and much 
more diverse population, as many other groups in the steppe lands had de-
cided to join them. After their defeat, a great number of Gepids continued 
to live under Avar rule, as did groups of late antique population in Pannonia 
(western Hungary) who maintained relations with, and imitated fashions from 
Merovingian Gaul. There were also many Bulgars and Slavs in the Carpathian 
Basin now ruled by the Avars.49

The Avars were faithful to their bargain with Justinian, and quickly subju-
gated most nomads in the steppes north of the Black Sea. However, by the time 
they established themselves in the Carpathian Basin under the leadership of 
their qagan Bayan, they began to raid constantly the Balkan provinces of the 
empire, as far as Constantinople and Greece. They managed to capture some of 
the key fortifications in the Roman system of defense, and extorted enormous 
amounts of imperial gold nominally paid as stipends, but regarded both by 
Bayan and by the critics of imperial policies and nothing less than tribute.50 
In the words that Menander the Guardsman attributed to Emperor Justin II 

elements from the steppe lands in Central and Inner Asia (Bóna, “Die Geschichte der 
Awaren,” pp. 455–56). This idea was embraced by others who pointed to new cem-
eteries being opened at different locations during the last quarter of the 7th century 
(Tomka, “Die Frage”). For a thorough critique of Bóna’s theory, see Bálint, “Der Beginn 
der Mittelawarenzeit.” The debate has been fueled by nationalist concerns deriving from 
Gyula László’s idea that the new immigrants were speakers of a Ugric language, which 
made the Hungarians native to the Carpathian Basin about two centuries before the 
Magyar migration to that area. See László, “A ‘kettős honfoglalás’-ról”; Kristó, “Nyelv és 
etnikum”; Madaras, “Az Alföldi avarság”; Magyar, “A honfoglalás (kettős honfoglalás) legú-
jabb”; Olajos, “De la théorie”; Fodor, “A ‘kettős honfoglalás’”.

47    Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 2.8, p. 90.
48    Szikora, “An Avar embassy.”
49    Vida, “‘They asked to be settled in Pannonia …’”; Kiss, “A gepidák avar kori”; Pohl, “Die 

Awaren und ihre Beziehungen zu den Slawen.”
50    Pohl, Die Awaren, p. 505.
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(565–578), it was “more painful to be the friends of the Avars—nomads and 
foreigners—than their enemies, since their friendship was treacherous.”51 The 
Avars indeed used both deceit and military threats to obtain an ever higher rate 
of annual stipends, which grew from almost 900 to over 1,600 pounds of pure 
gold. Very little of this large quantity of minted gold has survived in the oth-
erwise well-documented record of the Avar presence in what is now Hungary. 
Some 100 coins discovered accidentally, in isolation, or in burial assemblages 
have initially been used to underpin the entire chronological system of Avar 
archaeology, which is now calibrated by means of seriation and radiocarbon 
dating.52 The gold coins were most likely melted down to provide raw mate-
rial for gold jewelry, which was found in great quantities in early Avar burial 
assemblages.53 Gold artifacts appear only in a few exceptionally rich burials 
dated to the Middle Avar period (ca. 650 to ca. 680), which suggests that during 
the first century of Avar history, a small elite headed by the qagan exercised the 
exclusive control of the gold supplies from the Empire.54 That Avar society was 
highly stratified results from a few references in the written sources as well. 
During the first, very well-documented century of Avar history, several digni-
taries are mentioned as “leaders” (archontes) or “captains” (logades).55 They 
were probably not heads of ruling clans, but high-ranking persons rendering 
personal service to the qagan. It is this group of high-ranking, rich warriors 
that is represented in the archaeological record by small, isolated groups of 
burials, many of which contain horse skeletons, but also rich grave goods and 
weapons.56 In imitation of the early Byzantine practice, the belt with multiple 
straps decorated with metal plates was a symbol of social rank, although the 
exact significance of belt deposition remains a matter of debate.57

In the early 7th century, small family groups occupied distinct ecological 
niches along the valleys of some of the tributaries of the Tisza or the Danube, 

51    Menander the Guardsman, History, fr. 12.6, pp. 140–41.
52    Stadler, “Avar chronology revisited.” For the coins, see Somogyi, Byzantinische Fundmünzen 

der Awarenzeit, pp. 23–110, and Somogyi, Byzantinische Fundmünzen der Awarenzeit in 
ihrem europäischen Umfeld, pp. 48–59.

53    Bálint, “Avar goldsmith work”; Szenthe and Szőke, “Avar kor.” The largest quantity of 
gold dated to the Avar age is that from the extraordinary hoard from Sânnicolaul Mare 
(Nagyszentmiklós), for which see Gschwantler, “The Nagyszentmiklós treasure”; and 
Bálint, Der Schatz.

54    Kiss, “Die Frage”; Daim, “Des Kaisers ungeliebte Söhne,” pp. 7–10; Bálint, “Der Reichtum 
der Awaren,” pp. 147–59; Madaras, “Lehetett-e a kunbábonyi sír.”

55    Pohl, Die Awaren, pp. 185–89.
56    For horses and social rank, see Bede, “The status of horses.”
57    Daim, “Repräsentationsmittel”; Balogh and Wicker, “Avar nemzetségfő sírja.” For the late 

Roman origin of the belt with multiple straps, see Schmauder, “Vielteilige Gürtelgarnituren.”
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or in the vicinity of Lake Balaton. They made extensive use of natural resources 
for their predominantly pastoral economy. The existence of rural settlements 
has only recently been demonstrated archaeologically, although villages inside 
the Avar qaganate are known from the written sources.58 Much like in settle-
ments of the same time discovered in Romania, Moldova, or Ukraine, the stan-
dard house is the sunken-floored building with a stone oven in the corner. The 
cultivation of crops—common wheat, barley, and proso millet—results from 
finds of quern stones used for grinding, and from the paleobotanical analysis 
of plant remains.59 The most abundant material resulting from the excavation 
of settlements is pottery, with only occasional finds of metalwork, especially 
early Byzantine buckles. However, like some of the settlements in southern 
Romania, the site excavated at Kölked (southern Hungary, near the Hungarian-
Croatian-Serbian border) has produced large quantities of wheel-made pot-
tery, lamps, and fragments of amphorae.60 There is also evidence of large 
settlements specializing in iron smelting and weaving dated to the 7th and 8th 
century.61 It has been estimated that each one of the 20 bloomery smelting 
furnaces excavated at Kaposvár (southwestern Hungary) required between 10 
and 20 kg of ore for every single smelting process. Given that a temperature 
between 1150 and 1300 °C had to be maintained in the furnace chamber during 
the 10 to 12 hours of the smelting operation, this must have been a busy indus-
trial site requiring a lot of resources and much labor.62 The large population 
of the industrial settlement excavated in Zamárdi (on the southern shore of 
Lake Balaton, Hungary) was fed with food probably brought from the outside, 
but processed on the site, as indicated by the many quern stones and over 100 
open-air ovens for baking bread.63 Craftsmen seem to have enjoyed a privileged 
social status, to judge from the fact that, like weapons, tools—anvils, ham-
mers, wimbles, but also dies—were occasionally deposited in graves to mark 
social status of males (Fig. 4.2).64 Early Avar society was based on procuring  

58    Kory, “Avar settlements”; Odler, “Avarské sídliská”; Bajkai, “The latest findings.”
59    Gyulai, “Újabb eredményeka”; Pető et al., “A késő avar kor növényhasznosítási”; Bajkai, 

“On the agrarian technology.”
60    Kiss, “Das Gräberfeld und die Siedlung”; Hajnal, “Mécsesek”; Hajnal, “Keső antik jellegű”; 

Hajnal, “Gyorskorongolt kerámia.” With about 100 houses excavated, Kölked is amongst 
the largest settlements in East Central Europe. For the cemetery associated with the 
Kölked settlement, see Kiss, Das awarenzeitlich-gepidische Gräberfeld.

61    Gömöri, “Frühmittelalterliche Eisenschmelzofen”; Gallina, “Avar kori kohótelep”; Gallina 
and Hornok, “Vorbericht.”

62    Török et al. “Iron metalllurgy.”
63    Gallina, “Avar kori vaskohászati.”
64    Tănase, “Gräber”; Rácz, Die Goldschmiedegräber. For Avar-age black- and goldsmith tools, 

see Rácz, “Avar kori ötvös- és kovácsszerszámok.”
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prestige goods from the Empire and food supplies from small economic units, 
either in the form of direct production from family lands or as tribute from 
subjugated population groups. However, judging from the very rich grave 
goods from the cemetery associated with the industrial site at Zamárdi, the 
idea that impoverished, subjugated populations (e.g., the Slavs) worked under 
Avar oppression must be abandoned.65 The picture of social relations in the 
early Avar society is much more complicated. It is possible that the population 
in Zamárdi and Kölked enjoyed certain privileges, and that its elites belonged 
to the higher-ranking group surrounding the qagan.

During the 580s and the early 590s, as the imperial armies were engaged 
in war on the eastern frontier with the Persians, the troops remaining in 
the Balkans were no match for the Avars. Their heavy cavalry was made up 

65    Daim, “La necropoli”; Bárdos and Garam, Das awarenzeitliche Gräberfeld.

figure 4.2 Felnac, 7th-century forming models for fibulae and dies for belt fittings, most 
likely from a grave with tools
After Dömötör, “Újabb lemezsajtoló bronzminták fönlakról,”  
pp. 63 and 65
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of warriors clad in armor and trained to employ the bow and the arrows, 
the sword, and the lance. That versatility was greatly enhanced by the use of  
stirrups.66 Sirmium fell in 582, while Singidunum (Belgrade) was twice con-
quered and plundered, first in 584, when the army of the qagan swiftly moved 
across the Balkans from northern Serbia to the Black Sea coast.67 Only ru-
mors of approaching Turkic horsemen made the Avars withdraw. A year later, 
however, the Avars sacked a number of forts along the Danube frontier, from 
Bononia (Vidin, in northwestern Bulgaria) to Tropaeum Traiani (Adamclisi, in 
southeastern Romania). The war continued in 586, when the Avars inflicted a 
number of demoralizing defeats on the imperial armies. An army said to have 
been of 100,000 Sclavenes and other barbarians obeying the orders of the qagan 
appeared under the walls of Thessalonica on September 22, 586.68 When, in 
592, the Roman defenses around the passes across the eastern Stara Planina 
range were left unmanned, the Avars invaded the Black Sea coast region and 
in only five days reached Drizipera (now Büyükkarıştıran, in Turkey), only 90 
miles away from Constantinople. Near Heraclea, they encountered the Roman 
army, which they attacked by night. The remaining Roman forces withdrew 
behind the walls of Tzurullon (Çorlu, Turkey), a mere dozen miles from the 
Long Walls.69

After signing the peace with Persia, Emperor Maurice turned his attention 
to the Avar problem in the Balkans. Beginning with the mid-590s, he launched 
a number of successful expeditions against the Avars, which took the war to 
their own territory. Until the end of Maurice’s reign and life in 602, Roman 
armies incessantly campaigned north of the river Danube, sometimes against 
the Slavs, other times against the Avars. Under general Priscus, they crossed 
the Danube in the Iron Gates sector on what was still viewed as “Roman soil.” 
In 597, Priscus crossed again the river near Viminacium (Stari Kostolac, at the 
mouth of the Morava river) and defeated a much superior force in a series of 
encounters, killing almost the entire Avar army and the qagan’s four sons at 
its command.70 By 602, the success of the Roman armies had begun to take 

66    Curta, “The earliest Avar-age stirrups”; Anke et al. Reitervölker, pp. 49–50.
67    The Avars are mentioned as the enemy in a Greek inscription scratched on a tile found in 

Sirmium: “Christ our Lord, save the city and keep the Avars at bay, protect the land of the 
Romans, and the one who wrote this. Amen” (Noll, “Ein Ziegel”).

68    Miracles of St. Demetrius 1.13.117, p. 134. For the date of the attack, see Curta, Making of the 
Slavs, pp. 97–98.

69    Theophylact Simocatta, History 6.5.4–16, pp. 228–30; Pohl, Die Awaren, pp. 134–35.
70    Theophylact Simocatta, History 8.2.2–8, pp. 285–86; Pohl, Die Awaren, p. 156 locates the 

confrontation in the formerly swampy region of central Vojvodina, on the left bank of the 
Tisza river.
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its toll on the prestige of the Avar ruler and the stability of his regime: large 
numbers of Avar warriors are said to have deserted to the Romans, and the 
situation inside the qaganate seems to have deteriorated rapidly. Only the fall 
of Maurice and the rebellion of Phocas prevented a complete collapse of the 
Avar polity. However, 15 years later, in response to a request of military aid from 
the Slavs besieging Thessalonica, the qagan marched against the city, which 
he put under siege for a month.71 The transfer by Emperor Heraclius (610–641) 
of the Balkan troops to the eastern front in ca. 620 allowed the Avars a wider 
range of control in the Balkans. In 623, they ambushed the emperor himself 
near the Long Walls. Heraclius barely escaped alive, and the Avars got hold of 
the imperial treasury and of the emperor’s escort before sweeping forward to 
the walls of Constantinople and carrying away a great number of prisoners.72 
To appease the enemy, Heraclius agreed to raise the tribute paid to the Avars 
to 200,000 gold coins annually, and gave his own son as hostage. But in 626, 
the Avars put Constantinople under siege. They were not able to establish an 
effective cooperation with the Persian armies on the other side of the Straits, 
and the seaborne attack of the Slavs under Avar command was repelled in the 
Golden Horn waters by the superior forces of the Byzantine fleet. The mili-
tary failure quickly turned into disaster. Conflicts between the Slavs and the 
Avars seem to have followed the siege, and the subsequent decades witnessed 
some of the worst political and, possibly, social convulsions in the history of 
the Avar qaganate.73 The civil war broke in 631 or 632, opposing an Avar to a 
Bulgar “party.” Following the defeat of the latter, 9,000 Bulgar families emigrat-
ed to Bavaria, where the majority were slaughtered at the order of the Frankish 
King Dagobert (623–639). Only 700 families under a certain Alciocus escaped 
to Walluc, the duke of the Wends, and from there to the duchy of Benevento.74 
Meanwhile, other Wends—the sons of Slavic mothers and Avar fathers—rose 
in rebellion against the Avars, and elected Samo as their king. He ruled over the 
independent Wends for 35 years.75

No names of qagans are known for the next 150 years of Avar history, but 
unnamed Avar qagans appear episodically in Paul the Deacon’s History of 
the Lombards.76 Despite the turmoil of the civil war, the power center of the 

71    Miracles of St. Demetrius 2.2.197–198, p. 185.
72    Stratos, “Le guet-apens”; Hurbanič, “Byzancia a avarský kaganát,” pp. 231–45.
73    Hurbanič, Konstantinopol, pp. 259–310.
74    Fredegar 4.72, pp. 60–61; Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 5.29. See also Pohl, Die 

Awaren, pp. 268–270; Nikolov, “Alzeco.”
75    Fredegar 4.48 and 68, pp. 39–40 and 56–58. See Polek, “Państwo Samona”; Kardaras, “He 

exegerse.”
76    Szádeczky-Kardoss, Ein Versuch, pp. 93–95.
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qaganate remained between ca. 630 and ca. 660 in the same region of cen-
tral Hungary between the Middle Danube and the Middle Tisza rivers. At least 
that is the conclusion one can draw from the distribution of very rich burial  
assemblages—the richest of the entire Avar history—dated to the middle 
third of the 7th century.77 The Middle Avar period (ca. 650 to ca. 680) is char-
acterized by equally rich burials of the so-called Tótipuszta-Dunapentele-Igar 
group, which are dated with coins struck for Emperor Constantine IV (668–
685), the last Byzantine emperor to receive Avar envoys in Constantinople.78 
While there are clear signs of continuity in the material culture, there were also 
notable innovations, such as the adoption of single-edged sabers. The martial-
ity revealed by burial assemblages was probably a reflection of Avar belliger-
ence, which is certainly responsible for the expansion of the area covered by 
the Avar-age culture into southern Slovakia and the region of Austria around 
present-day Vienna. By contrast, little is known about Avar involvement in 
Balkan affairs. The same qagan who had sent envoys to Emperor Constantine IV  
was confronted in ca. 680 with a rebellion of some of his subjects, who, under 
the leadership of Kuver, crossed the Danube, and then the Balkans seeking 
asylum inside the Empire.

After 700, only a few sources illuminate the complete darkness that covers 
the last century of Avar history. They concern only the relations between the 
Avars and the Lombards in Italy; nothing is known about the political devel-
opments inside the qaganate. The archaeology of the Avars is therefore the 
only major source of information about the Carpathian Basin during the 8th 
century. Assemblages of the Late Avar period (ca. 680 to ca. 820) are clearly 
distinguished from those of the earlier periods on the basis of the cast belt 
buckles, strap ends, and mounds, found in great numbers and variety. Floral 
patterns, as well as griffins and other animals are the most typical elements 
of ornamentation employed by Late Avar craftsmen. Even though the orna-
mental repertoire was of local, Avar origin, it remains unclear why was lost-
wax casting adopted, and how were the new belt fittings mass-produced and 
distributed.79 Moreover, elites are almost invisible in the Late Avar period, be-
cause of the rarity of grave goods made of precious metals. Nor are there any 
isolated burials, or any signs of nomadic life in the 8th-century culture of the 
Avar qaganate. Most open settlements known so far are from the Late Avar 

77    Kiss, “Zur Frage,” pp. 87–90; Garam, “Sepolture.”
78    Prohászka, “Die awarischen Oberschichtgräber.”
79    Szenthe, “Crisis or innovation?” Lost-wax casting was also employed for the production 

of the contemporaneous belt fittings from the hoard found in Vrap (Albania) and from 
Bulgaria (Szenthe, “Contributions”).
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period, and the same is true for very large cemeteries in use for more than two 
or three generations. The hallmark of the long-term occupation of sites is the 
well, a typically Late Avar settlement feature.80 Both aspects of the material 
culture indicate stable Late Avar communities dedicated to agriculture, with 
little, if any mobility. The particular cause for this profound transformation is 
not very well understood, but it may have something to do with the accelera-
tion of a number of changes taking place during the previous period, because 
of population growth.81 The Hungarian Plain is some 100,000 sq km large, but 
in the 8th century, it was mostly covered by water, especially in the flood area 
of the Danube and Tisza rivers and of their tributaries. With 400 to 600 mm 
of annual rainfall, the Hungarian Plain is an ecological niche that does not 
encourage widespread mobility, such as associated with pastoral communi-
ties. Pollen analysis shows efforts to drain swampy areas and to turn them into 
cultivated land.82

At the same time, the organization of most craft activities was restricted to 
a household mode of production. Some smelting sites continued to operate in 
the 8th century, but on much smaller size than earlier. Similarly, although both 
the wheel-made pottery and the pottery thrown on a tournette continued to 
be manufactured, all ceramic assemblages are dominated by the handmade 
pottery. A few 8th-century kilns are known, but each seems to have been used 
for the firing of all categories of pottery, perhaps to accommodate individual 
household needs, although workshops cannot be excluded either.83 Changes 
in pottery production reflect new culinary practices, as indicated by the ap-
pearance of new forms such as clay cauldrons associated with cooking over 
an open fire.84 The new culinary practices provide an explanation for some 
of the changes taking place in burial customs. Late Avar graves, especially of 
men, contain remains of domestic animals, especially chicken, while eggshells 
appear in female and child burials.85 Similarly, the symbolism of sickles de-
posited in graves points to agricultural occupations. While the overall number 

80    Tomka, “Die awarischen Brunnen”; Stanciu, “A well”; Kondé, “Egy kút élete.”
81    Most clearly visible in the heartland of the qaganate, the lands between the Danube and 

the Tisza rivers. See Balogh, “A Duna-Tisza köze avar kori betelepülése,” pp. 66–68.
82    Willis et al. “Prehistoric land degradation.” For an example of a cluster of settlements 

in the swamps at the confluence between the Tisza and the Maros rivers, see Bede and 
Szalontai, “Archäologische Beiträge.” That environment may at least in part be respon-
sible for the high incidence of osseous tuberculosis in Late Avar cemeteries from eastern 
Hungary (Szelekovszky and Marcsik, “Anthropological analysis,” p. 13).

83    Spânu and Gáll, “Cuptorul de olar.” For individual workshops as responsible for the pro-
duction of the pottery thrown on a tournette, see Herold, “Archäologische und archäome-
trische Analysen,” p. 200.

84    Takács and Vaday, “A Kompolt-Kistéri-tanyai kézzel.”
85    Kroll, “Ihrer Hühner waren drei”; Tugya, “Eggshell remains.”
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of weapons deposited in graves substantially declined, a greater number of 
weapons were found with skeletons of mature or senile individuals. Weapons 
appear in graves with ornamented belts, an indication that their symbolism is 
related not just to age, but to social status as well. But weapons were also de-
posited in graves with horses, although the number of graves with horses (but 
without weapons) increased considerably throughout the second half of the 
8th century. It is important to note that the study of burials with horses has led 
to a similar conclusion: horses were buried especially with senile individuals, 
many of whom were women.86

The number of graves with weapons and of burials with horses is particu-
larly large in cemeteries excavated in southwestern Slovakia and in neighbor-
ing, eastern Austria. This was a region of special status on the border of the 
qaganate, perhaps a “militarized frontier.”87 From that region, the Avar mores 
and fashions spread farther to the west and to the north, into those areas of 
East Central Europe in which, for reasons that are still not clear, Avar symbols 
of social rank were particularly popular, as demonstrated by numerous finds 
of belt fittings.88 Emulating the success of the Avar elites sometimes involved 
borrowing other elements of social representation, such as the preferential 
deposition of weapons and ornamented belts. For example, in the early 8th 
century, a few males were buried in Carinthia (southern Austria) with richly 
decorated belts imitating those in fashion in the land of the Avars, but also 
with Frankish weapons and spurs.89 Much like in the Avar-age cemeteries in 
Slovakia and Hungary, the graves of those socially prominent men are often 
surrounded by many burials without any grave goods whatsoever. However, 
unlike cemeteries in the Avar heartland, where finds of Byzantine artifacts 
are rare, the cemetery excavated around the Church of St. John in Hohenberg 
(Central Austria) produced evidence of long-distance contacts.90 One of the 
graves in that cemetery contained a Frankish sword with damascened orna-
ment, spurs and a gilded belt set, the latter most likely produced in northern 
Italy (Fig. 4.3). A good parallel is known from a fresco in the northeastern side 
chapel of the Church of Santa Maria Antiqua in Rome. As this is the portrait 
of the adoptive son of Theodotus, an important official at the court of Pope 

86    Zábojník, “Soziale Problematik,” pp. 262 and 270; Csiky, Avar-age Polearms, pp. 359–388.
87    Lippert, “Zur militärischen Westgrenze.”
88    Profantová, “Awarische Funde aus dem Gebieten”; Eger and Biermann, “Awarische 

Funde”; Poleski, “Awarische Funde”; Profantová, “Awarische Funde in der Tschechischen 
Republik.”

89    Szameit, “Das frühmittelalterliche Grab”; Eichert, Die frühmittelalterlichen Grabfunde,  
pp. 147 and 160–64; Eichert, “Zentralisierungsprozesse,” pp. 22–23.

90    For a few examples of Byzantine imports from 8th-century Avar assemblages, see Daim 
and Bühler, “Awaren oder Byzanz?,” pp. 23–25.
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Zacharias (741–752), the belt set in Hohenberg has been rightly interpreted as a 
gift to a man in the Austrian Alps, who had an important social position within 
the local community.91 Since the Hohenberg grave has been dated between 
730 and 760, the man in question was most likely a member of the elite of the 
Carantanians, who appear in the written sources at this time.92

91    Fischbach, “A hohenbergi leletről”; Daim, “Des Kaisers ungeliebte Söhne,” pp. 12–14; 13  
fig. 11; 14 fig. 12. In this particular case, emulation seems to have happened in a different 
direction, as cheaper, bronze imitations of the Hohenberg belt set are known from Late 
Avar assemblages. See Szalontai, “‘Hohenbergtől Záhonyig’.”

92    Daim, “‘Byzantinische’ Gürtelgarnituren,” pp. 184–85; see also Eichert, Frühmittelalterliche 
Strukturen, pp. 294–307.

figure 4.3 Hohenberg, 8th-century male grave with Carolingian sword, an Italian-Byzantine 
belt-set, and spurs
After Fischbach, “A hohenbergi leletről,” pp. 251 pl. I and 252 pl. II
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4 The Carantanians

Carantania was a northern neighbor of the Lombard duchy of Friuli, which 
was inhabited by Slavs. According to Paul the Deacon, who was writing in the 
late 780s, those Slavs called their country Carantanum, by means of a corrup-
tion of the name of ancient Carnuntum (a former Roman legionary camp on 
the Danube, between Vienna and Bratislava).93 Carantanians were regarded as 
Slavs by the author of a report known as the Conversion of the Bavarians and 
Carantanians, and written in ca. 870 in order to defend the position of the arch-
bishop of Salzburg against the claims of Methodius, the bishop of Pannonia.94 
According to this text, a duke named Boruth was ruling over Carantania when 
he was attacked by Avars in ca. 740. He called for the military assistance of 
his Bavarian neighbors. The Bavarian duke Odilo (737–748) obliged, defeated 
the Avars, but in the process also subdued the Carantanians to his authority.95 
Once Bavarian overlordship was established in Carantania, Odilo took with 
him as hostages Boruth’s son Cacatius and his nephew Chietmar (Hotimir). 
Both were baptized in Bavaria. During the 743 war between Odilo and Charles 
Martel’s two sons, Carloman and Pepin (the Mayors of the Palace in Austrasia 
and Neustria, respectively), Carantanian troops fought on the Bavarian side. 
The Bavarian domination cleared the field for missions of conversion to 
Christianity sent by Virgil, the new bishop of Salzburg (746–784).96 Many mis-
sionaries were of Bavarian origin, but some were Irish monks. To supervise 
their activity, Virgil appointed Modestus as “itinerant bishop” (chorepiscopus) 
of Carantania. To Modestus are linked the earliest churches in Carantania, an 
indication that Christianity was adopted in the mid-8th century by a small 
group of Carantanian aristocrats. At Boruth’s death in 750, his son Cacatius re-
turned from Bavaria and was recognized prince of the Carantanians. He ruled 
for just two years, before being replaced by his cousin Chietmar.97 Chietmar’s 
pro-Bavarian policies triggered two revolts organized by Carantanians who re-
mained staunchly pagan. A third rebellion broke after Chietmar’s death in 769, 
and it took a military intervention by the Bavarian duke Tassilo III (748–788) to 
quell it. Tassilo appointed a new duke in the person of a man named Waltunc. 
Under the new circumstances, the Salzburg mission was reactivated, and cul-
minated in the foundation of the monastery of Molzbichl (near Spittal an der 

93    Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 5.22, p. 194. See Pohl, “Paulus Diaconus,” p. 401.
94    Conversion of the Bavarians and the Carantanians 4, pp. 102–05. See Nótári, “Conversio 

Bagoariorum.”
95    Kahl, Der Staat.
96    Kahl, “Das Fürstentum”; Lienhard, “De l’intérêt”.
97    Wolfram, “Les Carantaniens,” p. 282.
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Drau, southern Austria).98 After Charlemagne’s deposition of Tassilo in 788, 
Carantania was incorporated, together with Bavaria, into the Frankish king-
dom. The last prince, Etgar, may be the founder of the church in St. Peter am 
Bichl (near Klagenfurt, southern Austria). He was replaced in 828 by a Frankish 
count. Shortly after 800, local potentates with clearly Christian names appear 
in inscriptions, such as a certain Domitianus, whose tombstone was found in 
Millstatt, not far from Molzbichl. However, to judge from two letters of Pope 
Nicholas I (858–867) to Osbald, the itinerant bishop of Carantania, more than 
a century after the appointment of Modestus to that office, Christianization 
had made only little progress.99 Between Waltunc and Etgar, Carantania had 
been on the border of Christendom with the land of the pagan Avars.

98    Glaser, “Das Münster.”
99    Štih, “Die Integration,” pp. 52 and 58.
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chapter 5

Migrations—Real and Imagined: Croats, Serbs, and 
Bulgars (600–800)

Modern approaches to the history of the early medieval Balkans have been 
shaped by the accounts of the migration of Croats and Serbs given in Emperor 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus’ On the Administration of the Empire. The ac-
counts appear in a series of chapters (29 to 36) written in 948 or 949, with the 
exception of a later interpolation of chapter 30, which was most likely com-
posed by another author after Emperor Constantine’s death in 959. The book, 
which survives in only one manuscript, seems to have never received its final 
editing, for there are striking differences, as well as some repetitions, between 
chapters 29, 31 and 32, on one hand, and chapter 30, on the other. The subject of 
interminable discussions concerning those chapters is that they actually con-
tain two different stories of how the Croats migrated to Dalmatia.

According to chapter 30, the Croats used to live “beyond Bavaria, where 
the Belocroats are now.” Led by five brothers (Kloukas, Lobelos, Kosentzis, 
Mouchlo, and Chrobatos) and two sisters (Touga and Bouga), they came “with 
their folk to Dalmatia,” defeated and expelled the Avars (or Slavs) who had 
earlier taken possession of that land.1 Generations of historians have taken the 
story at face value, and treated it as a “native” version of ethnic history, as-
suming that Emperor Constantine’s source of the material in chapter 30 was 
a Byzantine informant from one of the major cities in Dalmatia, which was 
under Byzantine control throughout the 9th and 10th centuries.2 Recently, 
however, it has been noted that if chapter 30 was indeed based on a pre- 
existing, Croatian origo gentis, then its testimony cannot in any way be treated 

1   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 31, p. 143. According to 
Emperor Constantine, the Belocroats (“that is, white Croats”) of his own time continued 
to live “against Francia”, had their own prince, but were subject to “Otto, the great king of 
Francia, or Saxony,” and established matrimonial alliances with the Magyars (“Turks”).

2   See Hauptmann, “Dolazak Hrvata”; Antoljak, “Hrvati u Karantaniji”; and Kardaras, “The set-
tlement of the Croats and Serbs.” For good historiographic surveys, see Švab, “Današnje stanje 
historiografije”; Ferjančić, “Dolazak khrvata i srba”; Dzino, Becoming Slav, Becoming Croat, 
pp. 99–117. According to Jarak, “Zapažanja o grobljima”, since no drastic changes in earring 
typology took place in Croatia between the 8th and the 9th centuries, one has to admit that 
the Croats came to Dalmatia in the 7th century, as indicated in On the Administration of the 
Empire. For a critique of such an archaeological “reading” of Emperor Constantine’s work, see 
Bilogrivić, “Čiji kontinuitet?”
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as a realistic description of the historical process, but only as in ideological 
byproduct.3 Some, however, have rejected the notion that the story is a “native” 
account, and instead believed that Emperor Constantine got it all from a now 
lost Latin source of papal origin, which dealt with the conversion of Croats and 
Serbs to Christianity.4 Others noted that Emperor Constantine’s account is an 
adaptation of a story found in Herodotus (IV 33.3): “the Croatian migration did 
not take place, but … Constantine Porphyrogenitus created it relying on the 
literary models traditionally applied to described the Landnahme of Scythian 
Barbarians.”5 Such an interpretation is substantiated by the observation that 
the migration of the Croats, as rendered in chapter 30, is strikingly similar to 
an almost identical myth concerning the migration of the Bulgars, as reported 
by Theophanes Confessor and Nicephorus.6

A different story of Croat migration appears in chapter 31. To be sure, they 
are still described as descendants of the “unbaptized Croats, also called ‘white’,” 
and as coming from the lands “beyond Turkey [Hungary] and next to Francia.” 
However, the Croats are now said to have arrived in Dalmatia “to claim the pro-
tection of the emperor of the Romans Heraclius.”7 It is by Heraclius’ command 
that the Croats attacked, defeated and expelled the Avars from Dalmatia, and 
by his mandate that they settled there in their stead. Furthermore, Emperor 
Heraclius is said to have brought priests from Rome and baptized the Croats 
under their prince, Porgas.8 That the story in chapter 31 is meant to lay claims 
of Roman (i.e., Byzantine) sovereignty over Croatia results from another re-
mark, according to which “the prince of Croatia has from the beginning, ever 
since the reign of Heraclius the emperor, been in servitude and submission 
to the emperor of the Romans.”9 There is no reason to believe that the role 

3   Dzino, “Local knowledge,” p. 99. For a slightly different take, see Gračanin and Škrgulja, 
“Refashioning historical reality,” p. 33.

4   Živković, “An unknown source”; Živković, “Constantine Porphyrogenitus’ source”; Živković, 
“Sources de Constantin VII Porphyrogénète,” pp. 31–32 notes that the model of the Latin 
source was the Conversion of the Bavarians and the Carantanians, with the latter being used 
as a model for Croats. See also Živković, De conversione, pp. 43–90.

5   Borri, “White Croatia”, p. 231. For Emperor Constantine’s political motivations of making 
Emperor Heraclius invite the Croats to Dalmatia, see Dzino, “Pričam ti priču”, pp. 159–60.

6   Nicephorus, Short History 22, p. 71; Theophanes Confessor, Chronolographia AM 6171, p. 498. 
The first to notice the similarity between the stories about the Croat and the Bulgar brothers 
was Pohl, “Das Awarenreich,” p. 295.

7   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 31, p. 147.
8   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 31, p. 149. In chapter 30  

(p. 145), the name of the prince under whose rule the Croats received baptism is Porinos. Pace 
Milošević, “Tko je Porin,” he is specifically mentioned as prince (archon), not as god (Perun). 
The point is driven home well by Alimov, “Khorvaty, kul’t Peruna.”

9   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 31, p. 151.
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of “founding father” was assigned to Heraclius by any “native” (i.e., Croatian) 
account to which Emperor Constantine may have had access. The idea of 
Heraclius being responsible for the conversion of the Croats is entirely his in-
vention. In On the Administration of the Empire, Emperor Heraclius appears as 
a double hero. On one hand, he is shown fighting the Persians and finishing 
off their empire, on the other he takes care of the territories previously dev-
astated by the Avars. It is the latter role that explains the association between 
his name and the migration of the Croats in the story reported in chapter 31. 
The conversion of the Croats opens the possibility of transforming them into 
potential allies of the Empire: ever since Porgas, the princes of the Croats were 
expected to submit to the Byzantine emperor.10 Nonetheless, most historians 
have taken the mention of Heraclius as a trustworthy piece of historical in-
formation. Heraclius must have used the Croats against the Avars during the 
conflict which culminated with the siege of Constantinople in 626. The story 
in chapter 31 thus indirectly allowed the dating of the Croat migration between 
610 and 626.

Generations of Croatian scholars have therefore dated the arrival of the 
Croats to the early 7th century.11 However, in the late 1970s, a legal historian, 
Lujo Margetić (1920–2010), pointed out to the discrepancy between the stories 
of the Croat migration in chapters 30 and 31, respectively. Taking the version in 
chapter 30 to be a modified form of a “native” origo gentis, he redated the mi-
gration of the Croats to the late 8th or early 9th century.12 The leading Croatian 
medievalist at that time, Nada Klaić (1920–1988), who had initially taken the 
version in chapter 31 at face value, later changed her mind and similarly ar-
gued for a late 8th- or early 9th-century migration of the Croats from southern 
Austria or northern Slovenia (the lands of medieval Carantania, see chapter 7).  
Margetić’s ideas have won the day, and most Croatian historians and archae-
ologists now support the idea of a Croat settlement in the late 8th or early 
9th century.13 But did a migration (of the Croats) actually take place, whether 

10   Curta, “Emperor Heraclius,” pp. 132–33; Dzino, “Local knowledge,” pp. 99–100.
11   Klaić, Povjest Hrvata, pp. 30–31; Dabinović, “Državnopravni odnos Hrvata,” p. 64; Klaić, 

Povijest Hrvata u ranom srednjem vijeku, p. 137; Katičić, U početke hrvatskih početaka,  
pp. 48–50; Goldstein, “Between Byzantium, the Adriatic and Central Europe,” p. 169. For 
an excellent survey of the historiography, see Antunović and Gračanin, “Bizantski car 
Heraklije I.,” pp. 20–27.

12   Margetić, “Konstantina Porfirogenet”; Margetić, “Još o pitanju vremena”; Margetić, 
Lujo. “Još o vijestima”; Margetić, “Neka pitanja etnogenzeze”; Margetić, Dolazak Hrvata,  
pp. 9–37. Margetić, “Još o dolasku Hrvata,” p. 238 entertained the possibility of dating the 
Croat migration to ca. 670.

13   Ančić, “The waning of the Empire,” pp. 16–17; Budak and Raukar, Hrvatska povijest,  
pp. 49–50.
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shortly after 600 or around 800? Both chapters 30 and 31 place the homeland 
of the Croats somewhere in central Europe near Bavaria, beyond Hungary, and 
next to the Frankish Empire. In both chapters, Croats still living in the home-
land during Emperor Constantine’s lifetime are called “white.” “White” Croatia 
is mentioned by several other, independent sources, such as King Alfred the 
Great’s translation of Orosius’ History of the World, 10th-century Arab geog-
raphers (al-Jaihani, ibn Rusta, and al-Masudi), the Tale of Bygone Years, and 
Emperor Henry IV’s charter for the bishopric of Prague. Since none of those 
sources, and no other information about Croats can be dated earlier than the 
mid-9th century, all trust in the historical veracity of the version of the Croat 
migration in chapter 31 must be abandoned.14 However, neither the mention 
of the White Croats in On the Administration of the Empire, nor the existence 
during the early Middle Ages of Croats in the lands now in western Ukraine or 
in Bohemia can be treated as sufficient evidence for migration.

While skepticism is rapidly growing among historians, desperate attempts 
are made to prove migration by means of physical anthropology and mortu-
ary archaeology.15 Craniometric relationships between medieval populations 
in Central Europe have been used to prop up the argument of a migration of 
the Croats from the territory of modern Poland.16 Meanwhile, it appears that 
no archaeological evidence exists of a new population arriving in Dalmatia in 
the early 7th century. On the contrary, the region seems to have experienced 
a dramatic population decline during the first half of the 7th century, with 
only coastal towns surviving. The earliest burial assemblages that have been 
attributed to the Croats cannot be dated before the year 700.17 But can those 
assemblages support Margetić’s idea of a later migration? To be sure, the sud-
den appearance of inhumation cemeteries with weapon burials and the first 
elements of the so-called “Old Croat” culture has been interpreted as an en-
tirely new phenomenon, with no links to the previous period. Since the earliest 
phase of those cemeteries is dated between ca. 800 and ca. 850, the appear-
ance of the “Old Croat” culture has been taken as an indication of migration.18 

14   Mykhaylyna, “Litopysni khorvaty”; Fokt, “Chorwacja Północna”; Voitovich, “Karpat’ski 
khorvaty”; Bakala, Bílí Chorvati.

15   For the growing skepticism, see Alimov, “Spornye voprosy”; Alimov, “Khorvatskii polito-
genez”; and Mesiarkin, “Príbeh putovania Chorvátov.”

16   Šlaus et al., “Craniometric relationships.”
17   Curta, “The early Slavs in the northern and eastern Adriatic region”, pp. 321–22; Dzino, 

Becoming Slav, pp. 121–28.
18   For arguments in favor of a new “Old Croat” culture based on a very serious analysis 

of the archaeological evidence, see Sokol, Hrvatska srednjovjekovna arheološka baština 
(the English version of the book is less radical in its conclusions: Sokol, Medieval Jewelry,  
p. 130 with n. 25). Sokol presented his views in a review of Danijel Dzino’s book (Sokol, 
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However, most elements of the “Old Croat” culture are in fact symbols of social 
status, and many are either of Frankish origin or imitations of artifacts from 
the core areas of the Frankish kingdom (later empire). Huw Evans has rightly 
concluded that instead of a sudden appearance of a new group of population, 
the evidence points to the rise of a clearly differentiated elite.19

1 Serbs

The account of the migration of the Serbs in chapter 32 of On the Administration 
of the Empire posed similar problems. As with the Croats, Emperor Constantine 
brings the Serbs from lands situated “beyond Turkey [Hungary] in a place called 
by them Boiki, where their neighbor is Francia, as is also Great Croatia, the un-
baptized, also called ‘white’.”20 Like the Croats, the Serbs come to the Balkans 
at the invitation of Emperor Heraclius (but led by just one of two brothers). 
They move to what Emperor Constantine calls the “theme of Thessaloniki.” 
For reasons that are not mentioned, the Serbs then decide to return to their 
homeland. However, before crossing the Danube, they change their mind 
and through the intermediary of the military governor in Belgrade, they ask 
Heraclius to grant them some other land. As in the case of Dalmatia, Heraclius 
chooses the lands previously devastated by Avars in what were at that time 
“Serbia and Pagania and the so-called country of the Zachlumi and Terbounia 
and the country of the Kanalites.”21 Heraclius also “brought elders from Rome 
and baptized them.”22 A list of Serbian rulers follows, from an un-named prince 
to Časlav, who came to power in 927/8. This list of Serbian princes is largely 
believed to have originated from among the Serbs themselves, perhaps in con-
nection to the Byzantine-Serbian relations and their impact upon neighboring 

“Drugo shvaćanje hrvatskog identiteta”), but received a sharp reply (Dzino, “Razgovor s 
duhovima”). For other archaeological arguments in favor of a late migration, see Jarak, 
“Zapažanja o grobljima”; Petrinec and Vicelja, “Croatian ducatum,” p. 297.

19   Evans, The Early Medieval Archaeology; Dzino, Becoming Slav, pp. 146–50.
20   Constantine Porphyrogentius, On the Administration of the Empire 32, p. 153.
21   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 32, p. 153. According 

to Emperor Constantine, “Serb” “in the tongue of the Romans is the word for ‘slaves’,” as 
the colloquial words for menial shoes and for those wearing cheap and shoddy footwear 
(“serbula” and “tzerboulianoi”) derive from the name of the Serbs. Those are, of course, 
false etymologies, but their role is not unlike that of the mention of Heraclius in relation 
to the Croats. Serbian rulers were expected to stay in servitude and submission to the 
emperors of the Romans. According to Lilie, “Kaiser Herakleios,” p. 40 “Belgrade” is in fact 
Velegradon, the Greek name of the old city of Zadar.

22   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 32, p. 155.
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Bulgaria.23 But neither the migration of the Serbs from Boiki to the theme of 
Thessaloniki, nor their settlement by Emperor Heraclius could be attributed to 
the Serbian list. They are most likely Emperor Constantine’s own contribution 
to chapter 32.

Much like in the case of the Croats, some have nonetheless taken the ac-
count of the migration at face value, and placed Emperor Constantine’s Serbs 
in relation to Dervanus’ Serbs mentioned in the chronicle of Fredegar.24 Others, 
however, have pushed the arrival of the Serbs farther back in time beyond the 
moment at which Emperor Heraclius had presumably invited both Croats and 
Serbs to the Balkans or even the earliest mentions of Slavs in the Peninsula. 
Using the evidence of supposedly burial mounds believed to be similar to 
those in East Central Europe, in the stridently nationalist atmosphere of the 
war in Yugoslavia in the 1990s, Đorđe Janković has advanced the idea of Serbs 
settling in the Balkans in the 4th century as foederati of the Empire.25 Verging 
on pseudo-archaeology, Janković’s claims have been largely ignored by profes-
sional archaeologists, both in Serbia and abroad. There is in fact no indication 
of a migration from the lands in East Central Europe to the territory of present-
day Serbia (or the neighboring regions) either in the 4th or in any of the subse-
quent centuries. Nor can the presence of any people, Serbs or otherwise, be so 
far documented archaeologically in central and southern Serbia for the 7th and 
8th centuries. A group of cemeteries dated to the late 8th and early 9th century 
are known from northern and northwestern Bosnia. This is most likely the re-
gion in which the early 9th century Frankish annals place the Serbs. However, 
unlike contemporaneous burial assemblages in Croatia, there are no weapons 
in any of those cemeteries that could be associated with the representation 
of male status, although sharp gender differences are marked by means of a 
greater number and variety of grave goods, primarily dress accessories, found 
in female graves. Despite the absence of any material culture correlates and 
the demonstrated reliance of Emperor Constantine on later sources, as well 
as his manipulation of those sources for pushing Byzantine claims of suzer-
ainty, the idea that the Serbs migrated from the north has proved remarkably 

23   Ostrogorski, “Porfirogenitova khronika srpskikh vladara”; Maksimović, “Struktura 32. 
glave”; Živković, “O takozvanoj ‘Khronici srpskikh vladara’”; Maksimović, “Constantine 
VII and the past of the Serbs.”

24   Fokt, “Serbowie,” pp. 24–25; Fokt, “Śladami etnicznej stratygrafii,” pp. 280–81.
25   Janković, Srpske gromile; Janković, Srpsko Pomorje, p. 177. For a more “moderate” position 

in favor of a later migration of the Serbs, see Janković, “The Serbs,” pp. 129–31; Janković, “O 
slavianizacii,” p. 261.
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resistant to historical criticism.26 There is so far no work on the early medieval 
Serbs that could be compared to the thorough revisionism of the historiogra-
phy of the Croat migration.

2 Bulgars

Equally resistant to historical criticism is the interpretation of another migra-
tion mentioned in the sources. The account of the Bulgar migration may be 
found in the works of Theophanes the Confessor and Patriarch Nicephorus I. 
While the former finished his Chronographia at some point before his death, 
in 813 or 814, the latter wrote the Short History in or shortly after 828. Both 
works are therefore more than a century later than the events they recount. 
Theophanes’ and Nicephorus’ versions of the account of the Bulgar migra-
tion, which most likely originated in a common source, place the events 
within the reign of Constantine IV (668–685).27 The migration is directly as-
sociated by both authors to the defeat that that emperor suffered at the hands 
of the Bulgars in the lands north of the Danube Delta. Both Theophanes and 
Nicephorus identified the leader of the victorious Bulgars as Asparukh, one of 
the five sons of Kubrat, who is said to have ruled over Great Bulgaria and the 
Onogundurs.28 Theophanes describes Great Bulgaria as stretching from the 
Maeotid Lake (the Sea of Azov) to the river Kouphis, “where the Bulgarian fish 
called xyston is caught.”29 Since the river has been identified with the Kuban, 
most historians have placed Great Bulgaria in the steppe lands to the east from 

26   E.g., Komatina, “Settlement of the Slavs.” Komatina takes On the Administration of the 
Empire at face value, but cites Živković, De conversione, pp. 149–162, which contains a thor-
ough deconstruction of chapter 32 on the basis of the premise that Emperor Constantine 
used a Latin source of probably papal origin.

27   It has long been assumed that for their coverage of the Bulgar migration, Theophanes 
and Nicephorus used a Constantinopolitan source written in the first quarter of the 8th 
century, although Theophanes was also dependent upon a Syriac chronicle not available 
to Nicephorus. See Ziemann, Von Wandervolk zur Großmacht, p. 154; Curta, Making of the 
Slavs, p. 63 with n. 64. According to Afinogenov, “Ekskurs o protobolgarakh,” however, the 
common source must have been a report from the imperial chancery.

28   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6171, p. 498; Nicephorus, Short History 35,  
pp. 86–88. Kubrat appears earlier in chapter 22 of Nicephorus’ Short History (p. 70) as rul-
ing over the Onogundurs and rising in rebellion against the Avars. For Onogundurs, see 
Semenov, “K politicheskoi, social’noi i etnicheskoi semantike.” Curta, Southeastern Europe, 
pp. 71–72 suggests that Kubrat was one and the same person as Ketradates mentioned by 
John of Nikiu as a staunch supporter of Empress Martina and her son Heraklonas. That 
interpretation has been rightly rejected by Mingazov, Kubrat.

29   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6171, p. 498.
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the Sea of Azov.30 Kubrat advised his sons to stick together, but after his death, 
they separated from each other, each going in a different direction. Batbaian, 
the eldest, followed his father’s advice and remained in the ancestral lands. 
The second son, Kotragos moved across the Tanais (Don) river and settled with 
his people next to Batbaian. The fourth son crossed the Danube and settled 
in Pannonia, under the Avar rule, while the fifth son went to Pentapolis near 
Ravenna and submitted to the Christians there. Asparukh was the third son, 
and he crossed the Dnieper and the Dniester with his people, before settling in 
the lands between the rivers Danube and Onglos, “since he judged that place 
to be secure and impregnable on both sides: on the near side it is marshy, while 
on the far side it is encircled by the rivers.”31 The chronology of Asparukh’s ar-
rival is still under debate, but it is likely that he was already on the Onglos by 
670. At any rate, it is there that Emperor Constantine IV attacked the Bulgars in 
the summer of 680.32 The expedition was in retaliation for the Bulgar raids into 
the regions of the eastern Balkans, along the western coast of the Black Sea. 
During the expedition, the Byzantine fleet sealed the segment of the Danube 
between the Danube Delta and the mouth of the Prut River. However, the cam-
paign went awry when the emperor, having developed “an acute case of gout, 
was constrained to return to Mesembria” together with his retinue and a part of 
his fleet. A rumor spread that the emperor was fleeing, and in the debacle, the 
Bulgars crossed the Danube and “came to Varna, as it is called, near Odyssos, 
and the inland territory that is there.” Two Slavic groups, the so-called Seven 
Tribes and the Severeis, were forced into submission and the Bulgars resettled 
them as border guards, respectively, in the west against the Avars, and on the 
southern frontier, against the Byzantines.33

Most scholars have taken this account at face value. They may have been en-
couraged to do so by the existence of other independent sources. For example, 
the Armenian Geography attributed to Movses Xorenac’i, but most probably 
written by Ananias of Širak in the 7th century reports that “Asparuk, son of 
Kubrat” was a “fugitive from the Khazars from the mountains of the Bulgars, 

30   This is substantiated by Theophanes’ mention of Phanagoria and its Jewish inhabitants 
(Ziemann, “Zwischen Geschichte und Mythos,” pp. 19–20). The name Kouphis was also 
used for the (Southern) Bug, which led some to the conclusion that Great Bulgaria was 
located to the west from the Sea of Azov, in the steppe lands north of the Crimea and on 
both sides of the Lower Dnieper river (Lauterbach, “Untersuchungen,” pp. 543–44; Róna-
Tas, “Hol volt Kuvrat Bulgáriája?”).

31   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6171, p. 498. For the river Onglos, see now 
Ziemann, “Onglos—once again.”

32   For the date, see Gregorio and Kresten, “Εφετος—‘in diesem Jahr’,” who place the defeat of 
the imperial army in September 680.

33   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6171, p. 499; Georgiev, “Teodoriada.”
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who expelled the Avar nation and settled” on the island of Peuke.34 Moreover, 
in a letter he addressed in the mid-10th-century to Hasdai ibn Shaprut (the 
senior minister of the Umayyad caliph of Córdoba, Abd al-Rahman III), the 
Khazar ruler Joseph mentions that his ancestors, when conquering their land, 
chased the defeated v.n.nt.r (Vununtur, presumably Onogundurs) all the way 
down to the Danube.35 However, the story of Kubrat and his five sons has been 
recently described as literary fiction, in which events that took place at an ear-
lier time or in a different area have been condensed into a convenient myth. 
Others have pointed out that that myth served a particular purpose in the 
context of the major confrontation between Bulgaria and Byzantium between 
the mid-8th and the early 9th century.36 Later sources had radically different 
stories of Bulgar migration. Leo the Deacon, who wrote shortly before the year 
1000, claims that the Bulgars (whom he calls “Mysians”) lived near the Maeotis, 
but moved to the “Istros borders within Macedonia” under Emperor Justinian 
II (second reign, 705–711).37 Michael the Syrian in the 12th century and  
Gregory Bar Hebraeus in the 13th century dated the migration of a group of 
Scythians under their chief Bulgarios to the reign of Emperor Maurice (582–
602), who granted them Moesia and Dacia, both places that had been devastat-
ed by the Avars.38 It is important to note that although the dates vary greatly, all 
accounts insist that the Bulgars migrated to the Balkans. Even though the story 
of Kubrat and his five sons reported by Theophanes and Nicephorus may well 
be a literary construction, there is no reason to doubt that the Bulgars migrated 
to the northern Balkans from the steppe north of the Black Sea. The Bulgar elite 
maintained a strong sense of its historical past, and a few texts show that mi-
gration was part of that collective memory. The most important is the so-called 
“List of the Bulgarian Princes,” which is part of a larger work known as the 

34   Ananias of Širak, Geography, p. 48; Ziemann, “Zwischen Geschichte und Mythos,”  
pp. 23–24.

35   Kokovcov, Evreisko-khazarskaia perepiska, pp. 74–75 and 91–92. See Bushakov, “Iak uklada-
lasia dokladna redaktsiia.”

36   Ziemann, “Zwischen Geschichte und Mythos,” p. 47; Todorov, “Byzantine myths of origin,” 
p. 67; Marinow, “Pan Kubrat.”

37   Leo the Deacon, History 6.8–9, transl. Talbot and Sullivan, pp. 153–54. Leo knew of two 
stories. In the other story, Leo follows Theophanes and Nicephorus: the Bulgars “migrated 
from their own territory, wandered into Europe, and occupied and settled” the northern 
Balkans during the reign of Constantine IV.

38   Michael the Syrian, Chronicle X.21, pp. 363–64; Bar Hebraeus, Chronography, p. 84. See 
also Altheim and Stiehl, “Michael der Syrer”; Szádeczky-Kardoss, “Eine unbeachtete 
Quellenstelle”; Rashev, “Legendata za Bulgar.” By the 13th century, Byzantine authors per-
ceived the Bulgarians as autochthonous population (Todorov, “Byzantine myths of ori-
gin,” pp. 68–69).
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Hellenic Chronicle, an original composition dated to the 10th century that sur-
vives in three, much later manuscripts.39 The text consists of a brief list of the 
names of rulers, which begins with the mythical Avitochol (most commonly 
identified by modern scholars with Attila), followed by names of more or less 
historically documented people. The text mentions five princes who “held the 
principality on the other side of the Danube for 515 years with shaved heads. 
And after that Prince Isperikh (Asparukh) came to the land on the Danube.”40 
Asparukh may also be the historical figure behind “Tsar Ispor” in the Tale of the 
Prophet Isaiah (also known as the Bulgarian Apocryphal Chronicle), a text re-
cently dated between the 13th and the 15th centuries.41 In the Tale, Ispor is spe-
cifically said to have “populated the entire land of Karvuna,” elsewhere called 
“Bulgarian land,” which had been evacuated by the Romans.42

There are therefore sufficient grounds for accepting the idea of a Bulgar mi-
gration from the lands across the Danube into the northern Balkans. Whether 
the point of departure for that migration was in the lands to the east from the 
Sea of Azov or in those just north of the Danube Delta remains unknown. As 
recently noted, the archaeological evidence suggests the existence of a power 
center between those two regions, namely in the lands north of the Crimea, on 
both sides of the Middle and Lower Dnieper river.43 This is in fact the region 
in which a number of exceptionally rich burials have been found, all dated 
to the 7th century—Zachepylivka, Novi Sanzhary, Voznesens’ke, Kelegeia, 
Hlodosy, and especially (Malo) Pereshchepyne (Fig. 5.1).44 Besides weapons, 
exquisite dress accessories, as well as Byzantine and Sassanian silverware, 
the Pereshchepyne assemblage produced three golden finger-rings with 
monogram deciphered as referring to a certain patrikios named Koubratos. 
That in turn made it possible to interpret the Pereshchepyne assemblage 
as Kubrat’s burial.45 Were those rich burials the resting places of the Bulgar 

39   For the List, see Gorina, “‘Imennik bolgarskikh khanov’”; Kaimakamova, “‘Immenik na 
bălgarskite khanove’”; Nikolov, “The perception of the Bulgarian,” pp. 163–64; Biliarski, “Ot 
mifa k istorii”; Kaimakamova, “Immenik.”

40   Moskov, Imennik, pp. 20–21; Biliarski, The Tale, pp. 94–95. For Avitochol, see Stepanov, 
“Avitohol.”

41   Biliarski, The Tale, pp. 246–47.
42   Biliarski, The Tale, pp. 14–15.
43   Atanasov, “Politicheskiiat centăr.”
44   Komar, “Pereshchepinskii kompleks”; Khrisimov, “Voznesenskii kompleks”; Komar and 

Khardaev, “Zachepilovskii (‘Novosanzharskii’) kompleks”; Kazanski, “Arkheologicheskaia 
situaciia.”

45   Zhdrakov, “Za trite zlatni prăstena”; Rashev, “Zlatnite prăsteni”; Atanasov, Părvostroitelite, 
pp. 61–62. Contra: Komar, “Monogramy.” Meanwhile, Voznesenska has been interpreted as 
Asparukh’s burial (Kostov, Pogrebenieto; Ovcharov, “Grobăt na Asparukh”).
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aristocracy? Ever since the publication of Joachim Werner’s monograph on 
Malo Pereshchepyne, most scholars have been inclined to see the lavishly 
furnished graves in Ukraine as Bulgar.46 Some Russian archaeologists have 
even invoked in support of that interpretation a late 20th-century forgery pur-
porting to be a 13th-century chronicle written in Arabic in Volga Bulgharia, 
shortly before the Mongol invasion.47 However, the Ukrainian archaeologist 
Oleksyi Komar has raised doubts on the ethnic attribution of the rich burials 
in the Middle Dnieper region, primarily on chronological grounds.48 Because 

46   Werner, Der Grabfund von Malaja Pereščepina; Zalesskaia et al., “Pereshchepinskoe sokro-
vishche”; Shchukin, “Avars, Bulgars”.

47   L’vova, “Letopis’ Gazi-Baradzh Tarikhy”; L’vova, “‘Gazi-Baradzh tarikhy’.” For the Gazi-
Baradzh tarikhy as a 20th-century forgery, see Schamiloglu, “We are not Tatars!” pp. 143–
45; Petrov, “Neobulgarskaia ideia.”

48   Komar, “Do interpretatsii”; Komar, “‘Kubrat’ i ‘Velyka Bulgariia’”; Komar, “Pereshchepinskii 
kompleks,” pp. 237–40.

figure 5.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text
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some of those burials produced Byzantine gold coins struck for the emperors 
Constans II (641–668) and Constantine IV (668–685), the ensuing debate fo-
cused primarily on the value of coins for dating burial assemblages.49 Be that 
as it may, if one accepts for the moment a Bulgar attribution for the rich buri-
als in the Middle Dnieper region, it is remarkable that no such assemblages 
are known from Bulgaria. Nor are there any finds in that country that could 
be compared to the material culture reflected in those rich burials. A num-
ber of hoards and individual finds of silver coins (hexagrams)—all struck for 
Emperor Constantine IV—have been found in the Lower Danube region. As 
the latest coins cannot be dated after 681, and many of the specimens found in 
the Priseaca hoard are freshly minted and die-linked, those collections of coins 
have been interpreted as bribes or gifts directly sent from Constantinople to 
some barbarian chieftain. The silver coins have thus been tentatively associat-
ed with the migration of the Bulgars and the ensuing military conflict with the 
Byzantines in 680.50 But that migration is utterly invisible in the archaeological 
record. There are no late 7th century finds in the lands north of the Danube 
Delta that could be in some way associated with the Bulgar presence there. Nor 
is it known where the first generation of Bulgars in Bulgaria lived and where 
they buried their dead. So far, the only evidence pertaining to that consists of 
just three warrior graves.51 The men were buried with belts sets decorated with 
strap ends and mounts with scrollwork and circular lobe ornament dated to 
the early 8th century.52 However, the closest analogies for those belt fittings 
are in a hoard of Byzantine silver- and goldware found in Vrap (Albania), as 
well as in burial assemblages in Hungary dated to the Late Avar period. No such 
analogies are known from the steppe lands north of the Black Sea. If those men 
buried in the environs of Shumen were Bulgars, then those who buried them 
seem to have abandoned the funerary traditions of the steppe lands in favor of 
more local fashions. In view of the notorious absence of metal artifacts with 
secured chronology from early medieval cemeteries in northeastern Bulgaria 
(Novi Pazar, Razdelna, and Babovo), the attempts to date the beginnings of 

49   Gavritukhin, “La date du ‘trésor’,” pp. 14–16. According to Gavritukhin, the Voznesenska 
assemblage is later than the others.

50   Curta, “Invasion or inflation?” pp. 109–16; Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 80; Somogyi, 
“New remarks,” p. 142. For the Priseaca hoard, see Mitrea, “Le trésor de Priseaca.”

51   Atanasov et al., “An early medieval graveyard”; Rashev et al., Kabiiuk. A third, contempora-
neous burial has recently been found at Gledachevo near Radnevo (central Bulgaria, south 
of the Stara Planina range of mountains): Daskalov and Tonkova, “Rannosrednovekoven 
kolektiven grob.”

52   Fiedler, “Die spätawarenzeitlichen Gürtelbestandteile”; Totev and Pelevina, “‘Nakhodkite’ 
ot Velino i Zlatari”; Szenthe, “Contributions.”
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those graveyards to the time of Asparukh must be regarded with extreme  
suspicion.53 Nor is it so far possible to associate any archaeological evidence 
with the two groups of Slavs—the Seven Tribes and the Severeis—which, ac-
cording to the written sources, the Bulgars found in the northern Balkans in 
680.54 Despite claims to the contrary, neither the “Outer Town” (a vast area 
enclosed within the earthen rampart), nor the immediate hinterland of the 
fortified palace compound in Pliska have so far produced any evidence of a 
late 7th- or early 8th-century occupation. To date, the earliest datable finds, 
mainly pottery remains, from the area inside the great wall of Pliska, are of a 
late 8th-century date.55 Nothing is known about the residences or burial sites 
of the first rulers of Bulgaria—Asparukh and his successors.

53   Koleva and Daskalov, “Keramikata.”
54   Komatarova-Balinova, “Asparukhovite bălgari.” For the “Seven Tribes” as an administra-

tive term employed by the Byzantines to refer to a barbarian conglomerate (not necessar-
ily Slavic), see Georgiev, “‘Sedem plemena’.”

55   Fiedler, “Bulgars,” p. 188. Kirilov, Die Stadt, pp. 174–79 suggests that 8th-century Bulgar 
rulers were itinerant kings without any fixed residence and that Pliska became a main 
residence only in the early 9th century. However, this idea still implies that the Bulgar 
rulers had a number of residences between which they moved on a more or less regular 
basis. To this day, no 8th-century aristocratic residence has been found, either permanent 
or temporary.
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chapter 6

Early Medieval Bulgaria (680–850)

Bulgar rulers played a prominent role in the history of the 8th-century Balkans. 
In 705, Tervel formed an alliance with the Byzantine emperor Justinian II (685–
695 and 705–711) to help him regain his throne in Constantinople. According 
to Theophanes Confessor, after receiving Justinian “with honor,” Tervel roused 
up the entire host of Bulgars and Slavs that were subject to him.” In exchange 
for his military assistance, Tervel received the “imperial mantle” and was pro-
claimed Caesar.1 He displayed the symbols of his newly acquired position on a 
leaden seal most likely struck during his sojourn in Constantinople.2 In addi-
tion, he ordered a huge image (2.6 m high, 3.1 m wide) of himself on horseback 
to be carved into the rock cliff in Madara (northeastern Bulgaria; Fig. 6.1). The 
accompanying inscriptions in Greek carved behind the horse mention the as-
sistance that Tervel gave to the “slit-nosed emperor.”3 The ironic reference to 
Tervel’s ally is enhanced by his own designation as archon, a term employed 
at the time for governors of such cities as Mesembria or Chersonesus, or for 
Slavic chieftains operating as clients of the Byzantine military power in the 
Balkans.4 The jest may refer to a brief military confrontation in 708, following 
which, however, Tervel dutifully fulfilled his obligations deriving from the alli-
ance struck in 705. He sent 3,000 men to help Justinian quell the revolt of the 
imperial fleet.5 When Justinian was overthrown and assassinated in 711, the 

1    Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6171, p. 499. See Atanasov, “Za kesarskata promo-
ciia”; Atanasov, Tervel; Ziemann, Von Wandervolk zur Großmacht, pp. 180–88.

2    Nystazopoulou-Pelekidou, “Sceaux byzantins,” pp. 17–18. See also Vladimirova-Aladzhova, 
“Numizmatichni danni.”

3    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 97–99; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 5–6. The litera-
ture on the Madara Horseman has considerably grown in the last few years. Most studies 
focus on the horseman, and pay little, if any attention, to the inscription(s). See Stepanov, 
“Madara”; Chobanov, “Iztochnite koreni”; Ivanov, “Opit za ideina văztanovka”; Totev, “Oshte 
za Madarskiia skalen relef.” The exception is Ziemann, Von Wandervolk zur Großmacht,  
pp. 189–98, who does little beyond cautioning against Veselin Beshevliev’s reading of the first 
inscription.

4    For the title of archon, see Stepanova, “Arkhonty Balkan.” For ironical self-deprecation as a 
key component of the overall message of the Madara Horseman, which was intended as an 
oversized rebuke of Justinian II and a concomitant self-aggrandizement of Tervel, see Curta, 
Text, pp. 409–10. For a slightly different interpretation, see Ivanov, “Old Bulgarian inscrip-
tions,” p. 525.

5    Nicephorus, Short History 45, p. 111.
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figure 6.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Adrianople; 2—Alba Iulia; 3—Anchialos; 
4—Bizye; 5—Constantinople; 6—Develtos; 7—Didymoteichos; 8—Garvan; 
9—Kamenovo; 10—Khan Krum; 11—Kladenci; 12—Madara; 13—Malomirovo; 
14—Mesembria; 15—Philippi; 16—Philippopolis; 17—Pliska; 18—Preslavski 
prokhod; 19—Probaton; 20—Serdica; 21—Sechishte; 22—Slon; 23—Stara Zagora; 
24—Sultana; 25—Versinikia
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80 chapter 6

next emperor refused to pay the tribute due to the Bulgars, so Tervel retaliated 
by raiding the outskirts of Constantinople.6

Under Emperor Theodosius III (715–717) a peace treaty was concluded in 
716, which, besides establishing the boundary between Bulgaria and Byzantium 
attempted to regulate the growing trade between the two countries by estab-
lishing a ceiling of no more than 30 pounds of gold worth of “vestments and 
(dyed) red hides.” The treaty set an annual quota for such commodities, which 
had to be sold to the Bulgars at a place where exports could be monitored and 
appropriately taxed by the Byzantine authorities.7 In the early 8th century, that 
place could have only been Mesembria (now Nesebăr, on the Black Sea coast), 
where the imperial office of trade tax collection (apotheke) is well documented 
by seals of affiliated officials (kommerkiarioi). Those seals first appear in 690 
and then, without interruption, during the subsequent decades until the joint 
reign of Constantine V and Leo IV (751–755).8 The mutual benefits deriving 
from that trade made a political rapprochement easier. During the siege of 
Constantinople by the Arab general Maslamah, the Bulgars offered military as-
sistance to Leo III and had an important contribution to the subsequent defeat 
and humiliation of the Arabs.9 However, it remains unclear what exactly was 
exchanged on the market in Mesembria.

Next to nothing is known about the relations between the Bulgars and 
Byzantium during the second quarter of the 8th century. A second, but un-
fortunately much damaged inscription on the Madara cliff mentions another 
archon named Krumesis and gifts of gold, apparently from the Byzantine em-
peror, which he had distributed to his warriors.10 The good relations between 
Byzantium and Bulgaria that are implied by the text of this fragmentary inscrip-
tion were suddenly interrupted in 755, when Emperor Constantine V (741–775) 
began fortifying some of the towns in Thrace, to which he moved Syrian and 

6     Nicephorus, Short History 47, p. 115; Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6204,  
p. 532.

7     Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6305, p. 681. See Philippou, “Bălgaro-
vizantiiskiiat miren dogovor.” Ziemann, Von Wandervolk zur Großmacht, p. 204 believes 
that Theophanes’ detailed information about the treaty refers to that of 813, and not to 
that of 716.

8     Shandrovskaia, “Tamozhnaia sluzhba”; Ragia, “The geography,” pp. 88–90. Iordanov, 
Gradove, pp. 192–93, who notes that the apotheke was moved to Develtos shortly before 
the treaty of 813.

9     Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6209, p. 546. The anonymous dirham 
struck under al-Malik, which has recently been found in a cremation burial in Topola 
(near Kavarna, northeastern Bulgaria) has been interpreted in relation to those events 
(Doncheva-Petkova, “Arabski dirkhem”).

10    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 100 and 111; Petkov, The Voices, p. 5.
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Armenian prisoners of war, most likely in an attempt to rebuild and fortify the 
frontier with Bulgaria.11 The Bulgars reacted by demanding what Theophanes 
calls “tribute because of the forts that had been built” and Nicephorus calls 
“taxes”—no doubt remunerative compensations for what they saw as a breach 
of the preexisting agreements going back to Tervel’s times.12 When Constantine 
dismissed their demands, the Bulgars raided Thrace as far as the Long Walls. 
Following a brief campaign against the Slavs in Macedonia (759), the emperor 
therefore turned against the Bulgars.

1 War with Byzantium

Over the following 16 years (760–775), Constantine waged continuous war 
against Bulgaria, winning a number of major victories, which threw the Bulgar 
polity into a prolonged period of instability. According to Theophanes, in 761 
or 762, the Bulgars “rose up, killed their hereditary lords and set up as their 
king an evil-minded man called Teletzes, who was 30 years old.”13 This has been 
rightly interpreted as a change of dynasty (Table 6.1), no doubt in reaction to 
the defeat suffered at the hands of the Byzantine troops. In 763, Constantine 
again invaded Bulgaria, both on land and on sea, and established his headquar-
ters at Anchialos (now Pomorie, on the northern side of the Bay of Burgas), 
on the Black Sea coast.14 Telec mobilized his Slavic allies to guard the passes 
across the Stara Planina Mountains, which were presumably regarded as the 
natural frontier with Byzantium.15 He then attacked the imperial army out-
side Anchialos, but was beaten on June 30, 763.16 Telec was assassinated and 
replaced with Krumesis’s brother-in-law, a man named Savinos (Sivin). He 
promptly sued for peace, but the leading Bulgars “called a meeting and op-
posed him strenuously saying, ‘On your account Bulgaria is about to be en-
slaved by the Romans’.” Unlike his predecessors, Sivin ruled jointly with and 
under the control of a coalition of aristocrats who had brought him to power. 

11    Kountoura, “New fortresses”; Stanev, Trakiia, pp. 86–92.
12    Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6247, p. 593; Nicephorus, Short History 73,  

p. 145. See Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 92.
13    Theophanes, Chronographia AM 6254, p. 599.
14    Simeonov, “Harbours,” pp. 50–51.
15    Marinow, “Planinskata veriga.”
16    Theophanes, Chronographia AM 6254, p. 599; Nicephorus, Short History 76, pp. 149–50. 

See Ziemann, Von Wandervolk zur Großmacht, pp. 219–20.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   81 3/21/2019   5:07:29 PM



82 chapter 6

Their opposition to the establishment of peaceful relations with Byzantium 
forced Sivin to flee first to Mesembria, then to Constantinople.17

Inside Bulgaria, different factions continued to fight against each other for 
power, but Emperor Constantine intervened directly in 765 to replace the ex-
isting ruler with another of his own choice. The Byzantines attacked from the 
north, with troops transported up the river Danube by the imperial fleet.18 They 
burned down many villages, while the Bulgars “fled to the forest of the river 
Istros.” Constantine’s candidate, Toktos, was killed, perhaps in battle, while 

17    Theophanes, Chronographia AM 6254, p. 599; Nicephorus, Short History 77, pp. 151. 
Emperor Constantine’s “special op” troops extracted Sivin’s kinsmen and wives from 
Bulgaria and brought them to a safe place within the Empire. See Sophoulis, Byzantium, 
pp. 93–94; Ziemann, “Between authoritarianism and consensus,” pp. 389–90.

18    Marinow, “Zadania floty cesarskiej,” pp. 384–85.

table 6.1 Rulers of early medieval Bulgaria

Asparukh 681–ca. 700
Tervel ca. 700–721
Kormesios 721–738
Sevar 738–753/4
Vinekh 753/4–760
Telec 760–763
Sabinus (Savin) 763–766
Umor 766
Toktu 766–767
Paganos 767–768
Telerig 768–777
Kardam 777–803
Krum ca. 803–814
Omurtag 814–831
Malamir 831–836
Presian (Persian) 836–852
Boris 852–889
Vladimir 889–893
Symeon 893–927
Peter 927–970
Boris II 970–971
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a Bulgar commander was assassinated by his own slaves when attempting to 
defect to the enemy. Meanwhile, finding the passes across the mountains with-
out guards, Constantine plundered as far as the river Ticha and, according to 
Theophanes Confessor, burned down several “courts” (aulai) before returning 
to Constantinople.

However, two subsequent campaigns (766 and 774) ended in disaster when 
the imperial fleet was twice destroyed by storms before reaching Bulgaria. 
Another campaign was prepared, when the new Bulgar ruler, Telerig, sued for 
peace. However, in response to a Bulgar attack on Berzitia (presumably east-
ern Macedonia), Constantine attacked the border garrisons “whom he routed 
in a great victory.” In retaliation, Telerig duped the emperor into revealing the 
names of his agents in Bulgaria, who were all duly executed. When Constantine 
embarked on another expedition in August 775, he became afflicted with boils 
on his legs and high fever, and died on his way back to Constantinople. Telerig 
was ousted, and sought refuge in the empire, where he was made a patri-
cian, presumably baptized and married to a cousin of the new empress Irene, 
the wife of Leo IV.19 Small skirmishes marked the beginning of the reign of 
Kardam (777–803), along with a number of pitched battles, the most impor-
tant of which were that near the “fort Probaton” (present-day Provadiia, east-
ern Bulgaria) and that at Markellai, in which St. Ioannikios the Great fought as 
a soldier in the Byzantine army.20

In order to prevent more Bulgar encroachment into the lands south of the 
Stara Planina Mountains, Empress Irene (who ruled as a regent for her son, 
Constantine VI between 780 and 790) toured northern Thrace and restored 
a number of fortifications, as documented by an inscription found in Stara 
Zagora (central Bulgaria). On this occasion, she may have implemented a new 
administrative unit, the theme of Macedonia, which included the lands be-
tween the Marica and the Struma rivers.21 It is only under Kardam’s successor, 
Krum, that the confrontation with Byzantium shifted to large-scale engage-
ments in which the Bulgars were mostly successful.

19    Theophanes, Chronographia AM 6257, 6265, 6266, 6267, and 6269, pp. 605, 617–619 and 
622. For Telerig, see Ziemann, Von Wandervolk zur Großmacht, pp. 230–34.

20    Theophanes, Chronographia AM 6281, 6283, 6284 and 6288, pp. 638, 641, 643, and 646. 
For Markellai, see Momchilov, “Roliata.” For St. Ioannikios’ participation in the battle at 
Markellai, see Vryonis, “St. Ioannicus the Great.” For Kardam, see Leszka, “Bulgarian khan 
Kardam.”

21    Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 98. For the inscription, see Sharankov and Iankov, “A 784 AD 
inscription.”
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2 Bulgar Society

As a consequence of Telec’s usurpation, a large number of Slavs (Theophanes 
puts the number to 208,000, an evident exaggeration) is said to have fled to the 
empire.22 Telerig is also said to have invaded Berzitia in 772 order to transfer 
its inhabitants to Bulgaria. Both the importance given to those events and the 
large number of people involved suggest that the core area of the Bulgar polity 
was densely inhabited. This is definitely substantiated by the great number of 
cemeteries that have been excavated both north of the Danube (in southern 
Romania), and south of that river (in northern Bulgaria). Burial in about 40 
of those cemeteries most certainly began during the 8th century, particular-
ly during its second half, at the height of the Bulgar-Byzantine conflict. The 
earliest coin-dated burial in Bulgaria is an inhumation grave from the cem-
etery excavated in Kiulevcha, in which two coins have been found, both struck 
for Emperor Constantine VI (between 708 and 797), one of gold, the other of  
silver.23 However, like in contemporaneous, Late Avar cemeteries in Hungary, 
there is very little evidence of social differentiation.24 Weapons and dress ac-
cessories are rare, but most typical are meat offerings, either entire animals or 
only parts (often poultry, only rarely beef), eggs, and pottery. There is a cluster 
in northeastern Bulgaria of biritual cemeteries, in which cremation and inhu-
mation were practiced at the same time, with similar grave goods. Why some 
people were cremated and others inhumed remains unknown. Cremations 
are rarely in urns and more often either in simple pits or in cist graves made 
of recycled Roman tiles. Some cemeteries produced evidence of tunnel-like 
shafts dug into the inhumation pits, with stone slab coverings. In northeastern 
Bulgaria, the predominant grave orientation is north-south, while in cemeter-
ies excavated in Romania, it is west-east, much like with later Christian burials. 
Again, the reason for such differences remains unknown.25

The Bulgar aristocrats do not seem to have used mortuary displays in order 
to mark the social distinction separating them from the rest of the society. The 
picture offered by the total excavation of late 7th- and 8th-century settlements 
is not much different. To be sure, no 8th-century settlement have so far been 
identified in northeastern Bulgaria, the area with the largest concentration 
of cemeteries dated to that period. The closest is Garvan, near Silistra, a site 
on which some 28 features (both sunken-floored buildings and free-standing 

22    Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 93.
23    Văzharova, Slaviani i prabălgari, p. 106; Grigorov, “Starobălgarski ezicheski pogrebeniia.”
24    Doncheva-Petkova, “Ethnic changes,” p. 25.
25    Fiedler, “Bulgars,” pp. 154–62.
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ovens) have been found that could be dated to the 8th century. With the ex-
ception of a fragment of a golden belt mount, there are no artifacts related to 
elevated social status. Nor are there any palpable traces of the lucrative trade 
with Byzantium indicated by the seals of kommerkiarioi from Mesembria. 
Archaeologists have yet to identify any of the “courts” burned by the Byzantines 
during the campaign of 765.26 The rectangular embankment at Kladenci (near 
Dobrich), the closest one can come to an early example of such a “court,” came 
into being only after 800.27 While early 8th-century gold coins are known from 
stray finds in northeastern Bulgaria, the only evidence of material accumula-
tion remains a modest hoard of bronze artifacts found in 1995 in Kamenovo, 
near Razgrad.28 Finds of so-called Yellow Ware are equally puzzling. This type 
of pottery of finely tempered fabric was thrown on a fast wheel and fired in 
oxygen-enhancing kilns, hence its predominantly yellow, light brown, or pink 
color (Fig. 6.2). It has recently been demonstrated that this pottery was meant 
to imitate gold- and silverware used for serving beverages at sumptuous meals, 
and could therefore be associated with high status. A similar ceramic category 
is known from Late Avar assemblages in Hungary and the neighboring regions. 
However, the earliest Yellow Ware in the Bulgar area was found in a cemetery 
excavated at Sultana (near Călăraşi, southern Romania), and not in the envi-
rons of Pliska. The earliest evidence of Yellow Ware from that latter site is an 
assemblage of about 50 vessels found in the underground passageway near the 
so-called Krum’s Palace, which cannot be dated before 800.29 The very begin-
nings of Pliska as a royal residence surrounded by an earthwork and a vast area 

26    Rasho Rashev has dated to the mid-8th century the so-called Yurt-like Building at 
Pliska—a timber, circular building between Krum’s Palace and the Court Church (Rashev 
and Docheva, “Iurtoobrazna postroika”). However, the building may well have been 
erected at the same time as the Throne Palace at a much later date (Georgiev, “Krăglata 
dărvena postroika”).

27    Vaklinov and Stanilov, Kladenci. For the date, see Fiedler, “Bulgars,” p. 197 with n. 214. Two 
other embankments in northeastern Bulgaria, one at Stan (near Novi Pazar) and the other 
on the Kabiiuk Hill near Kon’ovec, are described as camp-like fortifications by Rashev, 
Starobălgarski ukrepleniia, pp. 94–120. None has been excavated, however, and their 
chronology remains unknown (Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 59). The pottery finds from the 
field survey on the Kabiiuk Hill indicate a date after 800 (Aladzhov et al., “Izdirvaniia na 
arkheologicheski obekti”).

28    Pisarova, Vesela. “Nova nakhodka.” For the coins, see Vladimirova-Aladzhova, “Zlatni 
moneti” and Vladimirova-Aladzhova, “Zlatni moneti na imperator Anastasii.”

29    Fiedler, “Bulgars,” pp. 214–15; Rashev, “Keramichni sădove”; Petrova, “The yellow pottery”; 
Vida, “Zur Frage.” For Sultana, see Fiedler, Studien, pp. 155–56. The same is true about 
the so-called grey ware, a type of pottery tempered with a soft material, and fired in an 
oxygen-reducing atmosphere. Such pottery appears in the 9th century in a multitude of 
shapes that clearly imitate metal-ware, as indicated by its burnished ornament. Despite 
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figure 6.2 Yellow Ware from the ceramic assemblage in the underground passageway near 
Krum’s Palace in Pliska
Photo: Evgenia Komatarova-Balinova

of almost 5,000 acres most likely post-date Emperor Constantine V’s wars with 
Bulgaria. The military confrontations with Constantine V and Constantine VI 
were already history when the grandiose building program was initiated, which 
have rendered that site famous.30 Similarly, the practice of glorifying royal 
deeds by means of inscriptions, which has started with Tervel and Krumesis, 
only continued under the 9th-century rulers of Bulgaria.

The common opinion among Bulgarian historians is that from Krum to 
Boris, the Bulgar polity underwent drastic changes leading to its administra-
tive, military, and political “modernization.”31 In short, Bulgaria became a me-
dieval state par excellence. This is commonly regarded as the result of Krum’s 
implementation of a (new) dynasty that had no contenders throughout the 9th 
century. No ruler is known to have been murdered after 814, in sharp contrast 

its comparatively finer manufacture, there seems to be no one-to-one correlation be-
tween deposition of grey ware in graves and elevated social status.

30    Georgiev, “Pliska.”
31    Stepanov, “Razvitie,” p. 222.
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to the volatility of rulership in the 750s and 760s. On the other hand, the 9th 
century is marked by episodes of despotic behavior, such as Krum forcing his 
Slavic allies to drink from the skull of a defeated Byzantine emperor or Boris 
ruthlessly crushing the internal opposition to his conversion to Christianity. 
Because of the reputation of the 9th century rulers as true despots, even their 
building record is interpreted in a similar key.32 But Emperor Nicephorus’ skull 
being turned into a cup is most likely a tall tale concocted in the monastic 
milieu hostile to the emperor, while Krum’s despotism goes hand-in-hand with 
his depiction as a barbarian, a standard Byzantine technique of demonizing 
the enemy.33 Similarly, Boris’s punishment of his own noblemen may have 
well been more limited, but also much more justified than initially thought.34 
Finally, there are clear examples of 9th-century rulers using not violence, but 
persuasion by means of gifts, in order to exercise effective power.35

Moreover, the changes taking place in Bulgaria in the 9th century are less 
about modernization as about the “(re-)invention of traditions.”36 A fragmen-
tary inscription from an early Byzantine fort rebuilt in the 9th century on the 
right bank of the river Danube mentions the sacrifice Krum performed by the 
sea.37 Krum’s recourse to the manipulation of divine powers is a novelty, which 
resonates with his preoccupation to promote the cult of the almighty sky-god 
Tangra,38 as well as with the idea of taking with him to Bulgaria the bronze 
lions of the hippodrome, the bear and the dragon of the fountain, in addition 
to choice marbles from the imperial palace at St. Mamas, which he raided in 
813.39 This is very different from the two golden basins of Sicilian manufacture, 
which Constantine V took from the Bulgars after the battle at Anchialos—no 
doubt part of the booty the Bulgars had previously taken from Thrace in the 
750s or early 760s. Krum wanted more than just booty; he was interested in  
trophies.40 He probably thought of displaying them at his new residence in 
Pliska, where the earliest signs of occupation are dated ca. 800.

32    Squatriti, “Moving earth,” p. 30.
33    Nikolaou, “He eikona”; Nikolov, “Khan Krum”; Leszka, “Zemsta (?) Teofanesa.”
34    Ziemann, “The rebellion.”
35    Curta, “Gift-giving,” pp. 116–18.
36    Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 148.
37    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 123–24 and 127 (Petkov, The Voices, p. 6).
38    Balkanski, “Kăm kulta”; Kliashtornyi, “Prabolgarskii Tangra”; Giuzelev, Kavkhanite,  

pp. 41–42; Sophoulis, Byzantium, pp. 85–87.
39    Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6254, p. 599; Nicephorus, Short History 76,  

pp. 149–150; Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 251.
40    Scriptor incertus, p. 53; Rashev, “Trofeite.”
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3 Bulgaria under Krum

The circumstances in which Krum came to power shortly after that date are 
unknown. He is first mentioned under the year 809 by Theophanes Confessor, 
but most scholars believe that he was Kardam’s successor. A few years after 
his accession, Krum was confronted with an attack from Emperor Nicephorus 
(802–811). In 808, a Byzantine expeditionary force was operating somewhere 
in the valley of the river Struma. According to Theophanes Confessor, while 
the soldiers received their pay, the Bulgars suddenly fell upon them. Many 
soldiers and officers were killed, including the general of the army, and the 
Bulgars seized the payroll in the amount of some 1,100 pounds of gold, along 
with the army’s baggage.41 One year later, Krum captured Serdica (now Sofia), 
which had been fortified and garrisoned by Nicephorus. A great number of ci-
vilians were killed, while a number of officers who had escaped defected to the 
Bulgars. Serdica was retaken before the end of the year, and the emperor began 
to settle the lands in Macedonia and western Thrace with colonists from other 
provinces of the empire. He also began to prepare for a large-scale operation 
against Bulgaria, the goal of which seems to have been the total annihilation of 
the Bulgar polity. Large forces were transferred from Asia Minor and added to 
the troops already stationed in the Balkans.42

Under the command of the emperor and his son, Staurakios, one column of 
the Byzantine army moved quickly in the direction of the Stara Planina moun-
tains, while the other probably took a longer route along the western Black Sea 
coast. The Bulgars withdrew from the passes, but Krum sent two armies against 
Nicephorus. One of them was quickly destroyed, soon followed by the other.43 
The two Byzantine columns joined somewhere in northeastern Bulgaria, for 
Nicephorus is said to have encamped at the “court” of Krum, perhaps at Pliska. 
The emperor installed himself in Krum’s residence, and captured the large 
treasure and the cellars stacked with wine barrels that the Bulgar ruler had left 
behind. Judging from the dispatches he sent to Constantinople, Nicephorus 
intended to build a city on the site of Krum’s “court,” which he wanted to name 
after himself.44 Upon leaving the “court,” he therefore ordered the systematic 

41    Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia, p. 664.
42    Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 197 estimates the size of the army to have been between 15,000 

and 20,000 elite soldiers.
43    Duichev, “La chronique,” p. 210. The main source of information for the campaign of 811 is 

an eyewitness account known as the Chronicle of 811. The text is sometimes similar to that 
in Scriptor incertus, an unknown author writing shortly after the death of Leo V in 820 
(Sophoulis, “The ‘Chronicle of 811’”).

44    Duichev, “La chronique,” p. 212.
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destruction of Krum’s palace, which was burned to the ground.45 The Byzantine 
army first moved to Serdica, to the southwest, but the following events seem to 
point to the south, in the direction of Constantinople. Nicephorus was prob-
ably hoping to cross the mountains through one of the passes in the eastern 
Stara Planina. On his way out, the emperor ordered the systematic destruction 
and pillaging of the land. The Byzantines stopped before crossing the moun-
tains and set camp. The scouts learned that the passage through the mountains 
had been blocked with a palisade and a ditch on the southern side (towards 
Thrace). The author of the Chronicle of 811 knew, perhaps from hindsight, that 
Krum had recruited Slavs and Avars and was even said to have armed women.46 
The Bulgars attacked the poorly defended camp on July 25, 811, and targeted 
the imperial command. In the melee, the emperor and many of his closest ad-
visers were killed. Staurakios and the other commanders fled in the direction 
of the mountains, only to find their access blocked by the palisade. Many who 
tried to clamber it fell to their death in the ditch on the other side. Those at-
tempting to burn down the barrier floundered in the same ditch, filled with 
burning tree trunks, and perished miserably.47 Staurakios escaped the slaugh-
ter and managed to reach Adrianople, where he was proclaimed emperor. 
Having been seriously injured in the back, however, he was paralyzed, and had 
to withdraw to a monastery, leaving the throne to his brother-in-law, Michael I  
(811–813). The battle that brought such a disaster upon Byzantium took place 
in the area of the Preslav Pass (Preslavski prokhod), as Krum’s son, Omurtag 
later built a “court” on the site of Emperor Nicephorus’ camp, a little more than 
a mile to the south from present-day Khan Krum, half-way between Shumen 
and Preslav.48

Krum’s victory was so thorough that the news came as devastating shock 
to Constantinople. This was the first time since Valens’s death at Adrianople 
(378) that a ruling emperor was killed on the battlefield while fighting against 
barbarians. The consequences for the morale of the Byzantine population of 

45    The thick, burnt layer underneath the building known as the Throne Palace in Pliska has 
been interpreted as the remains of the timber compound burned by Nicephorus in 811. 
The larger building upon which the Throne Palace was built was therefore named Krum’s 
Palace by the Bulgarian archaeologist Krăstiu Miiatev (Miiatev, “Krumoviiat dvorec”). 
However, recent archaeological excavations that revealed an underground passageway 
linking Krum’s Palace to a private residence to the north have raised serious doubts about 
the early date of the building destroyed by fire (Fiedler, “Bulgars,” pp. 176–77).

46    Duichev, “La chronique,” p. 212. For the identity of the Slavs, see Sophoulis, Byzantium, 
p. 210. The Avars probably came from the eastern territories of what had once been the 
qaganate, now destroyed by the Frankish armies.

47    Duichev, “La chronique,” p. 214; Sophoulis, Byzantium, pp. 211–12.
48    Sophoulis, Byzantium, pp. 213–16.
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the eastern Balkans were disastrous. When Michael I rejected Krum’s offer of 
peace, the Bulgars stormed and conquered Develtos, an important town on 
the Bulgar-Byzantine frontier, near the Bay of Burgas. All inhabitants of the 
city, together with their bishop, were taken into the interior of Bulgaria, where 
they would remain for the following 20 years. The news of the fall of Develtos 
sparked a rebellion of Michael I’s troops sent against the Bulgars, and spread 
panic among the inhabitants of the towns in Macedonia and Thrace. The set-
tlers recently moved by Nicephorus into the region of the Struma River took 
the opportunity to abandon their new homes and to return to Asia Minor. 
Emperor Michael, however, rejected Krum’s new proposal for a treaty that 
would renew the agreements of 716 and, in addition, would make it impos-
sible for spies to enter Bulgaria under the guise of merchants.49 After com-
pleting the occupation of parts of northern Thrace and of Macedonia, Krum 
brought his army to Mesembria. He had siege engines with him, which were 
probably operated by Byzantine defectors. In response to Michael’s rejection of 
his proposal, Krum took Mesembria, where he is said to have found 36 bronze 
siphons and a considerable quantity of the liquid compound used to produce 
the Greek fire.50

Shortly after the operations in northern Thrace, Krum began to organize the 
lands along the border with Byzantium into military districts. The organization 
of those districts is described in detail in an inscription found in Malomirovo 
(near the present-day border between Bulgaria and Turkey, half-way between 
the present-day cities of Yambol, in Bulgaria, and Edirne, in Turkey). The ar-
rangement is described as an order of battle with the central district under the 
command of Krum’s brother, who was assisted by a general named Leo, prob-
ably a Byzantine renegade. The right wing, reaching as far as present-day Stara 
Zagora was under the command of a nobleman named Tuk, who had the title 
of ichirgu boilas. His assistants were two generals named Bardanes and John. 
The left wing stretching along the Black Sea coast from Anchialos to Sozopol 
was given to another Bulgar nobleman named Iratais, bearing the title of boila 
kavkhan. His assistants were the generals Kordylas and Gregoras, who, like the 
others, were of Byzantine origin.51

Such measures called for retaliation. Late in the winter of 813, Emperor 
Michael moved against the Bulgars. Krum preferred to avoid the encounter, 

49    Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 238; Curta, “Linear frontiers,” pp. 29–30.
50    Nikolov, “Bułgarzy”; Nikolov, “Greek fire”; Nikolov, “‘Grăckiiat’ ogăn.”
51    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 186–93; Petkov, The Voices, p. 7. For the titles of Tuk 

and Iratais, see Giuzelev, Kavkhanite, 51–74, 101–10, and 128–31; Slavova, Vladetel, pp. 10–15 
and 21–29.
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perhaps because his forces were outnumbered. In June, he set camp at a place 
called Versinikia, on the right bank of the Tundzha River, close to the mod-
ern Turkish-Bulgarian border. The Bulgars were now within a relatively short 
distance from the Byzantine camp located somewhere north of Adrianople. 
Neither side dared to attack the other, but after two weeks of facing each other 
in the heat of the summer, the two armies eventually engaged in battle on  
June 22, 813. Commanding the heavy cavalry at the center of his army, Krum 
obtained a major victory. Fearing an ambush, however, he initially did not ex-
ploit the success, but eventually captured the baggage train of the Byzantine 
army. The victory at Versinikia opened the road to Adrianople. Krum left his 
brother in charge with the siege of that city, and he attacked the capital. Under 
the walls of Constantinople, Krum moved freely in an attempt to humiliate the 
emperor, then “performed his foul demonic sacrifices in the coastal meadow of 
the Golden Gate.”52 The newly proclaimed emperor Leo V tried to ambush and 
kill Krum, but the Bulgar leader managed to escape unscathed. In retaliation, 
the Bulgar troops plundered the suburbs of Constantinople and the entire re-
gion of southern Thrace as far as Didymoteichos and Bizye. Krum returned to 
Adrianople, where his brother was still besieging the city. Together, they broke 
the resistance of the besieged, and conquered Adrianople. In the absence of 
any military or administrative representative of the emperor, Krum threw the 
local bishop, Manuel, to the ground and trampled upon his neck in a symbolic 
gesture of supreme humiliation.53 The inhabitants of Adrianople, including 
the parents of the future emperor Basil I, were resettled in the northern part of 
Bulgaria, across the river Danube, in the region of the Curvature Carpathians 
in present-day Romania.54 While his horsemen were plundering southern 
Thrace, Krum was preparing for a large-scale siege of Constantinople when 
he suddenly died on April 13, 814. The danger seems to have been so great that 

52    Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia, p. 686. According to Scriptor incertus, p. 50, 
Krum performed human sacrifices as well. That Krum truly intended to humiliate the 
emperor results also from the text of the inscription found at Malomirovo, which calls 
the Byzantine ruler “the old bald emperor” and accuses him of “forgetting the oaths.” 
See Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 116–17; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 6–7. According 
to Curta, “Qagan,” p. 19, Krum returned to “Tervel’s rhetorical devices” illustrated by the 
Madara Horseman and the accompanying inscription, the sarcastic tone of which Krum 
was now trying to imitate.

53    Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 256 notes that this was in direct imitation of calcatio, the 
Byzantine triumphal custom.

54    Scriptor incertus, p. 54. The settlers formed a self-governing borderland, with its own, 
separate governor. For this frontier district, see Brătianu, “‘Bulgaria’”; Tăpkova-Zaimova, 
“Roliata”; Brezeanu, “‘La Bulgarie’.”
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Emperor Leo V sent envoys to Louis the Pious to request military assistance 
against the Bulgars.55

4 Omurtag

Two Bulgar rulers followed each other in succession within less than a year, 
while the Byzantines obtained a major victory near Mesembria.56 In retalia-
tion, the Bulgars initiated the first large-scale persecution of Christians. Among 
its victims were Manuel, the bishop of Adrianople taken prisoner after his hu-
miliation in 813, and George, the bishop of Develtos, who had been taken to 
Bulgaria, together with his flock, after the first Bulgar conquest of that town in 
812. The execution of 377 prisoners of war in February 815 was probably meant 
to alleviate the feeling of deep frustration that the bellicose aristocracy of the 
Bulgars must have experienced after the defeat at Mesembria.57 Those hawks 
brought to power a son of Krum named Omurtag, who nonetheless preferred 
peace to war. By 816, he agreed to a 30-year peace, to be renewed every ten 
years. The treaty was ratified by reciprocal oath-taking, and the Byzantine 
sources hostile to Leo V claim that he had to do with such non-Christian things 
as pouring water on the ground, throwing saddles, and slaughtering dogs taken 
as witnesses to his faith and commitment to the treaty.58

Several clauses of the treaty are known from an inscription on half of a 
massive column, which was found near the present-day village of Sechishte, 
a few kilometers to the northeast from Pliska.59 The inscription mentions that 
the kavkhan Iratais (who, according to the inscription of Malomirovo, was re-
sponsible for the left wing of the military districts created by Krum in Thrace) 
negotiated the peace on behalf of Omurtag. The agreement may have had as 
many as 11 clauses, but only five could be reconstructed on the basis of the 
surviving text. The first clause of the treaty concerns the delimitation of the 
frontier, which was set as a line running from Develtos to the river Marica. That 
line was not an abstraction, but a material boundary marked on the ground 
by means of a 81-mile long earthwork known as the Erkesiia Dike, which was 

55    Astronomer, Life of Emperor Louis, pp. 352–54; Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 263.
56    Sophoulis, “When did the battle at ‘Leo’s Hill’ take place?”
57    Sophoulis, Byzantium, pp. 271–74.
58    Ignatius the Deacon, Life of Nicephorus, p. 207; Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia, 

p. 51. For the significance of oaths over dogs cut into halves, see Sinor, “Taking an oath.”
59    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, p. 164; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 7–8. The treaty is also 

mentioned in another inscription from Shumen (Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi,  
p. 136).
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probably erected shortly after the Thirty Year Peace.60 The fourth stipulation 
dealt with the Christian (i.e., Byzantine) prisoners of war and other categories 
of captives: high-ranking officers of the Byzantine army were to be returned 
against ransom, while commoners were to be treated according to the prin-
ciple “life for life” (Leviticus 24:18).61 Two other clauses dealt with the “Slavs 
under imperial rule,” who were expected to remain where they were, as well 
as with the Slavs whom, not being his subjects, the emperor had to return to 
their abodes. Emperor Leo V seems to have been particularly concerned with 
Slavs defecting to the Bulgar side, and requested their return. If at the time 
of the peace treaty the other Slavs, who are said to be from the coastal re-
gion (presumably along the Black Sea shore), were within the Empire, then 
the Bulgars may have also claimed those Slavs back. While Emperor Leo was 
forced to recognize Krum’s conquests in Thrace, it is not known whether the 
treaty of 816 obligated Omurtag to any military assistance to the Byzantines. In 
any case, in 822, he nonetheless intervened in the civil war between Michael II 
(820–829) and Thomas the Slav, who had led the rebellion of the troops in Asia 
Minor. The Bulgar horsemen whom Omurtag sent to the rescue of Emperor 
Michael defeated Thomas’s troops, besieged him in Arkadiopolis (present-day 
Lüleburgaz, between Edirne and Istanbul), then captured and executed him.

Omurtag brags about his military successes against both “Greeks” and Slavs 
in an inscription on a marble pillar found in Khan Krum, near Shumen. The 
inscription mentions a “court” that, while living in Pliska, Omurtag decided to 
build on the river Ticha (now known as Kamchiia).62 That the inscription de-
scribes a real “court” has been confirmed by archaeological excavations at just 
1.2 miles from the place where the marble pillar was found. The archaeologists 
have indeed revealed a rectangular fort, whose embankments enclose an area 
of about 51.5 acres. In many respects, the layout of the fort is similar to that 
of Pliska, but on a smaller scale. In the middle of the fort is another smaller, 
square fortification with stone walls, which encloses an area of about 2.5 acres. 
Inside that, archaeologists found a palatial compound with a three-roomed 
bath (Fig. 6.3). Two fragments of marble sculpture representing a lion have 
also been found inside the stone enclosure. The sculpture is undoubtedly of 
Byzantine manufacture and may well have been taken from some plundered 
building (perhaps a church) in Thrace during one of the Bulgar raids before the 

60    Curta, “Linear frontiers,” pp. 16–22.
61    Curta, “Linear frontiers,” pp. 26–27.
62    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 215–16; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 10–11; Sophoulis, 

Byzantium, p. 298. The bridge mentioned in the inscription was still visible in the late 19th 
century slightly more than one and a half mile to the northeast from the village of Khan 
Krum (Fiedler, “Bulgars,” p. 196).
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Thirty Years Peace.63 More recent geophysical and archaeological investiga-
tions suggest that a solid double palisade fortification was built in Khan Krum 
a few decades before the stone fortification and the palatial compound inside 
it. This suggests that Omurtag did not actually build a new “court,” but refur-
bished and “modernized” an already existing camp.64 On the other hand, the 
Khan Krum inscription refers to Pliska as a camp (kampos), which is set in con-
trast to the court (aule) on the river Ticha. This is in fact the earliest mention 
of Pliska in the written sources.65 What exactly existed on that site to accom-
modate Omurtag, who is specifically said to have resided in Pliska, remains 
a matter of debate among archaeologists. Neither the Throne Palace, nor the 
Palatial Compound located inside the Inner Town can be securely dated to 

63    Balabanov, “Novi prouchvaniia”; Fiedler, “Bulgars,” pp. 193–195; Balabanov and Stoeva, 
“Novi dani.” For the sculpture, see Antonova and Dremsizova-Nelchinova, Aulăt,  
pp. 54–55 with fig. 50.

64    Henning et al., “Khan Omurtag’s stone palace.”
65    Prinzing, “Pliska,” pp. 246–47.

figure 6.3 Pliska, the palatial compound at the center of the Inner Town, view from the 
north with ongoing archaeological excavations
Photo by Stanislav Ivanov. Courtesy of the Pliska Citadel Museum
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the first quarter of the 9th century.66 Nonetheless, the excavations carried out 
to the west from the western rampart of the Inner Town (the Asar Dere site) 
revealed a large, late 8th- to early 9th-century production center, which in-
cluded smithies, as well as shops for the production of window glass. This was 
an industrial quarter, the purpose of which was to meet the demands of the 
aristocracy residing in Pliska.67 Equally unclear is the identification of another 
building project linked to Omurtag’s name. In an inscription on a marble pil-
lar later reused in the Church of the Forty Martyrs in Veliko Tărnovo, Omurtag 
brags about building a “glorious palace” on the bank of the river Danube, in 
addition to this old palace (possibly the one in Khan Krum). At a mid-distance 
between the two, he erected a barrow (toumba) to mark the measurements 
taken across the land, themselves a symbolic appropriation of the landscape 
marked by buildings.68 Neither the “glorious palace” (believed to have been 
built in Silistra), nor the barrow situated half-way between the old and the new 
“courts” has so far been identified.

Omurtag certainly understood and spoke the symbolic language of Tervel’s 
politics; he felt challenged to go one step further, and he did. An inscription 
bearing his name was added to the already scribbled surface of the Madara 
cliff, next to the inscriptions of Tervel and Krumesis. However, Omurtag is re-
ferred to as “ruler from God,” a phrase which also appears twice in the Khan 
Krum inscription, as well as on another, fragmentary inscription from a little 
church in Madara. The latter mentions Omurtag performing sacrifices to his 
god, Tangra.69 The ruler apparently offered thanks to the god who had appoint-
ed him. Moreover, in three memorial inscriptions from Pliska, Omurtag’s name 
is associated with the enigmatic phrase “kana sybigi.” In 4 inscriptions (two 
of Omurtag, and two of his son, Malamir), the phrase appears together with 
“ruler from God,” which has encouraged scholars to treat “kana sybigi” as the 
official title (khan) of the Bulgar ruler.70 Omurtag is represented on two gold 
medallions found in Varna and Veliko Tărnovo. In both cases, he is shown as a 
Byzantine ruler, carrying a cross-shaped crozier in his right hand. The accom-
panying inscription, “Cane sybigi Omurtag,” is written with mixed Latin and 

66    Fiedler, “Bulgars,” pp. 178, 180, and 182–84.
67    Wedepohl, “Soda-Kalk-Glas”; Dimitrov and Inkova, “Kăm arkheologicheskata karta.”
68    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 207–208; Petkov, The Voices, p. 11. Most scholars 

assume that Omurtag’s “old palace” mentioned in the Veliko Tărnovo inscription was in 
Pliska, not in Khan Krum. However, the Throne Palace in Pliska, which has tradition-
ally been dated to the reign of Omurtag, may well be of a late 9th-century date (Fiedler, 
“Bulgars,” p. 178). See Angelova, “Otnovo”; Georgiev, “Arkheologicheskite realii.”

69    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 131–32; Petkov, The Voices, p. 11.
70    Stepanov, “The Bulgar title”; Ovcharov, Omortag.
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Greek letters. Neither piece has any image on the reverse, which suggests that 
the medallions were struck to be given as gifts to prominent aristocrats and 
trusted men.71 Those were the “nurtured men” (threptoi anthropoi), a restrict-
ed group of aristocrats who were rewarded by the ruler during lifetime and  
commemorated after death.72 One of them was Korsis “of the Chakarar clan,” 
who is said to have gone to war on behalf of the kana sybigi and drowned in 
the river Dnieper.73 If the date advanced for the inscription, ca. 823, is correct, 
this would imply that the Bulgar ruler was sufficiently powerful to send troops 
as far as the lands of modern Ukraine, while at the same time battling Thomas 
the Slav in southern Thrace. He may have been involved at that time on yet 
another, third front.

As early as 818, envoys of a Slavic tribe, the Timociani, came to the court of 
Louis the Pious in Herstal. The Timociani had defected from their association 
(societas) with the Bulgars, and needed protection.74 A little later, another tribe 
that “lived in Dacia adjacent to the Danube near the Bulgarian border,” also 
complained to Emperor Louis the Pious about the Bulgars. Finally, in 824, a 
Bulgar embassy arrived in Francia, to the emperor’s great surprise, as no rela-
tions had until then been established between the two states.75 Omurtag of-
fered peace and demanded that a common border be established by agreement 
between the two states, a request similar to his concern with linear frontiers so 
well illustrated by the Sechishte inscription displaying the clauses of the Thirty 
Year Peace. However, Emperor Louis was not willing to satisfy Omurtag’s de-
mand. Shortly before Christmas 824, another Bulgar embassy reached Bavaria 
with demands for the rectification of the frontier.76 The Bulgar envoys were 
left waiting for several months, before Louis finally received them in May of 
825. He dispatched a letter to Omurtag, but the Bulgar ruler does not seem to 
have been happy with that. He sent his envoys back to Louis with a letter of his 
own threatening war if his demands were not met immediately. Since in the 
meantime rumors had reached Louis that Omurtag had died, the emperor de-
cided to drop the issue altogether. Nonetheless, he sent his count of the palace 

71    Curta, “Qagan,” pp. 27–28; Iordanov, “Medal’onite.”
72    Slavova, Vladetel, pp. 129–42.
73    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, p. 227; Petkov, The Voices, p. 9. The expedition may 

have been directed against the Khazars or one of their nomadic clients, such as the 
Magyars (Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 132).

74    Royal Frankish Annals s.a. 818 and 819, pp. 149 and 150; transl., pp. 104 and 105. See also 
Vălov, “Timochanite”; Andonov, “Khan Omurtag.”

75    Royal Frankish Annals s.a. 822 and 824, pp. 159 and 164–65. Louis had been contacted by 
the Byzantines with a request of military alliance against the Bulgars.

76    Royal Frankish Annals s.a. 824, p. 165.
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to the “guards of the Avar border in the province of Carinthia” to keep an eye 
on the situation.77 Frankish troops began to gather in 827 near the headwaters 
of the Drava River, ready to move quickly from Carantania into Pannonia, if 
necessary. By that time, the Bulgars had already put together an expedition-
ary corps, which entered the Drava on boats and attacked the Slavs, who were 
clients of the Frankish ruler. That this was more than just a raid results from 
the fact that, according to the Royal Frankish Annals, the Bulgars replaced the 
local chieftains with their own governors (rectores).78 The Frankish response 
came only in July 828, but nothing is known about the outcome.79 The Bulgars 
returned one year later, again using their boats, and put to fire a number of 
Frankish estates on the banks of the river Drava.80 Shortly after that, Priwina 
and his son Kocel (see chapter 8) are said to have fled to the Bulgars, but by 832 
Bulgar envoys came to Emperor Louis bringing gifts and a message of peace.81

A Bulgar presence north of the river Danube, in present-day Romania, is 
documented both by written and by archaeological sources. Many of the new 
cemeteries that appeared after ca. 800 and continued into the early decades of 
the 10th century are located in southern Romania. The dress accessories found 
in those cemeteries are conspicuously similar to those in Moravian burial  
assemblages.82 The beginning of several large settlements in this area can also 
be dated to the 9th century. Ceramic assemblages typically include shards of 
amphora-like jugs that are very similar to those known from Pliska and other 
sites. Tiles, bricks, drainage pipe segments, and other building materials strik-
ingly similar to those from Pliska have also been found on several sites in the 
Walachian Plain. An even larger quantity of building materials comes from 
excavations at Slon, a stronghold in the Carpathian Mountains no doubt con-
trolling direct access from the Danube region to Translyvania.83 A group of 
cemeteries around Alba Iulia bespeaks the presence in south Transylvania of 

77    Royal Frankish Annals s.a. 826, pp. 168–69, transl. p. 119.
78    Royal Frankish Annals s.a. 827, p. 173; Bowlus, Franks, pp. 95–97; Klika, “Pannonia,”  

pp. 57–58; Gračanin, “Bugari,” pp. 5–6.
79    Annals of Fulda s.a. 828, p. 25.
80    Annals of Fulda s.a. 829, p. 27. It is perhaps during one of the two expeditions (827 or 

829) that another “nurtured man” of Omurtag, Negavon of the Kuviar clan, is said to have 
drowned in the river Tisza (Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, p. 230; Petkov, The Voices, 
p. 10).

81    Annalista Saxo, p. 574.
82    Fiedler, Studien, p. 270; Grigorov, “Nakiti.”
83    For building materials, see Mitrea, “Două tuburi”; Ciupercă and Măgureanu., “Locuinţe.” 

For Slon, see Ciupercă, “Some observations.” For large, open settlements, see Ciupercă, 
“Așezări”; Corbu, Vlădeni.
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a population with strong ties to the material culture of the Bulgar centers in 
the south.84

5 From Omurtag to Boris

Omurtag had three sons—Enravotas, Zvinitza, and Malamir. At his father’s 
death in 831, the eldest may have already converted to Christianity. He was 
executed at the order of his younger brother Malamir in 832, apparently for 
refusing to renounce his faith.85 Nothing is known about Zvinitza, except 
that two of the rulers of the late 9th century, Presian and Boris, were his sons. 
Nor is there an abundance of information about Malamir. An inscription on 
a marble column found in Shumen shows that he ruled together with an of-
ficial of the highest rank, the kavkhan Isbul. Shortly after Malamir acceded to 
power, the Byzantines seem to have broken the Thirty Year Peace, but their 
attack on unspecified territories in Bulgaria was repelled by Malamir togeth-
er with Isbul, who destroyed two fortresses on the frontier and devastated 
Byzantine Thrace as far as Philippopolis.86 Isbul, who has been rightly com-
pared to the 8th-century mayors of the Merovingian kings, continued to play a 
major role in Bulgarian politics during the 830s. Another inscription mentions 
a fountain that he built, presumably in Pliska, before giving it to the ruler.87 
In exchange, Malamir is said to have given “great presents” to the “boilas and 
bagains.” Although it is not clear what exactly was the nature of the gifts that 
Malamir distributed so generously, the adjective “great” modifying the noun 
most likely implies precious metals, either gold or silver, as well as exquisite 
fabrics, including, perhaps, silk. Ever since the days of Krum, the abundance of 
luxuries, no doubt from the booty obtained from many successful expeditions 
against Byzantium, have turned the ruler into the primary source of wealth 
to be distributed as largesse to the nobility. The recipients were the magnates 
of 9th-century Bulgaria: the boilas (boyars) represented the highest echelon 
of the Bulgar aristocracy, whose power had begun to rise considerably ever 
since the third quarter of the 8th century, namely during a period of weak cen-
tral authority. Isbul, who is celebrated in the Shumen inscription for having 
built a fountain, belonged to that group. Immediately below the most powerful 

84    Fiedler, “Bulgars,” pp. 161–62; Iotov, “Bulgarian control.”
85    Khristov, “Bialo pole.”
86    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 135–36; Petkov, The Voices, p. 12; Pavlov, “Belezhki.”
87    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, p. 225; Petkov, The Voices, p. 12; Curta, “Gift-giving,”  

pp. 116–17.
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magnates like Isbul were the bagains, whom historians equate with the me-
diocres mentioned later in the Replies of Pope Nicholas I to the Inquiries of the 
Bulgarians along with the primates maiores, most likely the boilas.88

During the early 9th century, lofty titles increased the social distinctions 
made visible by special relations to the ruler. Omurtag’s men, members of such 
prominent clans as the Kubiar or the Kyrigir, sported such titles as zera or zhu-
pan tarqan.89 The titles were linked to specific positions of military command, 
as confirmed by parallel attestations of the word tarqan for Turkic, Avar, and 
Khazar aristocrats. It has been suggested that no less than 36 hoards of iron 
implements and weapons found in Bulgaria, mainly in and around Pliska and 
Preslav, as well in the neighboring region north of the river Danube, represent 
the material culture correlate of the military posturing of the Bulgar tarqans 
during ceremonies involving conspicuous consumption or even destruction of 
property.90 Compound titles such as zhupan tarqan may have referred to chiefs 
of groups of officials. The title of zhupan appears in Croatia as well, primarily 
for district prefects and court dignitaries. In Bulgaria, the zhupans may have 
also headed the administrative or military districts created in the 820s or 830s.91

At Malamir’s death in 836, his nephew Presian quickly responded to the 
call for assistance from the ruling Byzantine emperor. In 836 or 837, the Slavs 
under Byzantine rule rose in rebellion, and the rebels received help from the 
Smoliani, a tribe on the lower course of the Struma river, near the present-
day Greek-Bulgarian border. Emperor Theophilus (829–842) asked the Bulgars 
to attack them. The expedition, which was again led by the kavkhan Isbul, is 
mentioned in a damaged inscription found during excavations in Philippi.92 
Under Presian, a new crisis broke within the Bulgar polity. The prisoners of 
war that Krum had taken at Adrianople in 813 and had resettled in the lands 
north of the river Danube were under the command of a certain Kordylas, 
perhaps the same general mentioned as being under the command of the ka-
vkhan in the Malomirovo inscription.93 Kordylas managed to establish con-
tact with Constantinople, and asked for assistance for his plan to return all 
prisoners of war back to Byzantium. He organized and led a revolt of those 
prisoners against the Bulgars, and the troops that the tarqan of the northern 

88    Slavova, Vladetel, p. 53.
89    Slavova, “Titulăt tarkan.”
90    Curta, “Iron and potlatch,” pp. 32–37. See also Curta, “New remarks”; Müllerová, “Depoty.” 

For the names of the Bulgar clans, see Granberg, “Observations.”
91    Slavova, Vladetel, pp. 86–100. For zhupans in Croatia, see Smiljanić, “O položaju.” For the 

administrative organization in Bulgaria during the 820s, see Zhekov, “Razvitie.”
92    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 141–142; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 12–13.
93    Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 302.
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region moved against the rebels were defeated. Unable to cross the Danube 
back into Bulgaria, the tarqan asked for assistance from the neighboring 
Magyars, an indication that the territory in question was located in the vicinity 
of the steppe corridor north of the Danube Delta. While the Magyars attacked 
Kordylas and his men without much success, a Byzantine fleet appeared on the 
Danube, which quickly transported all the Byzantine prisoners of war back to 
Constantinople.94

Besides this episode, next to nothing is known about Presian’s reign, except 
that in 845, Bulgar envoys appeared in Paderborn to demand from Louis the 
German the renewal of the peaceful relations that had been established in 832. 
Following Presian’s death in 852, his brother Boris dispatched another embassy 
to Louis, but one year later Charles the Bald bribed him into moving “sharply 
against the kingdom of Louis the German.”95 The attack took place in the same 
region along the Drava River that had been the target of Bulgar attacks in the 
late 820s. Boris accomplished nothing, for nothing is known about further hos-
tilities. By 864, his relations with Louis the German improved considerably, as 
the latter was seeking the Bulgar alliance against the Moravians. The new rap-
prochement was different from any other similar agreements between Franks 
and Bulgars. According to Hincmar of Reims, Boris had expressed the desire to 
convert to Christianity, and Louis was obviously capitalizing on his need for a 
sponsor at the baptismal font.96

Boris’s relations with his other neighbors developed in a similar fashion. 
According to a later, 10th-century source, following in his brother’s footsteps, 
he campaigned unsuccessfully against Croatia, as well as the Serbs. The lat-
ter were led by three brothers—Mutimir, Strojmir, and Gojnik—who defeated 
the Bulgars and captured Boris’s son, Vladimir, together with 12 boilas. Boris 
sued for peace, but in the process of recuperating his son, he managed to take 
hostage Mutimir’s two sons, who had accompanied Boris and Vladimir to the 
frontier fort of Ras. Boris and Mutimir’s sons then engaged in gift-exchange as 
a warranty for peace.97

94    Symeon the Logothete, Chronicle, pp. 236–237; Moravcsik, Az Arpád-kori magyar történet, 
pp. 53–58; Tóth, “Hungarian-Bulgarian contacts,” pp. 71–73.

95    Annals of Fulda s.a. 845 and 852, pp. 35 and 42, English transl., pp. 24 and 33; Annals of St. 
Bertin s.a. 853, p. 43, transl. p. 77.

96    Annals of St. Bertin s.a. 864, p. 72.
97    Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 32, p. 155. For the date 

of those events, perhaps in 853 or 854, see Živković, De conversione, p. 173.
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chapter 7

The West in the East (800–900)

To Einhard, who was writing more than a decade after the death of Charlemagne, 
the war “with the Avars, or Huns, was the greatest of all wars he waged, except 
for that against the Saxons, to which this one succeeded.”1 Einhard had little, 
if anything to say about why Charlemagne had decided to wage war against 
the Avars, and modern historians have struggled to find a reason.2 To be sure, 
the Avars were staunch allies of all those who had all the reasons to fear 
Charlemagne in the 770s. Members of the Lombard opposition to the Frankish 
conquest fled to the Avars in 776, after a last-ditch, but unsuccessful attempt at 
rising in rebellion. In 781, when Tassilo III, the duke of Bavaria (748–788) had 
to renew his oath of allegiance to Charlemagne and present hostages, Avar en-
voys came to the Frankish king in Lippspringe, while a large Avar army moved 
to the river Enns, which both Franks and Avars seem to have regarded as the 
border between them.3 It is no surprise that one of the charges against Tassilo 
that led to his deposition in 788 was that he had planned, at the instigation of 
his Lombard wife Liutberga, to ally himself with the Avars.4 Whether such an 
alliance had truly been established or not, the Avars raided Friuli and north-
ern Italy in 788, and reached as far as Verona. Meanwhile, however, a Bavarian 
army acting on behalf of the Frankish ruler crossed the Enns and defeated the 
Avars within their own territory.

The “Avar problem” was on Charlemagne’s agenda in the following years, as 
demonstrated among other things by the presence of another Avar embassy 
in Worms in 790. However, there was no real military threat, and Walter Pohl 
has rightly called “staged” the war that started in 791. In other words, the 791 
campaign against the Avars which took Charlemagne into western Hungary 
was a war of expansion, despite the insistence of the court propaganda on the 
“mischiefs of the Avars” (Avarorum malitia).5 The campaign was a grand-scale  

1   Einhard, Life of Charles the Emperor 13, p. 15; English translation from Noble, Charlemagne,  
p. 32. For the date of Einhard’s Life of Charles the Emperor, see Noble, Charlemagne, pp. 11–13.

2   But see Bowlus, “Italia-Bavaria-Avaria,” p. 47, who believes that geo-strategic considerations 
arising from his Italian ambitions drove Charlemagne to war against the Avars.

3   Annals of Salzburg, s.a. 782, p. 734; Royal Frankish Annals s.a. 782, p. 43.
4   Pohl, Die Awarenkriege, p. 16.
5   The malitia of the Avars was formally condemned at the general assembly of troops in 

Regensburg (791), and officially used as casus belli. However, according to Deér, “Karl der 
Große,” pp. 724 and 754, the idea that the campaign was caused by the attacks of the Avars on  
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demonstration of military might: troops of Franks, Saxons, Frisians, 
Thuringians, Bavarians, and even Slavs participated in the expedition.6 Those 
troops were divided into two armies, the largest of which followed the Danube 
on the southern bank under Charlemagne’s direct command. A second corps 
under Count Theoderich and Chamberlain Meginfred moved along the north-
ern bank, while a fleet manned by Bavarians sailed down the river carrying sup-
plies for both armies.7 By early September, all troops reached Lorch on the river 
Enns, where they stopped for three days of fasting and prayer, during which the 
mass was celebrated every day. In a letter to his wife Fastrada, Charlemagne 
mentions that both meat and wine were forbidden, except for those who were 
too old or too young to abstain. Those who could afford paying a gold coin per 
day were exempt from the wine prohibition.8 Before marching into the Avar 
territory, Charlemagne learned that the troops of his son Pippin, which were 
under the command of the dukes of Istria and Friuli, had entered at some point 
in mid-August into Avaria from the south, had stormed an Avar fortification, 
killed many Avars, and taken 150 captives.9 Charlemagne encountered fortifi-
cations only deep inside the Avar territory. The first one on the river Kamp, a 
left-hand tributary of the Danube in northern Austria, was quickly destroyed 
by Meginfred’s troops and by late October, both armies reached the Vienna 
Woods. By mid-October, Charlemagne’s army was on the left bank of the Rába 
River, where an epidemic disease killed almost all horses. At this point, the 
emperor decided to return through Savaria (present-day Szombathely, on the 
Middle Rába), and ordered the northern army to withdraw through Bohemia.10

Despite the rather anti-climactic ending of the expedition, the court pro-
paganda presented it as a major victory and as a triumph.11 Charlemagne re-
mained in Regensburg for the next two years preparing for a new expedition 

  Christians or, as in the case of the Saxons, by a desire to force their conversion to Christianity, 
is a post-factum rationalization of what was otherwise an expansionist policy. See also 
Pohl, Die Awaren, p. 313, and “Heidenkrieg”; Bowlus, “Italia-Bavaria-Avaria”; Polek, “Wojna,”  
pp. 134–135; Szőke, “Az avar-frank háborúk kezdete,” p. 240. Of secondary significance may 
have been Charlemagne’s desire to provide a venue for the aggressive aristocracy of the 
recently incorporated Bavaria.

6    For the reconstruction of events summarized in the following lines, see Váczy, “Der 
fränkische Krieg”; Váczy, “A frank háború”; Pohl, Die Awaren, pp. 315–323; Bóna, “Az avar 
birodalom végnapjai”; Polek, “Wojna”; Szőke, “Nagy Károly hadjárata”; Pintér-Nagy, “A 
hadjáratra.”

7    Pohl, Die Awaren, p. 315; Polek, “Wojna,” p. 135.
8    Charlemagne, ep. 20, in Dümmler, Epistolae, p. 528.
9    Pohl, Die Awaren, p. 316.
10   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 791, p. 89; Polek, “Wojna,” pp. 135–36.
11   Annals of Lorsch, s.a. 791, p. 34; Pohl, Die Awaren, p. 317.
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against the Avars. During this time he ordered the building of a canal be-
tween the Main and the Danube, in order to transport goods by water from 
the Rhine region.12 However, he never returned to the Middle Danube region.13 
Meanwhile, a civil war broke in Avaria, and envoys from the tudun, apparently 
the second in command after the qagan, reached Charlemagne at Lüneburg on 
the Ilmenau River, and offered submission, in addition to requesting baptism 
for their leader.14 Soon after that, the troops of the duke of Friuli organized 
another raid into the Avar territory under a commander named Voinimir, who 
reached the Avar “ring” in 795 and returned with a great amount of booty.15 No 
doubt impressed by this coup de force, in 796 the tudun came to Charlemagne in 
person to request baptism.16 Together with the duke of Friuli, Pippin, the king 
of Lombardy, struck again at the heart of the qaganate. An un-named qagan 
who had apparently come to power at the end of the civil war, met them on the 
Danube, together with his wife and many dignitaries, and submitted to Pippin, 
who immediately dispatched envoys to Saxony to announce the news to his 
father.17 Pippin then crossed the Danube and occupied the “ring,” which was 
thoroughly plundered.18 In 797, Avar envoys came with gifts to Charlemagne 
in Herstal, but two years later, a revolt broke in the Avar territories occupied 
after 791 and 795.19 Charlemagne came to Bavaria in 803 and sent an army into 
Avaria to pacify the region. In 805, he received a Christian leader of the Avars, 
named Theodore, in Aachen, who asked for permission to settle in the lands 
between Savaria (Szombathely) and Carnuntum (Petronell, near Vienna) in 
order to escape the attacks of the neighboring Slavs (Fig. 7.1).20 A little later, 
the qagan himself appeared in Aachen to request the restitution of his entire 
kingdom, and received baptism on September 21, 805.21

12   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 793, p. 93.
13   Annals of Lorsch, s.a. 792 and 793, p. 35.
14   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 795, p. 64; Annals of Lorsch, s.a. 795, p. 36.
15   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 796, p. 64; Polek, “Wojna,” p. 136.
16   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 796, p. 64.
17   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 796, p. 66. See also the poem De Pippini Regis victoria Avarica, 

in Dümmler, Poetae, pp. 116–17.
18   Pohl, Die Awaren, 319. Exactly what and where the “ring” was remains a matter of de-

bate, for which see Szőke, “Az avarok hringje”; Szentpéteri, “The hrings”; Madaras, “Hol is 
lehetett.”

19   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 797 and 799, pp. 66 and 70. Two counts, Cadaloh and Goteram, 
died in battle against the Avars in 802 (Annals of St. Emmeram in Regensburg, s.a. 802,  
p. 93).

20   According to Pohl, Die Awaren, p. 322, Charlemagne granted the lands to Theodore in 
order to improve his chances in the war in Bohemia, but Theodore died shortly after that.

21   Annals of Salzburg, s.a. 805, p. 87.
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At this point, however, Charlemagne apparently shifted his political and mili-
tary interests to Bohemia. Three armies invaded that country in 805. One of 
them was made up of Swabians and Bavarians, and advanced from Bavaria. 
A second army under Charlemagne’s other son, Charles the Younger, entered 
Bohemia along the river Ohře, while the third army, made up of Franks and 
Saxons, as well as Slavs, came from the north.22 Charles besieged a stronghold 

22   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 805, p. 120; Annals of Metz, s.a. 805, p. 93. For the directions of 
attack and the location of the sites mentioned in the sources, see Třeštík, Vznik, pp. 72–81.

figure 7.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text (ancient names in italics)
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on the river Ohře named Canburg, and then joined the other two armies in 
the vicinity of present-day Žatec, Litoměřice, and Rakovník. He encountered 
no serious opposition to any of those military movements, as the Bohemian 
warriors withdrew into the woods and the mountains, organizing incursions 
against the Frankish army without engaging in any pitched battle in the field. 
It is most likely during one of those encounters that the Franks managed to kill 
one of the Bohemian leaders named Lech. After forty days, Charles put an end 
to the expedition and withdrew all armies from Bohemia. The Franks attacked 
again in 806, plundered and burned the country, and the Bohemians were 
forced to pay a tribute, the earliest evidence of which, however, post-dates 
Charlemagne’s death in 814.23 Nonetheless, in order to attack Moravia in 840, 
Louis the German had to shower Bohemian chieftains with many gifts in order 
to obtain access through their country. Six years later, the Bohemians blocked 
the return of a Frankish army from Moravia, while in 849 another army was 
beaten in Bohemia. Envoys from the people whom the Frankish annals call 
Behaimi came to the imperial diets in Paderborn (815), Frankfurt (822), and 
Diedenhofen (831). However, despite a formal submission symbolized by the 
payment of the tribute, Bohemians remained largely independent.24

1 Pribina and Kocel

The situation in the valley of the Danube river was very different. By 803, 
Bavaria, and the lands conquered from the Avars were organized into two new 
administrative units. One of them was the prefecture of the East (plaga ori-
entalis), which included Pannonia (up to the river Rába), the lands in Upper 
Austria between the Alps and the Danube, as well as Carantania.25 After 
828, however, the prefecture of the East was incorporated into the Bavarian 
Eastland, headed by a Frankish nobleman named Ratpot.26 The new prefect 
of the Eastland received the visit of a refugee from the lands north of the river 
Danube in 833. Pribina had been expelled from Nitra by the attack of his neigh-
bor, Mojmir (see chapter 8), and he was now seeking asylum, together with his 

23   The first mention of the tribute paid by the Bohemians is in the Ordinatio imperii of 
817, for which see Boretius, Capitularia, p. 270. See also Třeštík, Počátky, pp. 70–73. For 
Canburg, see Šolle, Hradsko and Sláma, “Ještě jednou o Canburgu.”

24   This is also true for the lands farther to the northwest, between the Saale and the Elbe 
rivers. Charlemagne forced the Sorbs living there to pay tribute, but that tribute was re-
newed only in the second half of the 9th century, much like with the Bohemians (Brather, 
Archäologie, pp. 65–66).

25   Szőke, “Plaga Orientalis.”
26   Bowlus, Franks, pp. 98–113.
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son Kocel and their retinues of warriors. Ratpot sent the refugees to Louis the 
German in Regensburg, and Pribina was baptized in Traismauer, in the lands 
under the jurisdiction of the archbishop of Salzburg. His wife may have been 
a member of the Bavarian family of the Wilhelminer.27 However, soon after 
that he came into conflict with Ratpot, for reasons that remain unknown, and 
had to flee again, this time to Bulgaria (see chapter 6). He later re-entered the 
Eastland and took refuge with the count of Carniola, Salacho, who brokered a 
reconciliation between Pribina and Ratpot. Louis the German decided to use 
the former rebel to his own advantage and at some point between 838 and 847, 
he gave Pribina a large area between the rivers Rába, Drava, and Danube to rule 
over it as the king’s duke. His seat was at Zalavár, at the mouth of the river Zala, 
in the swamps to the west of Lake Balaton. Here, Pribina built a strong castle, 
now named Mosapurc (the swamp fortress), and brought numerous settlers 
from Carantania, the Slavic lands north of the Danube, as well as Bavaria to 
populate the hinterland. Archaeological excavations that began in the 1950s 
have revealed the complexity of this settlement arrangement.

Pribina came to Mosapurc together with a bishop named Oswald, a suf-
fragan of the archbishop of Salzburg. Oswald and the numerous priests he 
brought with him were to engage in a large-scale conversion to Christianity of 
the local population and the new settlers. Adalwin, the archbishop of Salzburg 
(859–873), appointed one of those priests as archpresbyter, a sign that during 
the third quarter of the 9th century, Mosapurc was about to become a bish-
opric on the easternmost border of the East Frankish kingdom. No less than 
three churches have been found in Zalavár, each named in the Conversion of 
the Bavarians and the Carantanians. The earliest is the Church of St. John the 
Baptist, which was built probably in the early 840s next to a palatial compound 
probably reserved for Oswald. A second church was most likely Pribina’s own 
chapel. Dedicated to the Virgin Mary in 850, this church was surrounded by 
a cemetery with richly furnished burials, most likely of members of Pribina’s 
family. The largest church in Zalavár was built in or shortly after 855 in the 
middle of the fortress, and dedicated to St. Hadrian (Fig. 7.2). This was a three-
aisled basilica with ribbed vaulting and an ambulatory, indicating that the 
church was planned to be at the center of a pilgrimage site. Fragments of win-
dow glass held together by lead cames bespeak the sophistication of this eccle-
siastical foundation.28

27   Conversion of the Bavarians and the Carantanians 10–11, pp. 120–22; Wolfram, Salzburg,  
p. 323.

28   Szőke, “Mosaburg/Zalavár,” pp. 263–64. For the Church of St. Hadrian, see also Szakács, 
“The ambulatory.” For the window glass, see Szőke et al., “Silver-stained windows.”
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Pribina was killed in 861 by Moravians, who had meanwhile become allies of 
Carloman. The latter had been appointed in 854 at the head of the Eastland 
by Louis the German, who soon after that was confronted with his son’s rebel-
lion. Meanwhile, Pribina’s son, Kocel, succeeded his father in the position of 
“count of the Slavs,” as he celebrated Christmas of 865 in Mosapurc together 
with the archbishop of Salzburg, Adalwin. Constantine and Methodius visited 
him there in 867, on their way to Rome (see chapter 11). Kocel disappears from 
the radar of the written sources in the mid-870s, in the circumstances sur-
rounding the rise to power of Carloman’s illegitimate son, Arnulf of Carinthia 
(King of East Francia, 887–889). Arnulf ’s powerbase was in Carantania, but he 
ruled over Kocel’s lands as well. By the late 870s, Mosapurc has definitely be-
come one of his residences. Arnulf issued charters from the “swamp fortress” 
in 888, 889 and in the 890s. One of those charters describes Mosapurc as “royal  
town.”29 Arnulf ’s palace has been recently discovered to the northwest from 

29   Szőke, “Mosaburg/Zalavár,” p. 265.

figure 7.2 Zalavár-Vársziget (Castle Island), aerial view with the foundations of the so-called 
basilica of St. Hadrian (855) in the middle of the Historical Memorial Park  
featuring the Kis-Balaton House and the Millenium Memorial Building designed 
by the Hungarian architect Imre Makovecz (2009)
Photo by Tibor Bóka
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the church of Virgin Mary. The presence of Arnulf in Pannonia was most likely 
caused by his war with Svatopluk of Moravia, and the devastation it had caused 
between 882 and 884. Arnulf attacked Moravia in 892 together with his Magyar 
allies, but only two years later the Magyars raided Pannonia. After Arnulf ’s 
death, Mosapurc was under the authority of duke Brazlav, who is known for 
building the last stone-and-timber ramparts, no doubt fearing further Magyar 
depredations.30

Archaeological excavations have focused not only on Mosapurc, but also on 
its hinterland. Several sites have been identified that were located on islands 
and on the banks of the river Zala, less than a mile from each other. The largest 
among them was Balatonmagyaród-Hidvégpuszta, which produced 20 sunken-
floored buildings, 5 clay ovens, and several silos, the latter somewhat isolated 
from the houses, on the northwestern edge of the settlement.31 A Carolingian 
manor has also been found at Zalaszabar, complete with a cemetery in which 
the “commoners” toiling for Pribina or his son were buried.32 In several con-
temporaneous cemeteries of the same region, male skeletons with marks of le-
thal wounds have been interpreted as members of the military retinue if found 
in association with one or two weapons (spear heads, axes, or swords), as in 
Garabonc.33

2 Liudewit

In the region south of the Drava River, the situation was not much different.34  
By the time the first Frankish troops attacked the Avar qaganate from the 
south, there were already Slavic leaders acting independently against the 
Avars, such as Voinimir, who participated in the campaign of 796.35 The iso-
lated warrior burials found in Medvedička (Croatia), on the right bank of the 
river Drava, and in Csánig, in western Hungary, may also be linked to the events 
leading to the collapse of the Avar qaganate. In both cases, the male skeletons 
were associated with long, Carolingian swords indicating the high status of 

30   Szőke, “Mosaburg/Zalavár,” pp. 265–66.
31   Vándor, “Die Siedlungen,” pp. 273–74. For churches in the hinterland of Zalavár, see Szőke, 

“Mosaburg/Zalavár und Pannonien,” pp. 31–35.
32   Müller, “Karoling udvarház.”
33   Szőke, “Karolingerzeitliche Gräberfelder,” p. 158.
34   Following Charlemagne’s wars with the Avars, the Drava river was set up as the 

boundary between the missionary territories of Salzburg and Aquileia (Dopsch, “Zur 
Missionstätigkeit”).

35   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 796, p. 98; Bowlus, Franks, p. 55.
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the deceased, perhaps members of the local elites in the service of Eric, the 
Frankish margrave of Friuli, who had led the campaign of 796.36 In fact, the 
entire territory between Friaul in the west and the confluence of the Drava 
and the Danube rivers to the east was initially under Eric’s authority. How far 
south from the Drava river that authority may have extended is not known, but 
envoys of a number of independent chieftains in that area suddenly appeared 
in 818 at the court of Louis the Pious in Herstal. One of those chieftains was 
Borna, the “duke of Dalmatia and Liburnia,” who ruled over the Guduscani, a 
tribe on the southwestern border of the formerly Avar qaganate in what is now 
the Gačka region of Croatia between the upper Kupa river and the Dalmatian 
coast.37 Another Slavic duke named Liudewit, whom the Frankish annals call 
a “schemer and an agitator,” ruled over the lands along the Sava river from his 
stronghold in Sisak. He seems to have been a Frankish client not much differ-
ent from Pribina, and his fortress in Sisak was just as strong as Mosapurc.38 In 
Herstal, Liudewit accused Cadolah, Eric’s successor as margrave of Friuli, of 
“brutality and arrogance,” but charges against him were laid by Borna. As a 
consequence, Emperor Louis decided against Liudewit, who had no choice but 
to rise in rebellion against the Franks in 819 and to attack Borna, his neighbor. 
The rebellion seems to have attracted a lot of support from the neighboring 
regions, particularly from Carniola (present-day Slovenia), from Carantania, 
and the neighboring tribe of the Timociani (see chapter 6). Two interventions 
by Frankish armies from Italy and Bavaria had no effect on the rebellion, as 
Liudewit managed to defeat Borna forcing him to withdraw into one of his 
strongholds on the Dalmatian coast. Liudewit’s success prompted Patriarch 
Fortunatus of Grado to send him assistance in the form of craftsmen and 
builders, no doubt to be employed in the fortification of old strongholds or the 
building of new ones.39

In 820, Louis the Pious dispatched three armies from Italy and Bavaria, “in 
order to lay waste Liudewit’s territory and curb his pretensions.”40 Liudewit 
withdrew to Sisak, and only new attacks in 821 and 822, respectively, finally 
dislodged him from his stronghold. He fled to the Serbs, “a people that is said 

36   Tomičić, “Archeologia,” pp. 142–43.
37   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 818, p. 149. For Borna and his position of power, see Alimov, 

“Borna dux Guduscanorum,” Alimov, “Politiia Borny,” and Filipec, “Guduscani.”
38   Wolfram, “Liudewit,” who notes, however, that unlike Pribina, Liudewit was under the 

tutelage of the margrave of Friuli.
39   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 821, p. 155.
40   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 820, p. 152; Bowlus, Franks, pp. 63–69. Meanwhile, the new 

margrave of Friuli, Balderich crushed on the Drava Liudewit’s Carantanian and Carniolan 
allies.
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to hold a large part of Dalmatia,” but was later murdered under unknown cir-
cumstances by Borna’s uncle.41 In the following years, Carantania was fully in-
tegrated into the duchy of Bavaria, with Frankish counts replacing the native 
princes under the reign of Louis the German. Along the Lower Sava, however, 
Frankish control was still exercised through Slavic clients. When Pribina re-
turned from Bulgaria, he stayed for a while in southern Pannonia with a local 
chieftain named Ratimir, no doubt a successor of Liudewit who had Frankish 
approval and support. Ratpot, the prefect of the Eastland, must have therefore 
seen Ratimir as a traitor when attacking him as punishment for offering asy-
lum to his old enemy, Pribina. The latter crossed the Sava River and entered 
Carniola, where he was offered protection by the local count, Salacho.

Next to nothing is known about developments in the region before the duke 
Brazlav appears in the sources in the circumstances surrounding the rise of 
Arnulf of Carinthia. Carniola was part of the Bavarian Eastland since 838, and 
in the late 9th century was ruled by Count Ratold from the Ebersberger family. 
Brestanica on the Sava River (between present-day Zagreb and Ljubljana) was 
the seat of one of the first estates organized in the newly pacified territory.42 
The presence of the Bavarian or Frankish aristocracy in Slovenia is betrayed 
archaeologically by recent finds of horse gear, particularly strap dividers and 
spurs, on several high-altitude sites in the Eastern Alps. Those sites have been 
abandoned shortly after 600 and were now reoccupied perhaps in an attempt 
to create new centers of power.43

3 Istria

An equally drastic transformation of both the administrative and social struc-
tures is visible farther to the south and southeast, in the Istrian Peninsula and 
the northern coast of the Adriatic Sea. Occupied by Roman troops during the 
Gothic wars in Italy at some point between 535 and 544, the peninsula re-
mained under direct Roman (early Byzantine) control until the Lombard take-
over in the mid-8th century. Under the authority of the exarch of Ravenna, 
Istria was in the late 7th century a separate administrative unit, with its own 
troops under the command of a local general called magister militum. Much 

41   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 822 and 823, pp. 158 and 161. This is the first mention of the 
Serbs in the written sources (Živković, “The origin”).

42   Štih et al., Slowenische Geschichte, p. 55.
43   Knific, “Zgodnosrednjeveški pozlačeni predmeti”; Karo, “Oprema jahača”; Karo and 

Knific, “Cross-shaped strap dividers.”
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like in contemporaneous Italy, a line of small forts stretching across the north-
ern half of the peninsula was designed to control all approaches from the 
Lombard and Avar-held territory to the north. The Istrian troops must have 
been relatively numerous, given that some of them participated in crushing 
the usurpation of imperial power in the aftermath of Emperor Constans II’s 
assassination in Syracuse (669). Those troops were stationed in the forts of the 
northern frontier of the province, as indicated by a number of cemeteries ex-
tending from the 6th to the 8th century. Many of them produced stone-lined 
graves of men buried with weapons—short swords, axes, or arrowheads. But 
there were also female and child burials in those cemeteries, which suggests a 
permanent occupation of the forts by soldiers who lived there together with 
their families. In Mejica, for example, the excavated 260 burials, many of them 
dated to the 7th century, point to the existence of some 60 individuals per 
generation. As many as 6 families with accompanying clients may therefore 
have occupied the nearby fort at any one time during the 7th century.44 Several 
churches were built in the countryside of Byzantine Istria, a province which 
had by 700 no less than three episcopal centers (Tergeste/Triest, Parentium/
Poreč, and Pola/Pula).

An early 9th-century source known as the placitum of Rižana describes the 
local Byzantine administration in existence before the Frankish take-over as 
consisting of consuls, tribunes, domestici, vicari, and lociservatores.45 Istria 
had been under Frankish rule for a few years when the assembly at Rižana 
took place, but it remains unclear whether Charlemagne occupied Istria at the 
same time as Bavaria (788) or later. In the letter to his wife Fastrada, which 
he wrote from the Avar campaign, Charlemagne mentions an attack on his 
enemies by the duke of Istria, clearly a Frankish official.46 Moreover, the as-
sembly at Rižana was summoned because of the conflict that had erupted at 
some point before 804 between John, the (new) duke of Istria, the local church 
(represented by the three Istrian bishops), and the local elites in cities and 
forts. The protocol of the assembly, which was led by three delegates on be-
half of Charlemagne and of his son Pippin, the king of Italy, shows that the 
Frankish take-over had caused much disruption. The Istrians were particularly 
upset that the duke had recruited soldiers from the province with complete 
disregard to their social and legal status, perhaps an indication of general con-
scription in the context of the war against the Avars. A hint that the oppression 

44   Torcellan, Le tre necropoli, p. 57.
45   Petranović and Margetić, “Il Placito”; Margetić, “L’Istria bizantina”; Levak, “Primates po-

puli”; Bileta, “At the crossroads.”
46   Charlemagne, ep. 20, in Dümmler, Epistolae, p. 528.
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about which they were complaining had to do with war is the fact that John is 
accused of confiscating horses, which he gave to his own soldiers (presumably 
Franks) or sent to Francia. He also replaced the tribunes with Frankish cent-
archs, who seem to have been of lower social rank than the military command-
ers of the old Istrian administration. Moreover, the duke was accused of having 
brought Slavic settlers—perhaps from the Frankish borderlands farther to the 
north and northeast—and settled them on the municipal (communal) land.47

Less than two years after the placitum of Rižana, Paul, the Byzantine duke of 
Zadar, and Donatus, the bishop of that same city, came to Charlemagne’s court 
in Diedenhofen, in the company of the dukes of Venice, Willeri and Beatus.48 
They brought rich gifts in the name of all “Dalmatians,” most likely the aristoc-
racy of the cities on the Dalmatian coast controlled by the Byzantines. While 
the Istrians had been upset by the changes introduced by the Frankish duke, 
the Dalmatians were willing to switch sides. The reaction from Constantinople 
was swift. In 806, a fleet under the command of the patrikios Niketas re- 
established order in Dalmatia. According to the Frankish annals, Niketas 
stopped in Venice and made peace with Pippin. The Byzantine fleet returned 
to the region in 809, when it put ashore first in Dalmatia, then in Venice. 
Skirmishes with Pippin’s troops prepared the Franks for an assault on Venice 
in 810, after Pippin’s fleet devastated Dalmatia. But the Frankish ships with-
drew quickly when the Byzantine fleet approached, and by 810, both sides 
were ready to negotiate a peace. Charlemagne received the Byzantine envoys 
in that year, and in turn sent his own to Constantinople to ratify the peace, but 
also to return to the Byzantines one of the two dukes of Venice, Willeri, who 
had been accused of treason.49 The Byzantine envoys then met Charlemagne 
in Aachen in 812, where they received the document of the treaty, which is 
known to historians as the Peace of Aachen.50 The Franks kept Istria, Liburnia 
(the continental part of modern Croatia), and Dalmatia, while the Byzantines 
maintained control of the coastal cities. The frontier between the two zones 
of influence established by the Peace of Aachen was still disputed in the 820s, 
but a period of relative peace was indeed established in the region between ca. 
850 and ca. 865.

47   Štih, The Middle Ages, pp. 217–25; Levak, Slaveni. The appearance of the Slavs in Istria ca. 
800 has been linked to a group of burials, such as discovered in the cemetery at Predloka 
(near Koper, Slovenia). Analogies for those burials are in 8th-century northern Slovenia 
and Carinthia, which suggests a migration from the neighboring territories, primarily 
from Carantania (Boltin-Tome, “Skeletno grobišče”).

48   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 806, p. 120.
49   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 810–811, pp. 132–33; Osborne, “Politics,” p. 378.
50   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 812, p. 136.
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chapter 8

Great Moravia

Several Late Avar cemeteries dated to the last quarter of the 8th century are 
known from the lands north of the middle course of the river Danube, in what 
is today southern Slovakia and the valley of the Lower Morava (Fig. 8.1).1 By 
contrast, only two cemeteries have so far been found in Moravia (the eastern 
part of the present-day Czech Republic), along the middle and upper course 
of the Morava and along its tributary, the Dyje. In both Dolní Dunajovice and 
Hevlín, the latest graves may be dated by means of strap ends and belt mounts 
with human figures to the very end of the Late Avar period. Furthermore, Late 
Avar belt mounts have also been found in two graves of the cemetery exca-
vated in Staré Město “Na Valách,” which most likely post-dates the collapse of 
the Avar qaganate in the early 9th century.2 In other words, little evidence ex-
ists of the presence in Moravia during the last decades of the Avar qaganate of 
an elite group of warriors directly comparable to that which buried its dead 
farther to the southeast, in southern Slovakia. No direct continuity may be es-
tablished between the Avar-age cemeteries and the earliest 9th-century burial 
assemblages in the region. Cast belt mounts or strap ends most typical for the 
Late Avar age have also been found on several settlement sites in Moravia and 
Slovakia, the fortification of which has been dated (and, in some cases, con-
firmed dendrochronologically—see below) to the 9th century. For example, 72 
belt mounts and 49 horse gear mounts that may be dated to the Late Avar age 
are known from Mikulčice-Valy. However, because many are either miscasts 
or broken artifacts, they have been regarded not as genuine belt fittings in the 
“Avar tradition,” but as bullion employed as raw material by 9th-century crafts-
men working for the production of new dress accessories.3

The archaeological evidence pertaining to burial assemblages dated to 
the early 9th century is completely different. Shortly before or after 800, all 
traces of cremation—with or without barrows—disappear from the valley of 
the Morava river and southwestern Slovakia, two regions in which cremation 

1   Many cemeteries include horseman burials and several assemblages with weapons. See 
Zábojník, “Zur Problematik der Reitergräber”; Zábojník, “Zum Vorkommen”; Zábojník, “Saxe.”

2   Klanica, Předvelkomoravské pohřebiště; Galuška, “Staré Město,” p. 249.
3   Poláček, “Mikulčice”; Zábojník, “Zum Vorkommen von Gegenständen,” pp. 208 and 210.
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had been the preferred burial rite during the previous centuries.4 This dra-
matic cultural change has often been interpreted as a direct influence of both 
Avar and Frankish burial rites, but it coincides in time with the adoption of 
Christianity by local elites. In spite of conversion, however, the representa-
tion of status through furnished burial continued well into the 9th century. 
Unlike Avar-age sites in Hungary and the surrounding regions, many men were 
buried in 9th-century Moravia together with their spurs, in addition to such 

4   Zoll-Adamikowa, “Slawisch-awarische Grenzzone”; Fusek, “Der Bestattungsritus”; Hanuliak, 
“K problematike.” For Moravia, see Dohnal, “Slovanské žárove mohyly”; Kavánová, “Slavianskie 
kurgannye mogil’niki”; Macháček, “Das Brandgräberfeld.” For the latest evidence of crema-
tion in Staré Město, see Galuška, “Staré Město,” p. 249.

figure 8.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Bíňa; 2—Bojná; 3—Brankovice;  
4—Bratislava; 5—Devín; 6—Dolní Dunajovice; 7—Dolní Věstonice; 8—Hevlín; 
9—Mikulčice; 10—Modrá; 11—Nitra; 12—Olomučany; 13—Pobedim;  
14—Pohansko; 15—Sady; 16—Staré Město; 17—Staré Zámky; 18—Uherské 
Hradiště
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weapons as battle axes, “winged” lance heads, or swords with high-quality steel 
blades of Frankish production. Such weapons seem to have been accessible 
to local elites despite Charlemagne’s specific prohibition of arms trade with 
the Slavs and the Avars through the capitulary of Thionville (805).5 Warrior 
graves with spurs have been found in large numbers in the region north of the 
Danube river, especially in Moravia.6 The presence of swords and spurs sug-
gests a major change in combat tactics from the Avar mounted archers and 
lancers to the heavy cavalry most typical for the 9th-century Frankish armies. 
Such a change is often linked to the rise of the first strongholds in Moravia 
and southwestern Slovakia, the earliest date of which was commonly placed 
between the late 8th and the early 9th century.7 However, most dendro-dates 
so far obtained from strongholds in Moravia (Mikulčice and Pohansko) and 
Slovakia (Pobedim and Bojná) suggest that those large fortifications were built 
only at the end of the 9th century, and remained in use for a relatively short 
period of time, perhaps no more than 25–30 years.8 In most cases, before the 
impressive earthen ramparts for which the Moravian strongholds are known, 
there were palisades, an early use of which can be postulated on the basis of 
the radiocarbon dates obtained from samples in Nitra.9 The existence of pali-
sades tentatively dated shortly before or after 800 has also been documented 
archaeologically in Mikučice, Uherské Hradiště, and Staré Zámky.10

1 Moravians

But who were those who built those early fortifications and buried their dead 
together with spurs, lance heads, and swords of Frankish origin or inspiration? 
The Moravians (Marvani) first appear at the imperial court in Frankfurt in 822, 
alongside envoys from the Bohemians, as well as other “eastern Slavs” such as 
the Obodrites, the Sorbs, the Wilzi, and the Praedenecenti.11 It has long been 
established that the ethnic name derives from that of the river Morava, but a 

5    Vignatiová, “Karolínské meče”; Košta and Hošek, “Meč”; Ungerman, “Schwertgurte.” For 
“winged” lance heads and spurs, see Kouřil, “Frühmittelalterliche Kriegergräber.”

6    Kouřil, “Frühmittelalterliche Kriegergräber.” For southwestern Slovakia, see Rejcholcová, 
“Pogrebeniia.”

7    This is still the orthodoxy: Kouřil, “Velká Morava,” p. 104.
8    Henning and Ruttkay, “Frühmittelalterliche Burgwälle,” p. 282; Macháček et al., 

“Dendrochronologische Datierung”; Henning et al., “Bojná.”
9    Henning and Ruttkay, “Frühmittelalterliche Burgwälle,” p. 270.
10   Galuška, Great Moravia, p. 30. In general, see Procházka, Vývoj.
11   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 822, p. 159. It is important to note that while the Moravians 

appear for the first time in the Royal Frankish Annals sub anno 822, that was also the last 
mention of the Avars “residing in Pannonia.”
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later source (the Old Church Slavonic Life of Constantine, most likely written  
in the late 9th century) mentions that the Moravians were a social group.12 In 
other words, the Moravians were the aristocracy of the Slavs living beyond 
the Danube, who had previously distinguished themselves in war against 
the Avars.13 In the somewhat contemporaneous Bavarian Geographer, the 
Moravians appear twice, once as Marharii, and then as Merehanii, in both cases 
north of the river Danube.14 Although other sources placed Moravians north 
of the river Danube as well, the location of early medieval Moravia has been 
an object of some scholarly dispute, following Imre Boba’s claims that East 
Frankish sources clearly pointed to a southern location along the river Morava 
in present-day Serbia.15 However, both the historical and the archaeological 
evidence is incontrovertible: Moravia was north, not south of the (Middle) 
Danube river.16 This is substantiated by a close examination of the history of 
the early mission to Moravia. Beginning at some point in the 820s, Bavarian 
missionaries from Passau and Salzburg operated in Moravia. In fact, Moravia 
became an object of dispute between Archbishop Adalram of Salzburg and 
Bishop Reginar of Passau (818–838) over the borders of their respective  
dioceses.17 Louis the German settled the dispute by ruling that the dio-
cese of Passau extended as far east as the Rába river, thus placing Moravia 
under Passau’s jurisdiction. The 13th-century Note on the Bishops of Passau 
even claims that it was Reginar himself who baptized the Moravians in 831.18 
According to a late interpolation in the text of the Conversion of the Bavarians 
and Carantanians, Archbishop Adalram of Salzburg consecrated a church in 

12   Life of Constantine 14, in Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 65.
13   By contrast, Měřínský, “Großmähren,” p. 27 believes that some Moravians may have been 

warriors from Pannonia, who appear to have found shelter in the lands along the Morava 
and Dyje rivers in the aftermath of the Frankish defeat of the Avars. For a nuanced ap-
proach to the Moravian ethnogenesis, see Lysý, Moravania, pp. 71–82. For the name, see 
Krajčovič, “Sprachwissenschafliche Probleme”; Lysý, “‘Omnes Marahoni’.”

14   Descriptio civitatum, pp. 2–3 and 4–10.
15   Boba, Moravia’s History; Bowlus, “Imre Boba’s reconsiderations”; Eggers, Das “Groß

mährische Reich”; Katona-Kiss, “Μεγάλη Μοραβία.” For an excellent survey of the historio-
graphy of Great Moravia, see Albrecht, Geschichte.

16   Most Frankish expeditions against Moravia operated in a pincer movement, with one 
army attacking from the Eastern March (the lands south of the river Danube), and an-
other from Bohemia. For a rebuttal of Boba’s thesis, see Wolfram, “Historické pramene”; 
Macháček, “Disputes.” For Boba’s nationalist bias, see Curta, “The history.”

17   Dopsch, “Passau”; Dopsch, “Das Erzbistum”; Boshof, “Das ostfränkische Reich”; Dopsch, 
“Salzburg.”

18   Notae de episcopis Pataviensibus, p. 623; Engelberger, Albert Behaim, p. 504; Válka, Dějiny 
Moravy, p. 26.
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117Great Moravia

Nitra, at that time under the rule of a prince named Pribina.19 In Moravia prop-
er, the earliest churches have been found in Sady and Modrá. Because a male 
burial found inside the latter produced two iron spurs and a belt mount of Late 
Avar age, the building may be dated to the first decades of the 9th century.20

At that time, power in the territory along the Dyje and Svratka rivers was 
in the hands of a ruler named Mojmir (ca. 830 to 846), who attacked Pribina 
in Nitra at some point between 833 and 836.21 As a mission from Salzburg was 
most likely already operating in Moravia, Mojmir may have well been Christian 
by the time of his attack on Pribina. He does not seem to have been alone in 
his decision to convert to Christianity, as it is precisely at this time that the 
earliest churches of Moravia may be dated. Some of them may have been 
churches built next to the “manors” of powerful lords, such as the first church 
discovered in Pohansko near Břeclav (Fig. 8.2).22 The owners and members of 
their families were even buried inside those churches.23 On the other hand, 
Pribina was most definitely not Christian at the time of Mojmir’s attack, for 
he is known to have been later baptized in Traismauer. Whether or not reli-
gion had anything to do with the attack on his neighbor, Mojmir may have 
perceived Pribina as an agent of Frankish power in the region.24 At any rate, 
Pribina fled to the Frankish Eastern March and his principality was most likely 
annexed to Mojmir’s domain. From this moment until the end of its existence, 
Moravia appears to have been ruled by one dynasty, members of which were 
all relatives of Mojmir, who are mentioned in the sources as duces or (only 
exceptionally) reges. The state had two cores, one in southern Moravia (the 
region between the Dyje and the Svratka rivers) and the other in southwestern 
Slovakia, around Nitra, with the latter commonly governed by lesser members 
of the dynasty. The exclusive and never disputed role of the dynasty seems to 

19   Conversion of the Bavarians and the Carantanians, p. 122. Several scholars have taken the 
passage at face value and even dated the event to 827 or 828, see Ivanič, “Pribinov kostol.” 
However this is no more than a marginal note inserted into the text at a much later date, 
perhaps as late as the 12th century (Bowlus, “Nitra,” p. 319).

20   Hrubý et al., “Kostel a pohřebiště”; Galuška, “Staré Město,” p. 252. See also Poláček, 
“Altmährische Kirchen”; Polaček, “Great Moravian religious architecture”; Poláček, “Great 
Moravian sacral architecture.”

21   Conversio Bagoariorum 10, p. 120. Pribina fled to the Bavarian Eastland and found shelter 
with Ratbod, who promptly sent him to Louis the German. For Pribina, see Štih, “Priwina”; 
Klika, “Pannonia,” pp. 58–59.

22   Válka, Dějiny Moravy, p. 26. For Pohansko, see Dostál et al., “Die Kirche”; Macháček et al. 
“Velkomoravská rotunda.”

23   Schulze-Dörrlamm, “Bestattungen.”
24   Polek, Państwo wielkomorawskie, p. 34; Brather, Archäologie, p. 68.
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have been based on its sacred legitimization resulting from the conversion to 
Christianity.25

Next to nothing is known about the remainder of Mojmir’s reign, but in 846, 
Louis the German organized a double invasion of Moravia, with an army cross-
ing the Danube from Upper Pannonia, while another came from Bohemia. It 
has been rightly noted that in connection with the preparations for this expe-
dition, and in order to secure their cooperation, Louis had fourteen Bohemian 
chieftains baptized on January 13, 845.26 Louis led in person the army cross-
ing from Bohemia. Mojmir was defeated and may have died in the battle, for 
he disappears from the radar of the written sources. His nephew Rastislav re-
placed him after probably spending some time as a hostage at Louis’s court.27 

25   Třeštík, “Von Svatopluk zu Bolesław Chrobry,” pp. 118–19; Štefan, “Great Moravia,” p. 334.
26   Třeštík, “The baptism”; Mai, “Bemerkungen”; Charvát, “Dona ferentes”; Goldberg, Struggle, 

p. 139; Matla, “Chrystianizacja.”
27   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 846, p. 36; Goldberg, Struggle, p. 140. For Rastislav, see Lübke, “From 

the perspective.”

figure 8.2 Pohansko, aerial view from the north of the 9th-century stronghold, with the 
Liechtenstein hunting lodge built between 1805 and 1811 over the southern  
rampart. The foundations of the “manor” and the adjacent church are visible on 
the northeastern side of the stronghold.
Photo by Martin Gojda. Courtesy of the Institute of Archaeology 
of the Czech Academy of Sciences
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Rastislav may have appeared initially as an agent of Frankish power, but only 
six years later (852), Louis banned a certain Albgis accused of having ab-
ducted the wife of one of his subjects. Albgis is said to have taken the woman 
“across the farthest borders of the kingdom into the still rude Christian land 
of the Moravians.”28 Besides being a solid proof that by the mid-ninth century, 
Moravia was regarded as a Christian(ized), albeit rude country, this decree of 
the synod of Mainz seems to suggest that Frankish outlaws could find shelter 
there, an indirect indication that by then Rastislav had become independent 
and had turned into an enemy of Louis. A few years later, a Czech ruler named 
Sclavitag also fled to Moravia, after being defeated by the Franks.29 Rastislav’s 
hostile policies may thus explain why Louis attacked Moravia again in 855. 
This time he failed in front of “Rastislav’s indescribable fortress, unlike all the 
much older ones.”30 While retreating, the Franks ravaged the countryside in 
the hinterland of that fortress, and even managed to defeat a Moravian force 
that attacked the king’s camp. However, Rastislav was hard on Louis’s heels and 
pillaged many Frankish estates on the opposite bank of the Danube.31 Another 
Frankish army returned to Moravia in 858 under the command of Carloman, 
Louis’s son recently appointed prefect of the Bavarian marches, but three years 
later, Louis signed a treaty with Rastislav.32 He may have done so in order to 
block the alliance between Rastislav and his son Carloman who had rebelled 
against his father in 857. By 862, the rebellion had gained momentum, and 
Carloman’s alliance with Rastislav had been strengthened by the latter’s oc-
cupation of Lower Pannonia, from which Pribina was once again expelled.33

Rastislav’s involvement in the conflict between Louis the German and his 
son encouraged him to seek even more independence. The bishop of Passau, 

28   Decrees of the Synod of Mainz (October 3, 852) XI, in Hartmann, Die Konzilien, pp. 248–249.
29   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 857, p. 47; Annals of Salzburg, s.a. 857, p. 744.
30   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 855, pp. 45–46; Annals of Xanten, s.a. 872, p. 31. Most authors believe 

that the ineffabilis Rastizi munitio mentioned in this passage was the large stronghold at 
Mikulčice (Poulík, “Zur Frage”; Baláž, “K lokalizácii”).

31   Goldberg, Struggle, pp. 245–246. See also Goldberg, “Ludwig der Deutsche.”
32   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 858, p. 49; Annals of St. Bertin, s.a. 861, p. 55. Despite being the prefect 

of the Eastern March, Carloman’s seat of power was not in Upper Pannonia (at Tulln), 
but in Carantania (Goldberg, Struggle, p. 247). Pribina, whose death is mentioned in the 
Conversio Bagoariorum 13, p. 132, may have been killed in battle against the Moravians a 
few years after the 858 expedition.

33   Annals of Salzburg, s.a. 858, p. 744; Annals of St. Bertin, s.a. 862, p. 61. For the Moravian 
occupation of Lower Pannonia, see Goldberg, Struggle, p. 266. Pribina had ruled in 
the region for more than 20 years, having established his seat of power at Mosapurc  
(present-day Zalavár). See Bogyay, “Mosapurc und Zalavár”; Sós, “Mosaburg-Zalavár”; Sós, 
“Zalavár-Mosaburg”; Szőke, “The Carolingian civitas”; Szőke, “Mosaburg/Zalavár a karol-
ing korban”; Szőke, “Mosaburg/Zalavár und Pannonien”; Szőke, “Mosaburg/Zalavár.”
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Hartwig, had suffered a stroke that had left him paralyzed, unable to speak 
and to provide the leadership needed in those new political circumstances. 
Scholars long believed that Rastislav had initially asked the papacy for a sepa-
rate bishop of Moravia, who would be independent from any East Frankish ec-
clesiastical control.34 The pope, however, supposedly denied his request. The 
source of such beliefs is the interpretation of a passage in the Life of Methodius, 
for which, however, there is no confirmation in contemporaneous sources.35 
What seems to be beyond dispute, however, is that Rastislav turned instead to 
Constantinople.36 A Moravian embassy to Constantinople in 862 requested a 
bishop, but also a vernacular language of preaching and teaching.37 Emperor 
Michael III responded by sending the brothers Constantine and Methodius 
from Thessalonica. Although none of them was a bishop, they had apparently 
already started to devise a special script (the Glagolitic alphabet) to render 
the sounds of the language (now known as Old Church Slavonic) into which 
they translated several liturgical texts, including the Gospels, the Acts of the 
Apostles, and the Psalms.38 In addition, once in Moravia (to which they ar-
rived following an otherwise unknown route), Constantine and Methodius 
obliged Rastislav by compiling for him a law code known as the Court Law for 
the People on the basis of the Byzantine Ecloga.39

34   This point of view is still reproduced in the recent literature (Hetényi, “K platforme,”  
p. 79).

35   Betti, The Making, pp. 54–58 notes that Pope Nicholas I, who was backing Louis the 
German, expressed indifference towards the development of Christianity among Moravians.

36   Vavřínek, “Der Brief”; Vavřínek, “Christianity.”
37   Life of Constantine 14, in Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 65.
38   For Constantine and Methodius, see Tachiaos, Cyril and Methodius; Vavřínek, Cyril a 

Metodĕj; Tarnanidis, “The choice”. Theirs was not actually a mission, since Christianity 
has already been introduced to Rastislav and his subjects. Following Ivanov, “Pearls 
Before Swine” (but see also Ivanov, “Cyril and Methodius” and Ivanov, “With the emperor’s 
help”), there has been some debate recently as to what Emperor Michael’s intentions 
may have been, and whether or not the mission of Constantine and Methodius was of-
ficially sanctioned by the imperial government. See Delekari, “He apostole”; Garzaniti, 
“The Constantinopolitan project”; Vavřínek, “Cyril and Methodius.” For the Glagolitic al-
phabet, see Ivanova, “Glagolica”; Tarnanidis, “To slabiko alphabet”; Vavřínek, “K voprosu”; 
Fuchsbauer, “The significance.” According to Life of Constantine 14, in Kantor, Medieval 
Slavic Lives, p. 67, the Slavic script project had been underway at least since the reign 
of Michael’s grandfather, Michael II. For the translation of the liturgical texts into Old 
Church Slavonic, see Vereshchagin, “Perevodcheskaia tekhnika”; Karachorova, “Kăm 
văprosa”; Avenarius, “Das liturgische Werk”; Katsaros, “The translation ‘laboratory’”; Pilát, 
“The Cyrillo-Methodian translation”; Spasova, “Istoricheski i kvaziistoricheski podkhod.”

39   Court Law for the People; Vasil, “Účinkovanie”; Maksimovich, “Drevneishii pamiatnik”; 
Jovanović, “Zakon sudnij ljudem”; Havliková, “On the dissemination”; Biliarski, “The first 
article.”
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121Great Moravia

The Thessalonican brothers encountered a serious opposition from the 
Bavarian churchmen who resented the influence of the newcomers and their 
use of a new liturgy in Old Church Slavonic, a language they did not know but 
which was apparently understood by Rastislav’s subjects.40 Meanwhile, and in 
response to Rastislav’s alliance with Carloman, Louis campaigned again against 
Moravia. The expedition that crossed the Danube in 864 took Rastislav by sur-
prise. Louis besieged Rastislav in a fortress named Dowina (most likely Devín, 
near Bratislava), where the Moravian ruler Rastislav surrendered, turned over 
numerous hostages, and swore a new oath of allegiance to Louis.41 He must 
have given up Lower Pannonia as well, for Louis installed Pribina’s son Kocel 
as a Frankish count in Mosapurc.42 Soon after Louis withdrew, Rastislav turned 
against him once again. Louis and Carloman attacked Moravia in 869, but the 
army to be led by the king was eventually put under the command of his other 
son, Charles III. Carloman and Charles routed Rastislav’s army, plundered the 
Moravian countryside, and burned to the ground a few small fortifications, but 
were unable to take Rastislav’s seat of power.43

2 Svatopluk’s Age

By the time of the 869 expedition, Rastislav appears to have shared power with 
his nephew Svatopluk, who had his own autonomous domain within Moravia.44 
Svatopluk ruled from “Rastislav’s old city,” perhaps Staré Město.45 Svatopluk en-
tered in secret negotiations with Carloman, to whom he promised allegiance, 
in exchange for his support against Rastislav. When the latter tried to assassi-
nate his nephew, he was himself caught and promptly delivered to Carloman, 

40   Tarnanidis, “Latin opposition.”
41   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 864, p. 62. For Devín, see Plachá and Hlavicová, “Devín”; Štefanovičová, 

“Bratislava and Devín.”
42   Annals of Salzburg, s.a. 874, p. 742; Goldberg, Struggle, p. 274. Perhaps in response to 

Constantine and Methodius’ activity in Moravia, Archbishop Adalwin of Salzburg trav-
eled to Mosapurc to reassert the jurisdiction of his see over Lower Pannonia. He conse-
crated numerous churches in the region and installed priests loyal to Salzburg in each one 
of them (Conversio Bagoariorum 13, pp. 130–34). By the end of 865, Adalwin appears to 
have consecrated no less than 30 churches in Mosapurc and the surrounding region. See 
Sós, “Neuere archäologische Angaben”; Dopsch, “Zwischen Salzburg, Byzanz und Rom”; 
Szőke, “Eine Kirchenfamilie.”

43   Annals of Xanten, s.a. 870, p. 28.
44   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 869–870, pp. 69, 70, and 73–74. For Svatopluk, see Havlík, Svatopluk 

Veliký; Marsina, “Svätopluk.”
45   Chropovský, “K problematike”; Goldberg, Struggle, p. 284 with n. 83.
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who in turn sent him to Louis the German. Meanwhile, Carloman proceeded 
to an outright annexation of Moravia, apparently ignoring Svatopluk’s political 
interests. Although the latter was left within his own domain, Carloman placed 
Moravia under the control of two counts, Wilhelm II and Engilschalk, the sons 
of Count William I of Traungau.46 At the imperial assembly in Regensburg, 
Louis the German, in a show of political determination meant to impress his 
subjects, had Rastislav condemned to death for treason, but he “mercifully” 
commuted his sentence to blinding and imprisonment in a monastery.47 The 
same assembly served as a show trial for Methodius, who had been captured 
during Carloman’s annexation of Moravia. Methodius had recently returned 
from Rome as bishop of Pannonia appointed by Pope Hadrian II, a posi-
tion which directly challenged the authority that the archbishop of Salzburg 
claimed to have over both Lower Pannonia and Moravia (see chapter 11).48 
During the trial, the new bishop of Passau, Ermenrich, is said to have threat-
ened Methodius with a horsewhip. The bishop was found guilty of usurping 
ecclesiastical authority within the jurisdiction of the Bavarian Church, and 
condemned to imprisonment in a monastery (most likely in the Reichenau 
Abbey, on an island in Lake Constance), where he remained for the following 
three years.49

Meanwhile, Carloman ordered the arrest of Svatopluk, whom he believed 
to have joined the rebellion of Louis the Younger and Charles III. In Moravia, 
thinking that Svatopluk was by now dead, a surviving member of the dynasty 
named Sclagamar was elected ruler, despite being a priest. Under his leader-
ship, the Moravians attacked the two counts, Wilhelm II and Engilschalk, but 
were defeated by Carloman’s men. In order to pacify the region, Carloman 
now decided to release Svatopluk and to send him at the head of a large 
Bavarian army against Sclagamar. Svatopluk was able to capture Sclagamar’s 
fortress—“the ancient city of Rastislav”—but once inside it, he immediately 
renounced his allegiance to Carloman, rallied a Moravian force, and took the 
Bavarian army by surprise. In the ensuing battle, the two counts, Wilhelm II  

46   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 871, p. 73.
47   Annals of St. Bertin, s.a. 870, p. 114; Goldberg, Struggle, pp. 299–300.
48   Gamber, “Erzbischof Methodios”; Kalhous, “The significance,” pp. 268–69; Steinhübel, 

“Methodius’ conflict.” Although Methodius appears to have been appointed to the lands 
of Kocel, his authority probably extended north of the Danube into Moravia.

49   Goldberg, Struggle, p. 300; Liba, “Väznenie”; Betti, The Making, pp. 148–49. For Ermenrich, 
see Löwe, “Ermenrich von Passau.” That Methodius was imprisoned in the Reichenau 
Abbey results from his name appearing on a list of Reichenau benefactors, alongside the 
Greek names of some of his disciples (Mareš, “Die Namen des Slavenapostels”; Zettler, 
“Der heilige Methodios”).
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123Great Moravia

and Engilschalk, were killed, and a great number of Bavarians were taken  
captive.50 To consolidate his position, Svatopluk also sealed a matrimonial alli-
ance with the Czechs, and raided Bavaria with impunity.51 When, in retaliation, 
Carloman invaded Moravia in May 872, one of his army put Svatopluk to flight 
and forced him to take refuge in an “extremely well-fortified stronghold,” but 
was unable either to dislodge the Moravian ruler from that position or to take 
the stronghold.52 Meanwhile, while Carloman was busy ravaging the coun-
tryside, Svatopluk approached the Danube and crushed the Frankish forces 
under Bishop Embricho of Regensburg, whose task was to protect the Bavarian 
Danube fleet. By 873, Svatopluk had entirely reversed the military and politi-
cal situation, and Carloman was desperately asking for his father’s military 
assistance.

Svatopluk’s remarkably strong position was immediately recognized by 
Pope John VIII, who ordered the immediate release of Methodius from his mo-
nastic prison in order to place him in 873 under Svatopluk’s protection.53 One 
year later (874), Louis the German himself was forced to recognize Svatopluk’s 
independence through the peace of Forchheim.54 By that time, the power of 
Svatopluk had extended into the upper Vistula Basin, over Bohemia, the lands 
between the Saale and the Elbe rivers, as well as the northern and northeast-
ern parts of the Carpathian Basin.55 The Czech prince Bořivoj, a member of 
the Přemyslid family which would unify and rule Bohemia in the following 
century, is believed to have been baptized in 874 by Methodius in Moravia 
together with his wife Ludmila (St. Wenceslas’s grandmother).56 Svatopluk’s 

50   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 871, pp. 73–74; Goldberg, Struggle, p. 310. Havlík, Kronika, p. 156 be-
lieves that the “ancient city of Rastislav” is Mikulčice.

51   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 871, pp. 74–75. For Svatopluk and his Czech allies, see Jurok,  
“K počátkům.”

52   Annals of Xanten, s.a. 872, p. 31.
53   Měřínský, “Großmähren,” p. 29; Betti, The Making, pp. 183–92.
54   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 874, p. 83. Svatopluk’s envoy to the negotiations leading to the peace 

of Forchheim (874) was a Venetian priest named John (Válka, Dějiny Moravy, p. 27).
55   Brather, Archäologie, p. 71. The expansion into the region of the Upper Vistula (Little 

Poland) results from one of St. Methodius’ prophecies, for which see the Life of Methodius 
11, p. 72; Poleski, “Contacts between the Great Moravian empire and the tribes”; Poleski, 
“Contacts between the tribes in the basins.” Despite an early recognition of the Moravian 
influences on the material culture in 9th-century southern Poland and Silesia (e.g., Dostál, 
“Das Vordringen”), the question of Svatopluk’s expansion has triggered in the 1990s a 
fierce debate among Polish archaeologists. See Wachowski, “Problem”; Abłamowicz, 
“Górny Śląsk”; Wachowski, “Północny zasięg ekspansji”; Szydłowski, “Czy ślad”; Jaworski, 
“Elemente.”

56   Měřínský, “Großmähren,” p. 29; Třeštík, “Bořivoj und Svatopluk”; Sláma, “K údajnému 
moravskému původu.” For the archaeological evidence of strong ties between the 
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strong political position was further recognized by Pope John VIII through 
his 880 bull, Industriae tuae, which placed Moravia under papal protection, 
while bestowing upon Svatopluk the title of “sacred son of St. Peter,” which 
the papal chancery reserved for emperors.57 While confirming Methodius’ 
rank of archbishop, the bull introduced a suffragan see in Nitra under Bishop 
Wiching. Paradoxically, Svatopluk’s remarkable political performance proved 
detrimental to Methodius. Having received papal recognition as an indepen-
dent monarch, Svatopluk, unlike Rastislav before him, had no more need of 
the Byzantine mission. He seems to have turned against his archbishop, or 
at least to have favored those who accused him of preferring the Old Church 
Slavonic to the Latin liturgy. Together with Svatopluk’s envoys, Methodius 
had to go to Rome in 880 to defend himself against the accusation in front 
of Pope John VIII.58 The introduction of a suffragan see appears to have been 
the compromise Methodius had to accept in exchange for the recognition of 
the Old Church Slavonic liturgy and his confirmation as archbishop. A conflict 
with his suffragan bishop ensued, Wiching was excommunicated and left for 
Rome, where he renewed the accusations against Methodius. Methodius died 
on April 6, 885, and soon after that the new pope, Stephen V (885–891) forbade 
the use of the Slavonic liturgy.

Now concerned with ingratiating himself with the Bavarian churchmen, 
Svatopluk allowed the arrest of Methodius’ disciples—some of whom later 
fled to Bulgaria—and the complete dismantling of the work done by the 
Byzantine mission. His political tack seems to have been associated with  
the support he provided to Arbo, the margrave of the Eastern March against 
the sons of Wilhelm II and Engilschalk, the two brothers killed in Moravia in 
871. When the rebels turned to Arnulf, the duke of Carinthia, for military as-
sistance, Svatopluk not only got involved in the Wilhelminer War (called so 
after Count Wilhelm I of Traungau), but also found himself defending the in-
terests of Emperor Charles the Fat, who had confirmed Arbo’s position against 
Engilschalk. Svatopluk subsequently invaded and ravaged Pannonia twice, 
and his rule there was recognized by Charles at their meeting in Kaumburg 
near Tulln (884), in exchange for Svatopluk’s oath of allegiance.59 In turn, after 
making peace with Svatopluk (885) and becoming King of East Francia (887), 

Moravian and the Bohemian elites, see Smetánka and Staňa, “Velká Morava”; Šolle, 
“Čechy”; Štefan, “‘Great’ Moravia”; Boháčová and Profantová, “Bohemia.”

57   Havlík, “The Roman privilege”; Betti, “Una chiesa,” pp. 37–43.
58   Ivanič and Lukáčková, “Svätý Metod,” pp. 657–58.
59   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 884, p. 113. For the Wilhelminer War, see Bowlus, Franks, pp. 208–16.
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Arnulf recognized Svatopluk’s rule over Bohemia in 890.60 But the conflict re-
ignited a few years later, when Arnulf invaded Moravia with a large army, while 
calling for the military assistance of the Magyars and asking the Bulgarians to 
stop the shipments of salt from Transylvania to Moravia.61

3 The End of Moravia

Svatopluk died in 894 and Moravia was divided between his three sons, with 
the eldest, Mojmir (II), as “great prince, and the other two to be under the 
command of the eldest son.”62 In the tradition of the Mojmirid dynasty, the 
second son, Svatopluk II, took Nitra and the surrounding region in southwest-
ern Slovakia. The two brothers went to war against each other in 898, a situa-
tion that led to the rapid loss of the Moravian hegemony in Bohemia, eastern 
Pannonia, and the lands between the Saale and the Elbe rivers. In addition, 
Arnulf (now emperor) intervened militarily in Moravia on at least three oc-
casions. However, after his death (899), Mojmir II incorporated the Eastern 
March into his territory and received the papal envoys of John IX (899–900), 
who ordained a new archbishop with three suffragans. The failure of a Bavarian 
expedition in 900 led to peace with Mojmir, who was now threatened by the 
Magyars just as much as the Bavarians were.63 When the Magyars inflicted a 
crushing defeat on the Bavarians at Bratislava (July 4, 907), the fate of Moravia 
was sealed as well. Moravia and the Moravians disappear from the radar of the 
written sources, and historians and archaeologists alike believe that the polity 
collapsed as a result of the Magyar raids.64

To be sure, a mass burial recently discovered in Brankovice appears to con-
firm the image of brutal devastation brought about by the Magyars.65 However, 
the evidence of destruction in the early tenth century is absent from the exca-
vations of most strongholds in Moravia and southwestern Slovakia. Besides a 
few arrow heads attributed to the nomads, the archaeological evidence points 

60   Regino of Prüm, Chronicle, s.a. 890, p. 134. Arnulf named his illegitimate son Zwentibald 
after Svatopluk.

61   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 892, p. 121; Galuška, Great Moravia, p. 45. For the significance of 
Arnulf ’s request that the Bulgarians stop the shipments of salt to Moravia, see Madgearu, 
“Salt trade,” p. 108.

62   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 41, p. 181.
63   The Moravians seem to have defeated the Magyars in 902 and, again, in 906 (Galuška, 

Great Moravia, p. 46).
64   Havlík, “Mähren”; Kouřil, “Staří Maďari”; Kouříl, “The final years.” For the battle at 

Bratislava, see Hiestand, “Pressburg”; Marsina, “Bitka”; Diesenberger, “Baiern.”
65   Drozdová et al., “Hromadný hrob”; Drozdová et al., “Hromadný hrob u Brankovic.”
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rather to the abandonment of the strongholds and a massive withdrawal of the 
population from their hinterland. Activity stopped in the industrial centers, es-
pecially the smelting and blacksmithing workshops in Staré Město, Pohansko, 
Olomučany, and Pobedim.66 The production of bone and antler artifacts ceased 
in Mikulčice and the industrial quarters in Staré Město and Pohansko were 
deserted.67 Equally abandoned were the cemeteries in Bíňa, Dolní Věstonice, 
and Mikulčice.68 All churches erected in Staré Město, Mikulčice, Modrá, Sady, 
Pohansko, Nitra, Bratislava, and Devín—both buildings of basilical plan and 
rotundas—fell into disuse. At Pohansko, a fireplace was installed in the nar-
thex of the chapel built next to the magnate court. Moreover, a small shrine 
consisting of a massive central post, eight perimeter post holes and a palisade 
trench was built in the vicinity of the former church. A group of identically 
oriented inhumations and three horse burials alligned to the position of the 
sunrise at the summer and winter solstice were found inside another, similar 
precinct in the area of the much earlier cremation cemetery. As one of the 
horse skeletons and many human graves overlaid or were directly dug into 
ninth-century features, it is believed that the two precincts represent pagan 
shrines built shorlty after the collapse of Moravia, perhaps as part of a reaction 
against Christianity.69

The exact reasons for this sudden collapse of a polity, which, throughout 
the 9th century, appears prominently in the sources pertaining to the Middle 
Danube region remain unknown. Recently, the discussion has shifted towards 
the character of that polity—whether true state or a “cyclical chiefdom.”70 
However, very little is known about the social structure of Moravia or about 
the basis of power for those whom the written sources call optimates, pri
mates or nobiles viri. The analysis of the burial assemblages and their social 

66   Souchopová, “Hutnická dílna”; Galuška, “Dvě velkomoravské kovárny”; Souchopová, 
Počatky. However, unlike other strongholds, Staré Město continued to be occupied 
throughout the tenth century (Frolíková-Kaliszová, “Nachgroßmährische Entwicklung”).

67   Kavánová, “Knochen- und Geweihindustrie”; Galuška, “ Výrobní areál”; Dostál, “Ein hand-
werkliches Areal.” For the metalworking area identified through the more recent excava-
tions in Pohansko, see Macháček, The Rise, pp. 284–306. For the continuity of some of the 
Moravian crafts, see, however, Langó and Patay-Horváth. “Moravian continuity.”

68   Holčík, “Veľkomoravské pohrebisko”; Ungerman, “Reich ausgestattete Gräber”; Klanica, 
Nechvalín; Měřínský, “Mikulčice”; Profantová, “Mikulčice.” In Pohansko, however, the 
cemetery around the rotunda in the norhtern suburb remained in use throughout the 
first decades of the 10th century (Macháček et al., “Velkomoravská rotunda,” p. 141).

69   Macháček, The Rise, p. 452.
70   Macháček, “Disputes,” pp. 257–61; Štefan, “Great Moravia,” pp. 348–49; Macháček, “‘Great 

Moravian state’”; Lysý, Moravania, pp. 107–47; Kalhous, “Náčelnictví, nebo stát?”; Štefan, 
“Mocní náčelníci.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   126 3/21/2019   5:07:34 PM



127Great Moravia

interpretation is still in its infancy, but what is known appears to confirm the 
existence of a thin group at the top which apparently had access to consid-
erable wealth. For example, out of more than 2,300 graves known so far in 
Mikulčice, only 16 produced swords.71 However, the disappearance of the buri-
als with swords after ca. 900 does not in any way mean that the elites burying 
their dead in the 9th-century cemeteries disappeared. The ostentatious display 
of wealth, which have marked the tumultuous period of the Moravian polity—
in itself a sign of insecurity, rather than established power—may have simply 
been inappropriate, if at all possible, in the social and political circumstances 
surrounding the collapse of Moravia in the early 10th century. The Moravians 
did not of course disappear. But with the disappearance of their polity, they 
became irrelevant.

71   Štefan, “Great Moravia,” p. 335. For the social interpretation of ninth-century burial as-
semblages in Moravia, see the pertinent remarks of Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 14–28.
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chapter 9

Steppe Empires? The Khazars and the Volga Bulgars

Common opinion used to have it that the defeat by Charles Martel of a Muslim 
army near Tours in 733 or 734 was a decisive moment in world history marking 
the halting of the northward spread of Islam. Similarly, historians used to praise 
the Khazars for rescuing (Eastern) Europe from complete Islamization. The 
Khazars were believed to have blunted the Arab advance through the Caucasus 
Mountains and to have fought them to a standstill. Before the 13th or 14th cen-
tury, Islam did not therefore move beyond the Caucasus range.1 The conversion 
of the Khazars to Judaism has also attracted attention, a lot more than any 
other event in their more than 200-year long history. To be sure, that conver-
sion was not unique in history, if one thinks, for example, of the Yemenite Jews 
of 6th-century Himyar. But in a world obsessed with inventing traditions, the 
Khazars are now viewed as ancestors of the East European Jewry, of those who 
perished in the Holocaust and of some of those who founded the state of Israel 
in 1948. The idea, first put forward by Ernest Renan in the late 19th century, was 
largely made popular in the 20th century by Arthur Koestler: “the large majori-
ty of surviving Jews in the world is of Eastern Europe—and thus perhaps main-
ly of Khazar origin.” To Koestler, a journalist, the “story of the Khazar Empire … 
begins to look like the most cruel hoax which history has ever perpetrated.”2 A 
historian, the Israeli president Yitzhak Ben-Zvi (1952–1963) went even further. 
He called Khazaria “the most significant attempt at the establishment of an 

1   Fouracre, Age, pp. 86–87; Shnirel’man, Myth, p. 4. Shapira, “The Khazar account,” p. 336 still 
believes that “it was not, or not only the Khazar stand against the Arabs in 737 that stopped 
Islam’s advance into Europe, but rather the victory at Poitiers/Tours in 732 by Charles (duly 
named Martellus, Maccabee, thereafter).” For a critique of this idea, see Makó, “The possible 
reasons,” especially p. 57.

2   Koestler, Thirteenth Tribe, p. 17. As Shnirel’man, Myth, p. 98 explains, before Koestler, the idea 
was used by American journalists to berate Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe and put 
them in contrast to German and Spanish Jews. During and after the war, the idea was also 
advocated by the Israeli historian Abraham N. Poliak. In the late 19th century, Salomon Kohn 
advanced the idea that Hungarians and Jews were brothers, since they originated from the 
Khazaria (Konrád, “Zsidók magyar nemzete”). The idea that Ashkenazic Jews are descen-
dants of Khazars is still popular (Brook, Jews of Khazaria; Wexler, “What Yiddish teaches” and 
“Yiddish evidence”). Others deny that Khazars have ever converted to Judaism, perhaps be-
cause, in the meantime, the link between Ashkenazic Jews and Khazars has been interpreted 
in racial (and racist) terms: the Ashkenazi Jews are not truly Jews, but Turks (Gil, “Did the 
Khazars”). With no relation to that line of thinking, archaeologists point out the lack of any 
archaeological evidence of the Khazar conversion to Judaism (Flerov, “Iudaizm,” pp. 277–79).
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independent Jewish state in the diaspora.”3 The Khazars have been claimed 
as ancestors by Crimean Karaites and by Kazakhs.4 They have also been used 
as a literary motif by Judah Halevi in the 12th century and by Milorad Pavić, 
800 years later.5 In the nationalist literature of late Soviet and post-Soviet 
Russia, “Khazars” have also been employed as a less literary (and much more 
pernicious) metaphor in anti-Semitic tirades, a euphemism for “international 
Zionism.”6

It is then not surprising that modern historians struggle both with the cor-
rect assessment of Khazar history and with the contemporary relevance of the 
Khazars. Many see Khazaria as one of the largest political entities of its day, 
stretching from Kiev in the west to the Aral Sea in the east, and from the Middle 
Don and Middle Volga in the north to the Crimea and the Caucasus Mountains 
in the south.7 A multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, and multi-religious state, Khazaria 
is treated as a “classical” case of a steppe or nomadic empire, although the evi-
dence of the written and archaeological sources does not support such an in-
terpretation.8 Striding the east-west transit routes and controlling trade along 
those routes, Khazaria is also regarded as a special kind of nomadic state, one 
with a well-developed urban culture, supposedly indicated by the great num-
ber of city names mentioned in Arabic sources. However, the idea that Khazar 
cities existed at all has been recently criticized as little more than the result of 
an evolutionary mode of thinking linked to a misinterpretation of both written 
and archaeological sources.9

3   Ben-Zvi, The Exiled, p. 256.
4   Kizilov and Mikhailova, “The Khazar khaganate,” pp. 36–42; Golden, “The Khazars and the 

Kazakhs.”
5   The Spanish Jewish poet Judah Halevi (c. 1075–1141) is the author of the most important 

work of Jewish medieval philosophy: ha Levi, The Kuzari (Schweid, “Khazarskaia tema”). 
The Serbian novelist Milorad Pavić (1929–2009) is the author of the experimental novel 
Dictionary of the Khazars (Pavić, Dictionary).

6   Shnirel’man, “The story of a euphemism,” pp. 358–59 points out the conceptual link between 
this notion and Lev Gumilev’s idea that, as an “ethnic chimera,” the Khazars were simply a 
form of “aggressive Judaism” responsible for much harm done to Rus(sia) in the course of 
history. The “struggle” between Slavs and Khazars has been a significant topic of the Russian 
historiography since the 19th century (Vashchenko, “Khazarskaia problema”, pp. 55–121).

7   Novosel’cev, “Khazariia”; Kalinina et al., Khazariia; Zaremska, “Chazaria”; Zhivkov, Khazaria.
8   Naimushin, “Khazarskiia kaganat”; Kalinina, “Khazarskoe gosudarstvo”; Zhivkov, Khazaria, 

pp. 222–67.
9   The idea that Khazars had cities (such as Itil, Samandar, Sarkel, and Semikarakory) was first 

put forward by Pletneva, Ot kochevyi k gorodam, p. 44 and then defended and developed in 
Pletneva, “Goroda kochevnikov” and “Goroda v khazarskom kaganate.” Pletneva’s idea was 
adopted uncritically by Callmer, “Urbanisation” and Petrukhin, “Rus’ i Khazariia.” For a thor-
ough critique of this idea as originating in Marxism, see Flerov, “‘Goroda’ Khazarii”; Svistun,  
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1 Khazars

Some (wrongly) believe that the Khazars are first mentioned in a list of 13 
ethnic names to be found in the appendix attached in the mid-6th century 
to the epitomized Syriac translation of the now lost Ecclesiastical History of 
Zachariah of Mytilene. No mention is made of where the Khazars lived, but, 
like all other peoples on that list, they are said to be tent-dwellers who eat 
“the meat of cattle, fish, and wild animals.”10 The earliest mention of Khazars  
(I Xazrac’) is in fact in the Armenian Geography, written by Ananias of Širak in 
the second half of the 7th century.11 They are said to have specifically chased 
Asparukh, son of Kubrat from “the mountains of the Bulgars” to the island of 
Peuce (Danube Delta). Another people, named Baslk’ took refuge from the 
Khazars on the Black Island in the middle of the river Etil. Under the assump-
tion that Atil is the river Volga, Constantine Zuckerman believes the “island” 
to be the Samara Bend, and the “mountains of the Bulgars” to be the “low pla-
teau” south-west of the Volga Upland, “including the Belogor’e Heights” near 
present-day Voronezh.12 That, he argued, is the area from which the Khazars 
migrated in the late 650s to the northwestern region of the Caspian Sea. But 
the archaeological evidence points to a migration from the opposite direction. 
A group of barrows with inhumations in the Samara Bend region have been 
attributed to the Bulgars coming from the southwest.13 Since modern Tatar 
nationalism downplays the Mongol legacy (linked to the Khanate of Kazan’ 
conquered by Ivan the Terrible in 1552) because of the bad reputation of the 

  “K voprosu o gorodakh”; Flerov, “Goroda” i “zamki”; and Flerov, “Khazarskie centry.” 
How ever, see the pertinent remarks of Gross, “Problema sushchestvovaniia gorodov,”  
pp. 94–95, who draws attention to the fact that the Khazar qaganate controlled a 
number of true, Byzantine towns, such as Sugdeia/Sudak, Bosporus, Phanagoria, and 
Tamarkha/Tmutarakan’. For a discussion of the towns mentioned in the Arab sources, see 
Espéronnier, “Villes et commerce,” pp. 414–16.

10   Pseudo-Zachariah Rhetor, Chronicle, pp. 449–51; Bazin, “Pour une nouvelle hypothèse”; 
Tortika, “Politicheskie centry,” p. 374. However, as Czeglédy, “Pseudo-Zacharias Rhetor,” 
pp. 141 and 143–45, the list is based on Priscus of Panion and the name (ksr) may well refer 
to the Akatziri, not to the Khazars.

11   Ananias of Širak, Geography III 9 and V 18, pp. 48 and 55. For a date in the 660s for the 
longer version of Ananias’s Geography, see Zuckerman, “The Khazars and Byzantium,”  
p. 418.

12   Zuckerman, “The Khazars and Byzantium,” pp. 424–28.
13   Bagautdinov, “Shilovskaia kurgannaia gruppa”; Bagautdinov, “Novye rannebolgarskie kur-

gany”; Bagautdinov, Bogachev, and Zubov, Prabolgary. For a different opinion, see Lifanov, 
“Ob etnokul’turnom sostave” and Vladimirov, “Rannite bălgari.” Historians now favor the 
idea of a later migration, triggered by the Arab-Khazar wars of the first half of the 8th 
century (Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, p. 72).
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Mongols in Russian historiography, the Volga Bulgars are now regarded as the 
direct ancestors of the inhabitants of modern-day Tatarstan.14

Meanwhile, a fierce debate has opposed a number of Russian and Hungarian 
archaeologists to the Ukrainian archaeologist Oleksyi Komar. According to 
him, the lavishly furnished grave in Malo Pereshchepyne, which is commonly 
attributed to Kubrat, was in fact the burial of a Khazar, not Bulgar chieftain, and 
the same interpretation may apply to other assemblages in Left and, especially, 
Right Bank Ukraine, in the region of the Middle Dnieper river, which signal (so 
Komar) the migration of the Khazars from the east.15 In reality, the attempt 
to line up the archaeological evidence with the information from the written 
sources is futile, given the fluidity of the situation in the steppe lands ca. 660, 
at the moment the Western Turk disintegrated, and the Khazars emerged to fill 
in the vacuum of power. Exactly when the Khazar qaganate came into being 
remains a matter of debate.16 However, it seems to have coincided with the 
rise of the Caliphate and its expansion in the mid-7th century into the Black 
Sea and Caspian Sea regions following the conquest of Sassanian Persia. The 
first clash between the Khazars and the Arabs took place in 652, when, ac-
cording to al-Tabari (who wrote almost 300 years later), the Arab general Abd 
ar-Rahman ibn Rabiyah crossed the Caucasus mountains and put the town of 
Balanjar under siege, before being defeated and killed by the Khazars.17 While 

14   Those ideas go back to the work of the Tatar theologian and historian Şihatbetdin 
Märcani (1818–1889), for whose role in establishing a Bulgar ancestry for the Tatars see 
Schamiloglu, “We are not Tatars!” pp. 138–39. To prop up such claims, some have recently 
cited a manuscript forged in the 1930s (L’vova, “‘Gazi-Baradzh tarikhy’” and “Torgovye 
puti”). This is ostensibly a 17th-century compilation of old Bulgar chronicles called the 
“History of Gazi Baraj” (Schamiloglu, “‘Dzhagraf tarikhy’”). Moreover, while Chuvash, the 
language spoken in the lands to the west from Tatarstan (Chuvash Republic), is believed 
to be related to what the Bulgars spoke, very few words in that language appear in Bulgar 
inscriptions, all of which are in Arabic (Erdal, Die Sprache). For the bad reputation of the 
Mongols in Russia(n historiography), see Halperin, “Soviet historiography” (reprinted in 
Halperin, Russia and the Mongols, pp. 65–80).

15   Komar, “Pereshchepinskii kompleks”; Komar, “Kochevniki,” pp. 197–212. For a brief history 
of research and a summary of the debate, see Komar, “Khozars’kyy kaganat.” Komar, “K 
diskusii” also rejects the interpretation of the barrow burials in Novinki and Brusian in re-
lation to the migration of the Bulgars, because they are mostly of an 8th-, not 7th-century 
date. Instead, he attributes the burials in the Samara Bend to the Khazar expansion to the 
north, along the Volga. For very different views on Malo Pereshchepyne and other related 
assemblages, see Gavritukhin, “Khronologiia epokhi,” pp. 382–83, 386–87, and 406–09; 
Szentpéteri, “Ifjúkori feljegyzések.”

16   Naumenko, “K voprosu o vremeni.”
17   al-Tabari, Tarih, pp. 722–23 and 779; Galkina, “Kavkazskie voiny,” p. 9. Al-Tabari dates the 

siege to 22 AH (AD 642/3), but most historians believe that the events took place ten years 
later, in 652/3 (Makó, “The possible reasons,” p. 45). For al-Tabari and the value of his 
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132 chapter 9

the conflict that broke inside the Caliphate after the murder of Caliph Uthman 
(644–656) turned into a full-fledged civil war (known as the first fitna), the 
Caucasus range of mountains became a buffer zone between the Arabs and 
the Khazars. Meanwhile, the latter made their presence felt in the Crimea, al-
though all coastal cities (primarily, Cherson) remained in Byzantine hands.18

After being deposed in the coup led by Leontius, the former emperor 
Justinian II (685–695) was banished to the Crimea. He married a sister of the 
Khazar qagan, named Theodora, and moved to Phanagoria. At the request of 
the new emperor in Constantinople, Tiberius III Apsimar (698–705), the qagan 
ordered two of his deputies, Papatzys, “his representative in those parts,” and 
Balgitzis, the Khazar “commander of Bosporus,” to kill Justinian. Warned by his 
wife, Justinian managed to kill the would-be assassins, and sent Theodora “off 
to the land of the Khazars.” From Phanagoria, he sailed to the western coast of 
the Black Sea, where he persuaded the Bulgar ruler Tervel to help him recuper-
ate the throne in Constantinople.19 According to a 10th-century collection of 
historical works on the history and monuments of Constantinople, there was 
a church in that city, in which there was a gilded statue of Emperor Justinian 
II and of his Khazar wife, Theodora. When coming to Constantinople to col-
lect their respective tributes, both Tervel and the qagan of the Khazars used 
to sit there.20 However, during the second reign of Justinian II (705–711), rela-
tions with the Khazars turned sour. In 710, the garrison in Cherson rebelled 
against the emperor, and the soldiers seem to have obtained the support of 
the Khazar qagan. Justinian sent a sizeable fleet to reclaim the city, but the 
fleet was wrecked by storm on its way back, and the Chersonites recalled the 
Khazars. Justinian dispatched an embassy to negotiate with the Khazars, but 
the Chersonites killed the envoy and then proclaimed as emperor an exiled 
official of Armenian origin, Philippikos Bardanes (711–713). Another naval ex-
pedition sent against the usurper failed to dislodge the Khazars from Cherson, 
and the imperial troops sided with the usurper. Justinian was eventually 

testimony for the history of the Khazars, see Shapira, “The Khazar account,” pp. 319–25. 
The location of Balanjar remains unknown, but it must have been on the western coast of 
the Caspian Sea (Flerov, “Goroda” i “zamki”, p. 129).

18   Exactly when Crimea was included within the Khazar qaganate is a matter of debate, but 
a true Khazar presence in the peninsula cannot be dated before AD 680. See Romashov, 
“Krym”; Sorochan, “K istoricheskoi geografii”; Sazanov and Mogarichev, “Bospor”; 
Romanchuk, “Khazary.” For the archaeology of the earliest Khazar presence in the Crimea, 
see Aibabin, “Early Khazar archaeological monuments.”

19   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6196, p. 373; transl. pp. 520–21; Kompa, “Kto i 
dlaczego zabił Papatzysa i Balgitzisa?”

20   Scriptores originum Constantinopolitanarum, pp. 39–40.
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captured and executed, and the new emperor paid no further attention to the 
Khazars in the Crimea.21

Meanwhile, the Arab pressure increased in the Caucasus region. In 713 
or 714, the Arab general Maslama ibn Abd al-Malik crossed the mountains 
and took Darband (present-day Derbent, in Dagestan), and raided deep into 
Khazar territory. He had to withdraw, however, as soon as the Khazar army 
approached.22 Three years later, during the siege of Constantinople, the 
Byzantines employed the Khazars to organize diversionary raids across the 
Caucasus Mountains. One of those raids into the Arab-held territory was led 
by the son of the qagan, but was crushed in 722 by al-Jarrah b. Abdallah al- 
Hakami, the governor of Armenia and Azerbaijan, who managed to take 
Balanjar. Scholars believe that it was at this point that the qagan decided to 
move the political center of Khazaria farther up to the north, perhaps on the 
lower reaches of the river Volga.23 In 730, the Khazars organized another expe-
dition with a very large army. They invaded Azerbaijan and reached as far south 
as Mosul. At Ardabil (in northwestern Iran), they defeated and killed al-Haka-
mi. They took Ardabil and sacked the city.24 The victory of the Khazars seems 
to have brought them, one more time, to the attention of the Byzantines. In 
732, the year in which Maslama crossed the Caucasus and reached Samandar, 
before withdrawing, the Byzantine emperor Constantine V (son and co-ruler of 
Leo III, 717–741) married Tzitzak, the daughter of the Khazar qagan, who was 
baptized as Irene.25 Five years later, however, the new governor of Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, Marwan ibn Muhammad (the future caliph Marwan II, 744–
750) took a large army across the Caucasus Mountains, and raided deep into 
the Khazar territory. He is said to have crossed the land of the Alans, then the 
land of the Khazars, went through Balanjar and Samandar and reached the 
town of al-Baida, where the qagan resided.26 The Arabs obtained a new vic-
tory against the remaining Khazar forces, and forced the qagan and his retinue 

21   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia, AM 6203, pp. 378–79.
22   al-Kufi, Kitab al-Futuh, p. 452; Semenov, “K utochneniiu khronologii,” pp. 229–30. For al-

Kufi, see Kalinina, “Rasskaz.”
23   al-Tabari, History, vol. 24, pp. 182–83; Makó, “The possible reasons,” p. 45; Semenov, “K 

utochneniiu khronologii,” pp. 231–37.
24   al-Tabari, History, vol. 25, pp. 69–70; Semenov, “K utochnenniu khronologii,” pp. 242–49; 

Shapira, “The Khazar account,” pp. 315–317 and 322–324.
25   al-Tabari, History, vol. 25, pp. 95–96; Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6224,  

pp. 409–10; Shapira, “The Khazar account,” p. 319. For Maslama’s victory of 732, see 
Semenov, “K utochneniiu khronologii,” pp. 249–54.

26   Kalinina, “Al-Khazar wa’l-Saqâliba,” pp. 202–03, who believes that Marwan reached the 
Volga river, but the location of al-Baida is unknown (Romashov, “Istoricheskaia geografi-
ia,” pp. 212–14). Novosel’cev, Khazarskoe gosudarstvo, pp. 184–86 believes that Marwan 
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to convert to Islam. Although Khazaria was now formally subordinated to the 
Caliph (and thus had to pay a yearly tax), as soon as Marwan withdrew, the 
qagan renounced Islam. There is no evidence that any member of his fam-
ily embraced Islam or remained Muslim. Following the Battle of the Zab and 
the subsequent assassination of Marwan (750), all conflict with the Khazars 
ceased, and they seem to have returned to their traditional alliance with the 
Byzantines. An inscription dated to the 8th or 9th century indicates that in the 
Crimea, the Khazars had a tudun, most likely the local deputy of the qagan.27 
However, according to the Life of St. John of Gothia, the metropolitan of Doros 
led a rebellion against the Khazars in the 780s.28

2 Khazaria

Next to nothing is known about developments inside the qaganate during the 
8th century, and the same is true for the lands farther afield, in the Samara 
Bend and beyond it. The archaeological evidence suggests that the center of 
power in the late 7th and throughout the 8th century was in the northeastern 
region of the Black Sea and the lands around the Sea of Azov, as well as the 
lower course of the Don River (Fig. 9.1). Byzantine coins and metal artifacts 
found in burials in that region bespeak contact with the Empire, but those 
are also some of the richest burial assemblages in the East European steppe 
lands.29 Most such burials are inhumations with niches along the long sides of 
the pit, in which the head and the legs of a horse are typically deposited next 
to the human skeleton.30 They have been dated to the first third or first half 

moved to the northwest, in the direction of the Don river, and not to the north-east-north, 
in the direction of the Volga river.

27   For the inscription, see Vinogradov and Komar, “Stroitel’naia nadpis’,” p. 91. The tudun ap-
pears in the early 8th century as well (Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6203,  
p. 528; Naumenko, “Khazarskii tudun”; Naumenko, “K voprosu”).

28   Zuckerman, “Byzantium’s Pontic policy,” pp. 215–18; Mogarichev et al., Zhitie Ioanna 
Gotskogo. For the Life of St. John of Gothia, see Auzépy, “La Vie de Jean de Gothie”; 
Mogarichev and Shaposhnikov, “Zhitie Ioanna Gotskogo: dva etapa”; Mogarichev and 
Shaposhnikov, “Zhitie Ioanna Gotskogo iz minologiia.”

29   Il’iukov and Kosianenko, “Rannesrednevekovyi kompleks.” For Byzantine and Iranian 
metalware, see Naumenko. and Bezuglov, “Új bizánci és iráni importleletek.”

30   Komar, “Predsaltovskie i rannesaltovskoi gorizonty,” pp. 121–23 (the “Galiat-Helenovka” 
group); Gavritukhin, “Khronologiia epokhi,” pp. 409–11 (the “Galiat-Romanovskaia” 
group); Kruglov, “Khazarskii kaganat,” pp. 228–229 (the “Berezhnovka-Vinogradnoe-
Portovoe” group). Meanwhile, a different type of graves (catacomb burials) is known from 
the North Caucasus region, with only a few examples in the Kalmyk steppe lands, as well 
as along the Lower Don and Middle Volga rivers (Kruglov, “Khazarskii kaganat,” p. 228).
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figure 9.1 Principal sites mentioned in the text
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of the 8th century. They thus coincide in time with the appearance of barrow 
burials surrounded by square or oval ditches—an entirely new phenomenon 
in the archaeology of the East European steppe lands.31 Those were monu-
ments erected for the elite of the Khazar society, and they typically cover in-
humation pits with tunnel-shaped shafts that contain the entire skeleton of a 
horse buried with stirrups, bridle bit, and reins.32 The commemorative nature 
of those monuments is substantiated by the fact that about a quarter of all 
known Khazar-age barrows with square ditches have no burials, and seem to 
have been erected only as monuments.33 Their chronology (second and third 
quarters of the 8th century, or ca. 720 to ca. 760) suggests that such monuments 
were erected at a time of considerable political turmoil caused by the wars 
with the Arabs, and leading to the military disaster of 737. The barrows with 
square ditches may well have been an attempt at reaffirming power at a time 
when it may have been contested.

But the Arab-Khazar wars had even deeper implications. Scholars believe 
that a large number of refugees from the North Caucasus region moved after 
ca. 730 into the steppe lands along the Lower Don, as well as across that river 
to the northwest, in the valley of the Donets.34 There are several archaeologi-
cal indications of that migration. Over the next century or so, the northern and 
northeastern region of the Sea of Azov became densely populated, with many 
open settlements and forts built in bricks and stone. The population growth is 
so visible, and the number and concentration of settlements so clear that the 
Russian archaeologist Gennadii Afanas’ev believes this to have been the cen-
tral region of Khazaria, with the power seat of the qagan in one of the fortress-
es built along the Lower Don.35 Burial customs in the region rapidly changed 
after ca. 730. That that change came from the southeast, namely from the North 

31   Kruglov, “O kurganakh s rovikami”; Poliakova, “Dva kurgana”; Komar, “Pogrebenie” The 
barrows with square or oval ditches are now regarded as an East European invention 
(Flerova, “Khazarskie kurgany”).

32   Bezuglov and Naumenko, “Kazár kori kurgan”; Kopylov and Ivanov, “Pogrebenie znatnogo 
voina.” For a rare case of deposition of a saddle decorated with bone mounts, see Kruglov, 
“Khazarskii kaganat,” pp. 254–56.

33   Gavritukhin, “Khronologiia epokhi,” p. 434; Aksenov, “Novye pominal’nye kompleksy.”
34   Bubenok, “Alany-asy”; Alemany, “Alans in Khazaria.” The region is believed to have been 

populated already with Bulgars, and the resulting mixture to have resulted in a new eth-
nic group, the Burtas. See Afanas’ev, Donskie alany; Tortika, Severo-zapadnaia Khazariia, 
pp. 298–342 and “Osobennosti”; Krasil’nikov, “Podoncovye v structure Khazarii”. Others 
locate the Burtas in the Middle Volga region (Stavickii, “Istorigrafiia ‘burtasskoi proble-
my’”). For the use of molecular archaeology to identify Alan refugees among those buried 
in the Don region, see Afanas’ev et al., “Noye arkheologicheskie, antropologicheskie i ge-
neticheskie aspekty.”

35   Afanas’ev, “K probleme” and “O territorii.”
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Caucasus region results from the sudden popularity of catacombs. Imitating 
burial chambers in the lands at the foot of the Caucasus Mountains, those were 
family graves with multiple skeletons, for which there is absolutely no local tra-
dition.36 Equally new are cremation burials, the closest parallels to which are 
again in the North Caucasus region.37 The northern and northeastern region of 
the Sea of Azov was also the area in which the first relatively large cemeteries 
appear that have been attributed to the Saltovo-Mayaki culture of the “classi-
cal” Khazar age.38 Between ca. 750 and ca. 950, this culture spread through-
out the whole territory of Khazaria, and even beyond it, from the Crimea to 
the region of the Upper Seim and Oskol rivers between present-day Voronezh 
and Kursk, and from the Middle Dnieper to the Middle Volga.39 There are, of 
course, regional differences, as in the case of the 8th- to 9th-century cemeter-
ies excavated in the region of the confluence between the Volga and the Kama 
rivers (Bol’shie Tigany, Bol’shie Tarkhany, and Tankeevka), which produced 
evidence of Finno-Ugrian burial customs, such as the use of mortuary masks 
or the deposition of jingling trinkets.40 Such features have been traditionally 
interpreted as an indication of the presence of the Magyars, but they are more 
likely a reflection of the expansion of the cultural influence and, possibly, po-
litical control of the Volga Bulgars into the lands farther to the north. Before 
900, the Bulgars most likely were in close contact with Finno-Ugrian popula-
tions in those lands from which they procured the pelts in high demand inside 
the Abbasid Caliphate.41 In turn, the Bulgars paid tribute to the Khazar qagan 

36   Koloda, “Issledovaniia”; Aksenov, “Novye pogrebeniia”; Kruglov, “Khazarskii kaganat,”  
pp. 232–233.

37   Aksenov, “Saltovskie kremacionnye kompleksy”; P’iankov and Tarabanov, “Kremacionnye 
pogrebeniia.”

38   Flerov, “Maiackii mogil’nik”; Aksenov, “Starosaltovskii katakombnyi mogil’nik”; Aksenov 
and Khoruzhaia, “Novye srednevekovye zakhoroneniia”; Aksenov and Mikheev, “Naselenie.” 
For the name of the culture, see Afanas’ev, “Ob avtorstve.” Although typically associated 
with the territorial expansion of Khazaria, the Saltovo-Mayaki culture is not Khazar in an 
ethnic sense (Werbart, “‘Khazars’ or ‘Saltovo-Majaki-Culture’?”).

39   Crimea: Ponomarev, “Saltovo-maiackie poseleniia.” Voronezh region: Efimov, “Kompleks.” 
Middle Dnieper: Komar, “Saltovskaia i ‘saltovidnaia’ kul’tury.” Middle Volga: Matveeva, 
“Poseleniia.” By contrast, no traces of the Saltovo-Mayaki culture have so far been identi-
fied in the northwestern region of the Caspian Sea, now in Kalmykia (Shingiray, “Sensing 
the shadow empire”).

40   Khalikova and Khalikov, Altungarn; Gening and Khalikov, Rannie bolgary; Khalikova and 
Kazakov, “Le cimetière.” For mortuary masks, see Pastushenko, “K voprosu o chiialiskikh 
‘pogrebal’nykh maskakh’.”

41   Kovalev, “The infrastructure,” pp. 28–29. The furs were sought after in the Abbasid 
Caliphate because of their use of the production of robes of honor (khila), while the elites 
wore caftans, pelisses, and bonnets—all lined with precious furs, especially black fox.
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in the form of sables from every house in the realm.42 However, there were no 
Khazar garrisons in Bulgar territory, and no forts like those built in consider-
able numbers in the Lower Don region and farther away, to the northwest.

In the 1960s, Svetlana Pletneva believed such forts to have been towns grow-
ing around “aristocratic castles,” and their architecture to have been inspired by 
forts in Transcaucasia.43 The unwarranted assumptions involved in Pletneva’s 
interpretation have been thoroughly exposed and criticized by Valerii Flerov. 
He focused on the need to define “towns” in terms of criteria pertaining to me-
dieval urban centers in the West (as well as in the Islamic world), but he also 
drew attention to problems of chronology, which plague Pletneva’s simplistic, 
evolutionary scheme. Instead, Flerov pointed out commonalities in building 
materials and techniques, most visible in the shape of bricks and blocks, as 
well as the numerous signs inscribed on many of them.44 Meanwhile, through 
the analysis of forts in the valley of the river Oskol, which employed aerial 
photography and Geographic Information Systems (GIS), Gennadii Afanas’ev 
has distinguished different types of forts, some with earthen ramparts, oth-
ers with stone walls. He calculated the approximate labor input for each type, 
and came to the conclusion that small forts with earthen ramparts were prob-
ably built by clan-based communities, while large forts with stone walls were 
most likely elements in a line of defense organized by the central authority for 
the defense of the northwestern border of Khazaria. To Afanas’ev, the direct 
source of inspiration for the latter was the Byzantine military architecture.45 

42   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 61; Makó, “The Islamization,” p. 204 notes that, according to ibn 
Fadlan, in addition to the tribute, the Khazar qagan kept the son of the Bulgar ruler as 
a hostage, and his daughter as his wife (in addition to 24 other wives that the qagan ap-
parently had). Moreover, ibn Fadlan mentions that the Bulgar merchants regularly “go 
out to … the country called Wisu and return with sable and black fox” (Journey, p. 57). 
The land of Wisu or Isu, said to be a three-month journey from the Bulgar lands at the 
confluence of the Volga and Kama rivers, is also mentioned by al-Marvazi, who wrote in 
the early 12th century. According to him, beyond the Wisu were the Yura, with whom the 
Bulgar merchants engaged in a dumb trade—clothes, salt, and other goods in exchange 
for sable and other fine furs (Marvazi, On China, p. 34).

43   Pletneva, Ot kochevyi k gorodam, pp. 22–50. For a reformulation of her ideas in the face of 
mounting criticism, see Pletneva, “Goroda v khazarskom kaganate.”

44   Flerov, “K periodizacii”; “Khazarskie centry”; “Zametki.” Flerov also advocated the 
Byzantine origin of many of the building materials employed in the forts built in the 
Lower Don region (Kalinina et al., Khazariia, pp. 101–158).

45   Afanas’ev, Donskie alany, pp. 94–150 and 152. For the Byzantine military architecture as a 
source of inspiration, see Afanas’ev, “Kto zhe ve deistvitel’nosti postroil.” For the defense 
line on the northwestern border of Khazaria, see Svistun, “K voprosu o veonno-strate-
gicheskom naznachenii.” For an extension of Afanas’ev’s sophisticated approach to the 
North Caucasus region, see Korobov, “Early medieval settlement.”
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This actually rhymes very well with what is otherwise known about the most 
famous of those forts, Sarkel, a fortress built by a team of Byzantine engineers 
at some point during the reign of Emperor Theophilus (829–842).46 The site 
was excavated in the 1930s, but is now under water, having been covered by the 
enormous reservoir at Cimliansk. Before the fort was built on the left bank of 
the Don River, an open settlement existed on the opposite bank, which was de-
stroyed in the early 9th century. The 3.75 m-wide walls of the fortress were built 
in blocks of white stone (hence its name) and bricks, with square towers in 
the corners. There were further divisions inside the fort, perhaps between the 
military and the civilian quarters.47 The building of the fortress has tradition-
ally been explained in terms of a desire to defend the heartland of Khazaria 
from the Magyars on the opposite side of the river Don. Historians have indeed 
pointed out the creation of a new Byzantine theme in the Crimea at about the 
same time, which seem to have been one of great turbulence in the steppe 
lands north of the Black Sea primarily because of new movements of popula-
tions in the direction of the Lower Danube.48 However, more recently, the idea 
has been advanced that Sarkel may have in fact been built against the Rus’, not 
against the Magyars.49

The economy of Khazaria has been recently described as a complex combi-
nation of pastoralism, agriculture, and trade. While some Arab sources men-
tion cows, sheep and slaves coming from the country of the Khazars, others 
refer to farms around Itil and to gardens and vineyards around Samandar. In 
his letter to Hasdai ibn Shaprut, King Joseph describes the Khazar elite fol-
lowing what may be called a nomadic cycle—spending the winter months in 
Itil, leaving in spring, and making the rounds of the qaganate until the onset 
of the following winter.50 This suggests that nomadism was not an economic 
strategy, but a mark of social distinction, as those who did not belong to the 
elite worked in the field and were “settled.” Agriculture is attested in three dis-
tinct regions of Khazaria both by written and by archaeological sources. In the 

46   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 42, p. 182.
47   Artamonov, “Sarkel-Belaia Vezha”; Rappoport, “Krepostnye sooruzheniia”; Flerov, 

“Goroda” i “zamki”, pp. 28–42. By contrast, next to nothing is known archaeologically 
about Itil, the most important town in Khazaria, mentioned as a great commercial center 
in many Arabic and Persian sources (Kalinina, Problemy, pp. 52–86). Recent attempts to 
locate the site at Samosdelka, on the western side of the Volga Delta (south of present-day 
Astrakhan) are not very convincing (Zilivinskaia and Vasil’ev, “O veroiatnoi lokalizacii”; 
Flerov, “Itil’”).

48   McGovern, “Sarkel”; Polgár, “Sarkel”; L’vova, “Novye dannye.”
49   Karatay, “Karadeniz’ke Ilk Ruslar.”
50   Kokovcov, Evreisko-khazarskaia perepiska, pp. 85–86 and 102–103; Noonan, “The Khazar 

khaganate,” p. 78.
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Kerch Peninsula of Crimea, there is abundant evidence of crop cultivation, par-
ticularly of wheat, rye, barley, and millet. In addition, agricultural implements, 
especially plowshares and hoes are prominent among settlement finds, along 
with querns.51 The same is true for the forest-steppe zone along the Donets’ 
River. The analysis of charred seed from silos excavated on settlement sites in 
this region have revealed a similar profile, but with different proportions. On 
agricultural sites along the Donets’, it is millet that predominates, followed by 
rye and barley, with small amounts of dwarf wheat.52 Two-field rotation ap-
pears to have been associated with dry farming in this area, while irrigation 
is implied by Arabic sources reporting on the hinterland of Itil. That this was 
a mixed economy results from the large numbers of animal bones found on 
sites in the Donets’ region. Faunal assemblages allowed both the identification 
of species (predominantly long-horned cattle, followed by sheep and goats) 
and the understanding of economic strategies applied to animal breeding.53 
By contrast, predominantly pastoralist communities seem to have clustered in 
the steppe lands between the Lower Don and the Lower Dnieper rivers.54

Craft production was also developed, but seems to have been geared to-
wards satisfying local needs. Bloomery furnaces in the Don region are not un-
like those found on contemporary Avar sites in Hungary.55 Blacksmithing is 
well documented archaeologically both in the Crimea and in the forest-steppe 
zone along the Donets’ river.56 Metallographic analyses of tools and weapons 
found on Saltovo-Mayaki sites indicate that local smiths employed a variety 
of sophisticated techniques for different quality of tools with sharp edges.57 
This is also true for Khazar age sabers, the first such weapons in the medieval 
steppe lands.58 The analysis of the artifacts known from settlement sites sug-
gests a household mode of production linked to relatively small, yet prosper-
ous agricultural communities.59 Only pottery appears to have traveled outside 
those communities, as wares from several production centers reached other 

51   Baranov, Tavrika, pp. 72–75; Ponomarev, “Saltovo-maiackoe poseleniia.”
52   Koloda and Gorbanenko, Sel’skoe khoziaistvo, pp. 61–103; Gorbanenko and Koloda, 

“Obobshchaiushchii analiz,” p. 233; Gorbanenko, “Paleobotanichni doslidzhennia”; 
Krasil’nikov and Krasil’nikova, “O zernoproizvodstve.” For plowshares, see also Grib, “Novi 
materialy.”

53   Koloda and Gorbanenko, “Osile tvarynnytstvo”; Koloda and Kroitor, “Zhivotnovodstvo.”
54   Noonan, “Some observations,” pp. 218–19, largely on the basis of written sources.
55   Koloda, “K voprosu.”
56   Baranov, Tavrika, pp. 80–81; Koloda, “Usad’ba.”
57   Tolmacheva, “Obrabotka chernogo metalla.”
58   Golubev, “Tekhnologiia.”
59   For Khazar-age households, see Apareeva and Krasil’nikov, “Podvor’ia kak priznak.”
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sites in that same micro-region.60 True trade connections appear clearly only 
in materials from graves—beads, mirrors, or fragments of silk fabric.61 The so-
cial stratification visible in the amount and quality of grave goods, as well as in 
differences in burial customs is not matched by information from the written 
sources. All that is known from the latter (especially from ibn Rusta) is that by 
800 the Khazar society was ruled by a qagan who was a nominal king, since 
real power was in the hands of his military commander, the beg. According to 
Peter Golden, the implementation of such a “dual monarchy” may have been 
the result of the growing influence of the Khwarazmian guard of the qagan, 
the Ors, who “came from an old Iranian monarchical tradition, that of the 
Khwarazmshahs.”62

3 The Conversion to Judaism and the End of Khazaria

Byzantium must have still been interested in the Khazar alliance in the early 
860s, when Constantine (St. Cyril) went on a mission to Itil and engaged in a 
“competition of faiths” organized there by the qagan. The author of the Life 
of Constantine claims that “about two hundered of these people were bap-
tized, having cast off heathen abominations and lawless marriages.”63 But 
Constantine was not able to convince the qagan to convert to Christianity, 
which implies that the Khazar elite had already converted to Judaism. The dis-
putation is also described in the short version of King Joseph’s reply to Hasdai 
ibn Shaprut:

On the third day he called all of them together and said to them in the 
presence of all his princes and slaves and his people: “I wish that you 
make for me the choice, which religion is the best and the truest.” They 
began to dispute with one another without arriving to any results until 
the king asked the [Christian] priest: “If one compares the Israelite reli-
gion with that of the Ishmaelites, which is to preferred?” The priest an-
swered and said: “The religion of the Israelites is better.” Now he asked 

60   Koloda, “Saltovskoe goncharnoe proizvodstvo.”
61   Zhyronkyna, “Busy”; Aksenov, “Zerkala”; Citkovskaia, “Shelkovye tkani.”
62   Golden, “The Khazar sacral kingship,” p. 96.
63   Life of Constantine 9, English translation in Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, pp. 45 and 

61. For Constantine’s Khazar mission see Shepard, “The Khazars’ formal adoption of 
Judaism”; Ziffer, “Konstantin”; Trendafilov, Khazarskata polemika; Savvidis, “Problemata.” 
For the Byzantine-Khazar relations in the mid-9th century, see Naumenko, “Vizantiisko-
khazarskikh otnosheniiakh.”
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the kadi [Muslim judge] and said: “If one compares the Israelite religion 
with that of Edom [Christianity] which is to be preferred?” And the kadi 
answered to him and said: “The religion of the Israelites is better.” Upon 
this the king said, “Both of you admitted with your own lips that the reli-
gion of the Israelites is the best and truest. Therefore, I have chosen the 
religion of the Israelites, that is, the religion of Abraham.64

In the absence of any archaeological correlates of that conversion, histori-
ans have long debated both the exact date and the significance of the event.65 
However, Khazar dirham imitations have been identified recently that seem to 
shed some light on the matter. On those coins, (part of) the shahadah (Muslim 
profession of faith)—“Muhammad is the servant and messenger of Allah”—is 
replaced with “Moses is the apostle (or messenger) of God.” Those coins have 
been explicitly struck in the “Ard al-Khazar” (the land of the Khazars) in 837/8 
(AH 223).66 While the reasons for the conversion to Judaism will most likely 
continue to be a matter of scholarly debate, the precise dating of this event 
raises some interesting historical questions. The conversion appears to have 
been linked to the shift of power from the qagan to the second-in-command, 
the beg. The migration of the Magyars to the steppe lands north of the Black 
Sea must have substantially curtailed the sources of income derived from tax-
ing the Rus’ commercial traffic through Khazaria. Peter Golden has suggested 
that the Khwarazmian heavy cavalry guard (Ors) of the qagan may have been 
particularly disgruntled and facilitated this transfer of power.67 It was most 
likely the beg who convinced the qagan to convert to Judaism, while at the 
same time the office of the qagan became sacral.68

64   Slightly adapted version of the translation in Pritsak, “The Khazar Kingdom’s conversion,” 
p. 274.

65   Zuckerman, “On the date”; Chekin, “Christian of Stavelot”; Rostkowski, “Konwersja 
Chazarii”; Golden, “The conversion.” For the absence of any material culture correlates 
of the conversion (no synagogues, no religious artefacts, no religious symbols), see Flerov 
and Flerova, “Iudaizm.”

66   Kovalev, “Creating Khazar identity.” The first Khazar imitations of dirhams are dated to ca. 
825, and seem to have been a response to a sudden lack of cash on markets in Khazaria 
visited by Rus’ merchants.

67   Golden, “The Khazar sacral kingship.” Golden, “The conversion,” p. 161 suggests that the 
conversion may have been followed by backsliding and then a renewal and deepening of 
the faith.

68   At least that is the version of events preserved in the Cambridge Document (previously 
known as the Schechter Document), a letter from an unknown Jew from Khazaria to 
Hasdai ibn Shaprut (Gold and Pritsak, Khazarian Hebrew Documents, pp. 107 and 109; 
Golden, “The conversion,” pp. 145–47).
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Almost a hundred years later, when writing to Hasdai ibn Shaprut, the 
Khazar qagan Joseph (who may have come to power ca. 940) explained that he 
did not allow any Rus’ to come down the Volga in order to conduct raids into 
the Muslim territory. Such a policy seems to point to the serious crisis in the 
development of the Rus’ economy based primarily on the slave trade and on 
raids.69 This was definitely a major turn in the history of the commercial rela-
tions that linked Khazaria with the outside world. In the 7th and first half of 
the 8th century, the most important presence in the Khazar lands was that of 
the Central Asian merchants, most likely from such Soghdian centers as Suyab 
and Talas. That much results from the relatively large quantity of silver plate 
of Soghdian origin (or of Sassanian origin, but with Soghdian graffiti) found in 
the forest zone to the west from the Ural Mountains.70 The same explanation 
applies to finds of Sassanian and Khwarazmian coins, as well as imitations of 
Sassanian drachms struck in Bukhara.71 As Etienne de la Vaissière has pointed 
out, this relatively large quantity of silver cannot be explained in any other 
terms but of commercial transactions—most likely in exchange for the furs 
obtained from the forest zone in the easternmost lands of Eastern Europe.72 
The trade routes along which such exchanges took place crossed Khazaria, but 
very little of the wealth remained there. The situation changed dramatically 
after ca. 750, as the Khazar-Arab wars came to an end, and the new Abbasid 
dynasty was interested in opening for trade the routes across the Caucasus 
Mountains along which only armies have previously moved. Umayyad and 
Abbasid dirhams in large numbers began to enter Eastern Europe via Khazaria, 
but by 880 this flow of Muslim silver stopped. Some of those coins were struck 
in mints in the southern Caucasus region, but most others were brought from 
distant Syria, Transoxiana, North Africa, and even Spain.73 Shortly before 900, 
merchants discovered an alternative source of, and route to dirhams in large 
quantities, namely in Samanid central Asia. The flow of new dirhams reached 
Eastern Europe in ca. 900 via the steppe lands between the Caspian and the 
Aral Seas (Kara Kum and the Ustiurt Plateau), then reaching the Middle Volga 

69   For the role of the slave trade in Rus’-Khazar relations in the 9th and 10th centuries, see 
Tortika, Severo-zapadnaia Khazariia, pp. 343–425.

70   Vaissière, “Les marchands,” pp. 368–70; Goldina, “Istoki.”
71   Noonan, “Khwarazmian coins”; Goldina and Nikitin, “New finds.”
72   Vaissière, “Les marchands,” p. 370. The Soghdians may have been responsible for the foun-

dation of Sugdaia (Sudak) in the Crimea (Vaissière, “Saint André”).
73   Noonan, “When and how dirhams first reached Russia” and “Why dirhams first reached 

Russia”; Kovalev, “Khazaria and Volga Bulgāria,” pp. 44 and 50. That goods transiting 
Khazaria still reached the forest zone results among other things from the discovery of 
a silver ladle of Khazar manufacture found in western Siberia (Foniakova, Prikladnoe 
iskusstvo, pp. 91–96).
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region inhabited by Bulgars at that time. In this way, the new trade routes by-
passed Khazaria, which must have had drastic economic and political con-
sequences.74 Not being able to trade in Khazaria any more, the Rus’ wanted 
simply to cross its territory in order to raid the Muslim lands on the southern 
shore of the Caspian Sea. Greatly weakened, Khazaria was destroyed, when 
Sviatoslav, Prince of Kiev, attacked and sacked Sarkel and Itil in 965.75 The ar-
chaeological correlate of the disappearance of Khazaria is commonly believed 
to be the end of the Saltovo-Mayaki culture, but several sites in the north-
western region of the former qaganate continued well into the 11th century. 
Continuity and even growth on many sites is clearly visible archaeologically in 
the Middle Volga region—the land of the Bulgars.

4 Volga Bulgars

During the first half of the 10th century, Bulgaria on the Volga had grown enor-
mously rich because of the trade with Central Asia. Al-Masudi knew that the 
Volga Bulgars were “a kind of Turk, and caravans constantly go from them to 
Khwarazm in the land of Khorasan, [and] from Khwarazm to them.”76 Bulgaria 
on the Volga had by far the largest fur market in all of Eastern Europe dur-
ing the 10th and the early 11th centuries. Some have even suggested that Volga 
Bulgaria was a “silver bridge” between Scandinavia and Samanid Central Asia, 
across which some 125 million dirhams entered Eastern Europe in the direc-
tion of Scandinavia.77 Imitations of Samanid dirhams were struck in Volga 
Bulgaria in the first years of the 10th century, presumably in response to the 
insatiable need of cash for market exchanges, but after the middle of the 10th 

74   Noonan, “Some observations,” pp. 243–44; Zhivkov, Khazaria, pp. 151–59.
75   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6473, transl., p. 84. See also Konovalova, “Pokhod 

Sviatoslava”; Rostkowski, “Wyprawa Światosława”; Petrukhin, “Transkontinental’nye sviazi.”
76   English translation cited from Minorsky, History, p. 149. There is a list in al-Mukad-

dasi’s Best Divisions in the Knowledge of the Regions (10th c.) of all commodities from 
Bulgaria traded to Khwarazm (Bartol’d, Turkestan, p. 235). See also Kalinina, “Al-Masudi”; 
Konovalova, “Drevniaia Rus’,” p. 78; Kovalev, “Commerce,” pp. 66–73. For the relations be-
tween the Bulgars and the Kimaks in the steppe lands between the Middle Volga and 
Khwarazm, see Vladimirov, “Volzhka Bălgariia.”

77   Jansson, “‘Oriental import’,” p. 117; Noonan, “Volga Bulghāria’s tenth-century trade,”  
p. 210. Only a small number of those dirhams remained in Volga Bulgaria, and ended up 
in hoards (Valeev, “Torgovo-ekonomicheskie i kul’turnye sviazi,” pp. 23–24). Others were 
melted to be used for casting dress accessories, the number of which increased consider-
ably during the 10th century (Rudenko, “Kul’tura,” pp. 390–91).
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145Steppe Empires? The Khazars and the Volga Bulgars

century, Bulgar mints also issued dirhams with the names of Bulgar rulers.78 
The largest number of imitative dirhams were struck in the first three decades 
of the 10th century in the name of Almysh and of his son Mikhail b. Jafar. The 
largest number of official Bulgar coins was minted in the 970s in the names 
of Mumin b. Hasan and Mumin b. Ahmad—two rulers otherwise not known 
from any other source. Such coins appear in hoards found in distant locations 
in Russia, Ukraine, Estonia, Poland, Finland, Sweden, and even Denmark, a dis-
tribution that bespeaks commercial exchanges.79 Similarly, the presence of ar-
tifacts of Bulgar production in the lands to the north, northwest, and northest 
of Volga Bulgaria cannot be explained without reference to trade. The Bulgars 
established trade centers on the territory of the present-day Republic of Mari 
El and in the Kama region, which controlled the fur trade with the north.80 In 
the whole of Eastern Europe, the Kama region is the only one in which bone 
assemblages in excavated native settlements contain remains of animals of the 
genus Martes (which includes both marten and sable). Shortly before and after 
the year 1000, sable pelts began to enter the Bulgar trade from western Siberia 
or from the Kama region.81 After 1000, the percentage of Bulgar wheel-made 
pottery found in assemblages in the Kama region increased from 5 to 50 (some-
times even 75) as a result of the commercial exchanges taking place.82

The systematic excavations carried out since 1938 in Bolgar, next to the 
confluence of the Volga and Kama rivers, have revealed that the 10th-century  
fortification was erected on the site of an earlier settlement, but enclosed 
only a small area (about 22 acres; Fig. 9.2). The population in the fort seems to 
have been sustained by a number of satellite settlements in the surrounding 
area. One of them produced six sunken-floored buildings, with a number of 
silos between them. The agricultural implements, as well as the fragments of 

78   Kovalev, “What do ‘official’ Volga Bulġār coins suggest,” pp. 193–94.
79   Kropotkin, “Bulgarskie monety,” p. 38.
80   Kazakov, “Torgovo-remeslennye poseleniia,” p. 106; Gagin, “Narody severa.” It is through 

the Bulgar intermediary that dirhams first reached native sites in the region. Similarly, 
the Bulgar trade is responsible for the sudden presence of silver (sometimes gilded sil-
ver) in the form of jewelry on several sites in the Vychegda region or even further to the 
north, on sanctuary sites in the Pechora region of the subarctic tundra (Kazakov, Kul’tura,  
pp. 315–16; Rudenko, Bulgarskoe serebro).

81   Makarov, “The fur trade,” p. 386; Kovalev, “The infrastructure,” p. 39.
82   Khuzin, “Drevniaia Kazan’,” p. 199. Bulgar wheel-made pottery has been found as far north 

as Beloozero, the northernmost terminal of the trade routes linking the Middle Volga 
region to the Rus’ in the northwest (Golubeva, “Beloozero,” pp. 40–41). However, wheel-
made pottery of Bulgar design was also produced in the Upper Kama region in kilns, such 
as that discovered at Rozhdestvennoe, on the river Obva, next to a 10th- to 11th-century 
Muslim cemetery, most likely associated with a Bulgar trading post (Krylasova, “Grebni”).
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146 chapter 9

figure 9.2 Bolgar, aerial view of the historical and archaeological complex on the left bank 
of the Volga River, with the 13th-century mosque, flanked by the Northern and 
Eastern Mausoleums (both built in the 14th century). The large green plastic roof 
in the foreground covers the excavated ruins of the Khan’s Palace, built after the 
conquest of Volga Bulgaria by the Mongols (mid-13th century).
Photo by Marat Garifzianov

querns, bespeak the agricultural function of the settlement, in sharp contrast 
to that of Bolgar.83 The archaeological assemblages found there are dominated 
by goods of foreign origin, such as glass beads produced in Syria and Egypt, as 
well sphero-conical vessels believed to have served as containers for the trans-
portation of mercury.84 A much larger quantity of such vessels is known from 
Biliar, another site that grew in the 10th century. However, the most spectacular 
sign of long-distance trade in Biliar is pottery. A large amount of glazed pottery 
of Iranian, Central Asian, Rus’, and Byzantine origin, in addition to amber and 
glass beads have all been found during the 1974 excavations of the mosque.85 

83   Starostin, “O rannem Bolgare,” pp. 100–101. Charred seeds found in one of the houses 
turned out to be of wheat, which was most likely stored in the silos before being trans-
ported to Bolgar (Tuganaev and Tuganaev, Sostav, pp. 79–80).

84   Poluboiarinova, “Stekliannye izdeliia,” pp. 153–55, 180, 182, and 212; Khlebnikova, 
“Nepolivnaia keramika,” pp. 93 and 96. For other finds of Oriental glass, see Valiullina, 
“Srednevekove islamskoe steklo,” pp. 235–40. For weights and scales, see Poluboiarinova, 
“Torgovyi inventar’.”

85   Khalikov, “Istoriia,” pp. 33, 45 and 53 fig. 17; Valeev, “Torgovlia Biliara,” p. 73. Finds of lids 
with handles point to trade relations with Khwarazm and southern Kazakhstan, the 
area from which such shapes originated. Equally significant are finds of Glazed White 
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147Steppe Empires? The Khazars and the Volga Bulgars

Long-distance trade connections are also revealed by the more recent excava-
tions in Kazan’, less than four miles from the bank of the river Volga. Unlike 
Bolgar, but like Biliar, the earliest settlement on that site, established in the late 
10th century, was fortified from the very beginning. Its non-agrarian character 
results from the great number of finds of glass beads and bracelets, as well as 
spindle whorls. The petrological analysis of the latter indicates that their origin 
may be traced back to the slate stone quarried near Ovruch in Ukraine, several 
hundred miles to the west.86 The most impressive finds from Kazan’ that are 
associated with long-distance trade are a rare, lead imitation of a denier struck 
in Prague for the Czech duke Wenceslas (ca. 921–ca. 935) and a denier struck in 
Regensburg for the East Frankish king Conrad I (911–918).87

Besides evidence that long-distance trade, the archaeological excavations 
in the Bulgar towns have also produced evidence about the organization of 
that trade.88 In Biliar, archaeologists have been able to identify a merchant 
quarter located less than 1,000 feet from the “inner town” (the fortified pala-
tial compound inside the fort). In addition, the archaeological excavations 
have brought to light a building made of adobe and stone located immediately 
next to the eastern corner of the “inner town.” The combination of warehouse, 
kitchen, dining-hall, central underground heating, numerous wells and a small 
mosque leaves no doubt as to the function of that building—an inn for mer-
chants entering the city. The presence of merchants is in fact betrayed by finds 
of keys and scales.89 Elsewhere within the territory of Volga Bulgaria, there is 
evidence of markets outside fortified centers, as in Semenovo and Izmeri, two 
sites to the northeast from Bolgar. There are in fact more finds of commercial 
balances from those two sites than from all other sites in Volga Bulgaria. Their 
commercial function results from the discovery of a great number of weights 
(over 200 from Semenovo alone), which appear to be subdivisions of the Iraqi 
pound that served for the striking of Kufic coins. Pre-manufactured rods of yel-
low or brown glass suggest a local production of beads using imported material, 

Ware from Iran, some with Kufic inscriptions, as well as glazed wares from Byzantium 
(Kochkina, “Prichernomorsko-sredizemnomoreskie sviazi,” pp. 133–34).

86   Khuzin, “K voprosu ob arkheologicheskoi date,” pp. 77–78; Khuzin, “K voprosu o voznikno-
venii,” pp. 257 and 259; Khuzin, “Novoe.” For the beads from Kazan’, see Callmer, “Rannnie 
busy.” For the spindle whorls made of Ovruch slate, see Kazakov, Kul’tura, p. 319. For rela-
tions between Volga Bulgaria and Rus’, see Kovalev, “O role rusov.”

87   Khuzin, “K voprosu o vozniknovenii,” p. 261; Hásková, “Drevnecheshskaia moneta.” For 
West European coins found in Volga Bulgaria, see Salakhov, “Zapadnoevropeiskie mon-
ety.” For finds of Samanid dirhams, see Sowelam, “Dating and attribution.”

88   For Bulgar towns and their role in long-distance trade, see Koval’, “Goroda.”
89   Khalikov and Sharifullin, “Karavan-sarai”; Kovalev, “The infrastructure,” pp. 61–62.
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148 chapter 9

and the very large number of spindle whorls may have also been manufactured 
locally from Ovruch slate.90

The existence of trading centers such as Semenovo and Izmeri points to a 
specific role assigned to local markets in the organization of trade. That goods 
were manufactured locally, some of them out of imported materials, suggests 
that the Bulgars participated in the international trade on their own and did 
not simply take advantage of their geo-strategical position on the Middle Volga 
(as the Khazars did in relation to the lower course of that river). To be sure, 
Volga Bulgaria operated as a key link in the fur trade network extending from 
the Muslim markets in the south to the fur producing regions to the north. 
Judging from the existing evidence, no merchant from Khwarazm or any other 
part of the Muslim world would venture into the fur-producing regions on the 
Kama river or in western Siberia. Instead, Bulgar merchants either from Volga 
Bulgaria or from one of the trading posts established in the lands along the 
Upper Volga or the Kama obtained the pelts directly from the local communi-
ties through exchanges that appear to have taken place at the trading posts or, 
perhaps, on native sites. They then brought the pelts to the markets in Bulgaria 
and sold them to the Muslim merchants coming from the south. The con-
centration of goods and people on key points such as Semenovo and Izmeri, 
but especially in and around fortified centers like Biliar and Kazan’ required 
a drastic reorganization of agricultural production in order to meet the food 
demands of both traders and the administrative personnel in the forts. The 
territory of Volga Bulgaria (present-day Tatarstan) is actually one of the most 
productive areas in the chernozem belt of Eurasia, and to this day one of the 
largest granaries of Russia. The Volga Bulgars are mentioned as agriculturists 
in the earliest sources, and they cultivated a wide variety of crops, from wheat 
and emmer to rye and oats.91 The success of the reorganizing efforts of the 
Bulgar elites results from the great interest they seem to have taken in taxing 
the booming trade along the river Volga. It remains unclear how many of the 
numerous forts identified in the region may have served not defensive, but ad-
ministrative and fiscal needs associated with the taxation of the Volga trade.92

Trade may have also been responsible for the religious changes taking place 
in Volga Bulgaria shortly before 900. Contacts with Central Asia, particularly 
with Khwarazm, must have exposed the local elites to the tenets of Islam, the 

90   Kazakov, Bulgarskoe selo, pp. 29, 71–72, 127–128, and 153–155; Kazakov, “Izmeri.”
91   Tuganaev and Tuganaev, Sostav, pp. 69–70, 73, 79–80, and 82–83. For the influence of the 

Bulgar agricultural techniques on the neighboring territories, see Sarapulov, “Eshche raz.”
92   Gubaidullin, Fortifikaciia; Karavashkina, “Gorodishcha”; Gubaidullin and Mukhamadiev, 

“O fortifikacii.”
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149Steppe Empires? The Khazars and the Volga Bulgars

religion of most merchants that came to visit the markets in Bolgar, Biliar, and 
Kazan’.93 The existence of mosques inside the commercial quarters, and even 
the caravansarais built next to those markets suggests that exposure to Muslim 
religious practices was a function of the ever increasing volume of trade. It has 
been suggested that Islam provided the ideology that allowed some chieftains 
to assert hegemony over others.94 There were in fact three different tribes—
the Bulgars, the Askal, and the Suwar. Only the former have accepted Islam 
around AD 900, and their ruler, Almysh, is known to have claimed that as a 
humble servant of the most powerful Caliph he had the right to punish all 
the other chieftains if they disobeyed his orders.95 According to ibn Fadlan, 
in 920 Almysh sent an embassy to Caliph al-Muqtadir (908–932) in Baghdad  
asking him

to send someone who would instruct him in religion and make him ac-
quainted with the laws of Islam, [and] who would build for him a mosque 
and erect for him a pulpit mentioning his name, from which might be 
carried out the mission of converting his people in his whole country, 
and in all the district of his kingdom. And he prayed the Caliph to build a 
fortress wherein he might defend himself against hostile kings.96

Ibn Fadlan was the envoy sent to respond to some of those requests and what is 
now known about Almysh derives primarily from the Abbasid envoy’s account 
of this trip to Volga Bulgaria. To ibn Fadlan, Volga Bulgaria and its ruler were 
essentially barbarous, and he treats them with a mixture of curiosity, awe, and 
disgust.97 He mentions himself correcting Almysh when reading the hutba, 
and is critical of the conversion to Islam of a Bulgar clan named Baranjar, 
which according to him had no less than 5,000 members. They “had built for 
themselves a mosque of wood in which they performed the ritual prayer,” but 
“could not read [the Quran]” without ibn Fadlan’s assistance and guidance.98 

93   Bugrov et al., “K voprosu.”
94   Makó, “The Islamization,” p. 214; Izmailov, “Rol’ islama.”
95   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 59. Ibn Fadlan called Almysh “king of Saqaliba,” a title that has 

caused much scholarly discussion, since Saqaliba, in Arabic sources, is also the name used 
for Slavs. In reality, ibn Fadlan’s terminology is generic: Saqaliba were people of Eastern 
Europe in general, since he knew that Almysh called himself “king of the Bulghars” 
(Journey, p. 46). For the most recent salvo in this debate, see Zhikh, “Arabskaia tradiciia” 
and Galkina, “K interpretacii.”

96   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 25.
97   Montgomery, “Travelling autopsies.”
98   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, pp. 46 and 57. The Baranjar appear to have embraced Islam for quite 

some time. Similarly, judging from the chronology of his coins, Almysh converted at least 
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150 chapter 9

How long did it take for the tenets and practices of Islam to be generally adopt-
ed? If burial customs are any indication of thorough conversion, then Muslim 
practices were not fully accepted in Volga Bulgaria before 1100.99

It remains unclear who the “hostile kings” were against whom Almysh 
wanted to build a fortress with Abbasid assistance and know-how. The usual 
interpretation of the passage from ibn Fadlan’s travelogue cited above is that 
he feared the Khazars.100 However, those known to cause much suffering to 
Muslims in the early 10th century were the Rus’, not the Khazars.101 According 
to the Tale of Bygone Years, twenty years after the attack on the Khazars by 
Sviatoslav, his son Vladimir “set out by boat to attack the Bulgars.” He asked the 
Torks (Oghuz) to attack the Bulgars from the south. However, no battle is men-
tioned and no destruction, but the Bulgars ask for an eternal peace, after which 
Vladimir returned to Kiev.102 The Bulgars are introduced again under the fol-
lowing year (986) and specifically mentioned as being of “Mohammedan faith” 
and trying to convince Vladimir to adopt their religion. One has the impression 
that the supposed attack of 985 is a literary strategy to introduce the story of 
Vladimir’s conversion and the Bulgars as having been adherents of the first 
religion that the prince of Kiev rejected. If the peace made possible the diplo-
matic contacts implied by the participation of the Bulgars in the “competition 
of faiths” that led to Vladimir’s conversion to Christianity, it is remarkable that 
no mention is made of the Bulgars in the Tale of Bygone Years until the year 
1024. In that year, “where was great confusion and famine throughout all that 
country [Suzdalia]. The whole population went along the Volga to the Bulgars, 
from whom they bought grain and thus sustained themselves.”103 The archaeo-
logical evidence also indicates intensive commercial contacts between Rus’ 

15 years before ibn Fadlan’s visit (Ianina, “Novye dannye”). There is only one case of actual 
conversion to Islam mentioned in the Journey. Ibn Fadlan brags about converting a man 
named Talut, together with his wife, his mother and his children. He does not miss the 
opportunity of a nudge against Almysh: the man’s “joy at having come to know these 
two suras was greater than his joy might have been had he become king of the Saqaliba” 
( Journey, p. 57).

99   Izmailov, “K voprosu” and “Islam.”
100   Makó, “The Islamization,” p. 205.
101   Crossing the Khazar territory, the Rus’ raided several times the lands in the southern 

and southwestern region of the Caspian Sea, and sacked Bardha in 943 (Konovalova, 
“Pokhodov rusov”).

102   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6493, p. 27, transl. p. 96.
103   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6532, transl. pp. 134–135. The Bulgars are again mentioned 

as taking Murom in 1088. The Bulgars appear more frequently in the Rus’ annals dur-
ing the 12th century (Konovalova, “Drevniaia Rus’,” p. 80; Gagin, Volzhskaia Bulgariia,  
pp. 186–99).
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151Steppe Empires? The Khazars and the Volga Bulgars

and Volga Bulgaria throughout the 11th century.104 The impression one gets 
from the written and archaeological sources, therefore, is that while Khazaria 
disappeared from history after ca. 1000, Volga Bulgaria figured prominently in 
the commercial relations of Rus’ with Central Asia. Until the Mongol invasion 
of the 1220s, the Bulgars remained trusted commercial partners of the Rus’. 
Far from being a steppe empire (a phrase often employed as a synonym for 
an ephemeral polity), Volga Bulgaria is in fact the name of one of the most 
remarkably stable, prosperous, and long-lasting polities in Eastern Europe.

104   Zakharov and Kuzina, “Torgovo-ekonomicheskie otnosheniia,” pp. 32–34, largely on the 
basis of bead finds.
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chapter 10

Oghuz, Pechenegs, and Cumans: Nomads of 
Medieval Eastern Europe?

Before reaching the realm of Almysh, ibn Fadlan stayed for a while with “a 
Turkish tribe, which are called Oghuz.” They lived somewhere beyond the 
Ustiurt plateau between the western shore of the Sea of Aral and the north-
eastern shore of the Caspian Sea, south of the river Emba, in what is today 
southwestern Kazakhstan.1 The first thing that ibn Fadlan has to say about the 
Oghuz is that they were nomads, who had “houses of felt.” However, he also 
mentions an Oghuz chieftain declaring that because his houses were “off the 
road,” he could not bring to the Abbasid envoys sheep and unground grain.2 
This suggests both a more settled lifestyle and the cultivation of crops as a 
subsistence strategy. Several Arab and Persian sources note the existence of 
sedentarized Oghuz, as well as of Oghuz towns and tradings posts in border 
areas.3 All sources insist upon the large herds of animals on which the subsis-
tence economy of the Oghuz was based. The numbers advanced by ibn Fadlan 
are indeed very high: “for I saw people among the Oghuz who possessed 10,000 
horses and 100,000 sheep.”4 That the Oghuz economy was pastoralist is beyond 
any doubt. But were the Oghuz nomads?

To be sure, nothing in ibn Fadlan’s account suggests that they had come 
from somewhere else or that they were not the native inhabitants of the lands 
in which they lived. Historians, however, believe that the Oghuz moved at 
some point into the lands between the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya (ancient 
Transoxiana) from western Mongolia, as refugees from Qarluq attacks.5 

1   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, pp. 33 and 42. Emba, which ibn Fadlan calls “Jam” but is known as Zhem 
in (modern) Kazakh, is specifically mentioned as one of the rivers that separated the Oghuz 
from the Pechenegs.

2   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 37. Similarly, an army commander named Etrek is said to have “a large 
establishment, servants and large dwellings” ( Journey, p. 39).

3   Golden, Introduction, pp. 207–10. For Yangikent, the Oghuz town on the eastern shore of the 
Aral Sea, see Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 167.

4   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 42; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 168.
5   Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 178–79. As Golden, “The migrations,” pp. 48–50 and 54, has 

demonstrated, the idea of a migration from Mongolia is largely based on the mention of the 
word “Oghuz” (in various word combinations) in inscriptions of the Göktürk found in Bain 
Tsokto, in the Tuul valley, and dated to the 8th century.
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However, the evidence for a migration is very late and problematic.6 Much 
more certain, however, is the control that by 900 a major Oghuz confederacy 
exercised over the lands on both sides of the Aral Sea. According to Fadlan, “the 
ruler of the Oghuz is called yabghu” and he has subordinates called “Kudarkin 
and so each subordinate to a chieftain is called Kudarkin.” Historians therefore 
call the confederacy the “Oghuz Yabghu state.”7 Writing in the mid-10th centu-
ry, Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus knew that the Oghuz had “made 
common cause with the Chazars and joined battle with the Pechenegs and pre-
vailed over them and expelled them from their country,” and had settled there 
in their stead.8 The forced migration of the Pechenegs westwards is believed to 
have brought about the migration of the Magyars (see below and Chapter 13), 
although the events linked to that are dated before 900. Ibn Fadlan mentions 
Oghuz captives in Khazaria, who most likely resulted either from Khazar raids 
into the Oghuz territories, or from Khazar defeats of Oghuz marauding parties 
entering Khazaria.9 Furthermore, ibn Fadlan knew of Pechenegs between the 
Oghuz and the Bulgars, i.e., between the rivers Emba and Ural, in the steppe 
lands north of the Caspian Sea and the Mugodzhar Hills.10 This seems to be 
confirmed by what Emperor Constantine wrote about some Pechenegs, who 
“of their own will and personal decision stayed behind there and united with 
the so-called Uzes, and even to this day they live among them.”11 During the 

6    Golden, “The migrations,” p. 51; Golden, Introduction, p. 206. By contrast, Fedorov-Davydov, 
Kochevniki, p. 139 believed that the Oghuz had come shortly before 900 from Khazaria.

7    Golden, “The migrations,” pp. 72–81; Kruglov, “Gosudarstvo guzov.” On the basis of various 
sources, Golden, Introduction, p. 208, distinguished between two branches of the confed-
eracy—the Bozoq (the senior right wing) and the Üčoq (the junior left wing).

8    Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 167. Nikolov, 
“‘Ethnos skythikos’,” p. 238, believes that the Oghuz pushed the Pechenegs “out of the Syr 
Darya and Volga-Ural areas.” But to Emperor Constantine, the homeland of the Pechenegs 
was “on the river Atil [Volga] and likewise on the river Geich [Ural],” with no mention of 
Syr Darya. Emperor Constantine’s description of the Pecheneg lands is consistent with 
that in the slightly later account of al-Gardizi, for which see Zimonyi, “The chapter,”  
pp. 104–105 and 108–109.

9    Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 41; Golden, “The migrations,” p. 77. One of the Oghuz chieftains 
suspected ibn Fadlan and his companions to be envoys sent by the caliph to the Khazars 
“to stir them up against us.” The general picture of Oghuz-Khazar relations is therefore 
one of hostility and suspicion, not cooperation against the Pechenegs.

10   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 42. The crossing of no less than 6 rivers is mentioned before “we 
arrived at the Pechenegs.” The last one is Ubna, which may well be Utva, a left-hand 
tributary of the Ural River in what is now northwestern Kazakhstan. Upon leaving the 
Pechenegs, ibn Fadlan had to cross first the river Jayikh, which is the Zhayyk, the Kazakh 
name of the Ural.

11   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 169. Golden, “The 
migrations,” p. 74 is therefore wrong when assuming that by the first third of the 10th 
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early 10th century, therefore, far from being allies, the Oghuz and the Khazars 
were apparently hostile to each other, no doubt because of the former’s winter 
raids into Khazaria, across the frozen Volga, as indicated by al-Masudi.12

Ibn Fadlan’s account contains a description of a funeral:

When one of their [prominent] men dies, they dig for him a large pit in 
the form of a house, and they take him, dress him in a robe with his belt 
and bow, put a drinking cup of wood in his hand with intoxicating drink 
in it, and place in front of him a wooden vessel of mead. They come with 
his entire possessions and put them with him in this house. Then they set 
him down in it. They then build a structure over him and make a kind of 
cupola out of mud. Then they go at his horses, and in accordance with 
their number they slaughter one to two hundred at the grave down to the 
last one. They eat their flesh down to the head, the hooves, the hide, and 
the tail, for they hang these upon wooden poles and say: “These are his 
steeds on which he rides to paradise.”13

Far less famous than ibn Fadlan’s account of the funeral of the Rus’ chieftain (see 
chapter 14), this description has nonetheless influenced the interpretation of 
the archaeological evidence pertaining to the 10th- and 11th-century nomads in 
the steppe lands between the Emba and the Volga rivers.14 Particularly relevant 
in this respect are the “cupola” made out of mud—most likely a barrow—and 
the funeral display of the head and the legs of the sacrificed horse(s). However, 
most 10th- to 11th-century burials, when not in flat graves, are in fact second-
ary interments in prehistoric burial mounds.15 Similarly, the head and the legs 
of a horse are regularly found inside the burial pit, not outside, either next 
to or immediately above the human skeleton.16 Ever since Svetlana Pletneva 
and German Fedorov-Davydov’s pathbreaking studies, the archaeological evi-
dence pertaining to the medieval nomads of the East European steppe lands 

century the Oghuz were “close to the Volga, having pushed the Pechenegs into the Pontic 
steppes.”

12   Minorsky, History, pp. 150–151; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 196.
13   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, pp. 38–39.
14   Nagrodzka-Majchrzyk, “Les Oghouz,” p. 167; Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 176 and 178. 

To be sure, unlike the account of the Rus’ funeral, which is based on ibn Fadlan’s eyewit-
ness experience (Journey, p. 67), that of the Oghuz is most likely based on hearsay.

15   Kriger, “Oguzskie kurgany”; Glukhov, “Pogrebeniia.”
16   Kruglov, “Pogrebal’nyi obriad”; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 176; Kruglov, “Gosudarstvo 

guzov,” p. 190.
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has been primarily collected from burial sites.17 Archaeologists distinguished 
several groups of burials, as well as particular burial customs, such as the depo-
sition of the head and legs of a horse, the covering of the pit floor with organic 
material and of the pit with timber planks, and the west-east orientation of 
the grave. Different groups of burials have then been attributed to different 
groups of nomads known from the written sources.18 In reality, there is no way 
one can differentiate between Oghuz, Pechenegs, and Cumans on the basis of 
the archaeological evidence from burials.19 In exceptional cases, such as that 
of the chieftain’s tomb on the bank of the river Chynhul (see below), the ethnic 
attribution was based on the chronology of the assemblage and the historical 
circumstances known for a particular region at that time, not on any specific 
features of the archaeological record.

To judge from ibn Fadlan’s account, there was no central authority in the 
Oghuz world, and decisions were often taken in assemblies of the most prom-
inent chieftains.20 This may explain the conflict between different tribes or 
clans, the most famous of which was the separation, shortly before 1000, of 
the Qiniq tribe under its chieftain, Seljuk.21 The Seljuk Turks, as they came to 
be known, migrated to the south, and their extraordinary history and political 
success is linked to the lands outside Eastern Europe.22 It has been suggested 

17   Pletneva, “Pechenegi, torki”; Fedorov-Davydov, Kochevniki. No campsites have so far been 
found that could be dated with any degree of certainty to the 10th or 11th centuries, which 
is in sharp contrast to 7th- to 9th-century campsites known from the northern region of 
the Sea of Azov, around the Taganrog Bay (Flerov, “O rannesrednevekovykh kochev’iakh” 
p. 27; Kliuchnikov, “Kochev’e”; Vorob’ev and Larenok, “Poberezh’e Taganrogskogo zaliva”).

18   For futile attempts to distinguish between Oghuz and Pechenegs in the archaeological 
record, see Gucalov, “Pogrebenie”; Kruglov, “Pechenegi i oguzy”; Zheleznyi, “K voprosu.” 
Some have gone as far as to attribute specific artifact categories to specific groups. For ex-
ample, Svetlana Pletneva believed that snaffle bits with rigid mouth-pieces were typically, 
if not exclusively Pecheneg (Pletneva, Kochevniki, pp. 124–25).

19   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 210. To Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, On 
the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 169, the difference between the independent 
Pechenegs and those who remained under the rule of the Oghuz was that the latter wore 
short tunics “reaching to the knee, and their sleeves are cut off at the shoulder, whereby, 
you see, they indicate that they have been cut off from their own folk and those of their 
race.” In other words, ethnic differences were marked in the dress of the living, not in that 
of the dead. For dress differences in the 10th-century steppe lands of Eastern Europe, see 
Noonan, “Dress and clothing.”

20   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, p. 41; Nagrodzka-Majchrzyk, “Les Oghouz,” p. 167.
21   Golden, Introduction, p. 208.
22   Only recent nationalist concerns in Gagauzia (an autonomous territorial unit in the 

southwestern part of the present-day Republic of Moldova) have attempted to link the 
modern Gagauz (who speak a Turkic language, but are Christian) to the Christianized 
Seljuks of Izzedin Kaykaus who moved to Dobrudja in 1263 (Nikolov, “‘Ethnos skythikon’,” 
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that some time before 1000, the Oghuz had already moved or expanded into 
the lands between the Volga, Don, and Manych rivers (the Kalmyk steppe).23 If 
so, the Oghuz therefore eliminated the relative independence of their immedi-
ate Pecheneg neighbors visited in 922 by ibn Fadlan. Advancing into the heart-
land of Khazaria, they also became neighbors of Patzinakia, the land of the 
Pechenegs, which to Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus was “distant 
a five days journey from Uzia and Chazaria.”24 Throughout the first half of the 
11th century, the Oghuz, who appear in the Tale of Bygone Years as “Torki,” were 
the dominant force in the steppe lands between the Volga and the Dnieper. 
They pushed even farther to the west, against the Pechenegs, a conflict that 
gave the Pecheneg chieftain Kegen a chance to distinguish himself in battle 
against the Oghuz.25 The presence of the latter in the steppe lands north of 
the Black Sea also explains their attacks on Rus’. Prince Vsevolod of Pereiaslavl’ 
organized a raid against them in 1055, followed five years later by a massive 
expedition, both on land and on the river Dnieper. The “numberless army” was 
commanded by the princes of Kiev, Chernigov, and Pereiaslavl’, who received 
military assistance from the prince of Polotsk.26 The expedition was victorious, 
and historians have associated it to the mass migration of the Oghuz to the 
Lower Danube, as well as to their subsequent invasion of the Balkan provinces 
of the Byzantine Empire.27 The 1064 invasion was particularly devastating, es-
pecially after the armies dispatched to meet the enemy were destroyed, and 
their commanders (Basil Apokapes and Nicephorus Botaneiates) captured. 
The marauding Oghuz reached deep into the southern parts of the Peninsula, 

pp. 244–46). The theory has been previously advanced by the prominent Orientalist Paul 
Wittek (1894–1978), especially in his “Les Gagaouzes.” There are, however, theories linking 
the Gagauz to the “western” Oghuz and the Cumans (Mladenov, “Pechenezi”). For such 
theories being little more than an attempt to establish a historically respectable ances-
try for a group of population not mentioned in any sources before the 19th century, see 
Nikolov, “‘Ethnos skythikon’,” pp. 246–47.

23   Kruglov, “Pechenegi i oguzy,” p. 57. This may have brought the Oghuz in direct contact 
with Khazaria during the last years of its existence. However, the ritual mutilation of bod-
ies before burial—a supposedly typical Oghuz burial custom—has been attributed to the 
influence of the Saltovo-Mayaki culture (Kruglov, “Pechenegi i oguzi,” pp. 55–56).

24   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 169. Emperor 
Constantine knew that the Oghuz could attack the Pechenegs, if asked to do so by the 
Byzantines (On the Administration of the Empire 9, p. 63).

25   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 455; transl., p. 426.
26   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 162–63 and transl. p. 143; Spinei, The Great Migrations,  

p. 200 with n. 117.
27   Golden, “The migrations,” p. 83.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   156 3/21/2019   5:07:37 PM



157Oghuz, Pechenegs, and Cumans: Nomads?

to Thessaloniki and the hinterland of Constantinople.28 Incapable of finding 
sufficient supplies, the Oghuz were moreover decimated by disease. The sur-
vivors are said to have returned to the lands north of the river Danube, but 
many more were captured by the Byzantines and settled in eastern Thrace (the 
theme of Macedonia).29

However, not all Oghuz left the steppe lands north of the Black Sea. Their at-
tacks upon Rus’ are mentioned for 1080, but those appear to be Oghuz that had 
previously been settled within Rus’.30 Thirteen years later, mention is made 
of a town named Torchesk, most likely because its garrison was made up of 
Oghuz (“Torki”).31 Others were under Cuman rule, for in 1103, upon defeating 
the Cumans, Vladimir Monomakh, the prince of Pereiaslavl’ (1094–1113), and 
his cousin Sviatopolk II, the grand prince of Kiev (1093–1113) seized sheep and 
cattle, horses, and camels, but also large numbers of Pechenegs and Oghuz 
(“Torki”).32 In the 12th century, however, the Oghuz are primarily mentioned 
as mercenaries of the princes of Kiev, along with a group known as the Black 
Hoods (Cherny Klobuki), which appear in the Rus’ sources between 1146 and 
1201 and have been linked to the Oghuz.33 The last mention of the “Torki” in 
the Rus’ sources refers to Vladimir IV, Grand Prince of Kiev (1223–1235) sending 
Oghuz troops to the assistance of Daniel of Halych, in 1235.34

28   Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 202–203, who, on the basis of a passage from Michael 
Psellos, suggests that Pechenegs may have also participated in this invasion.

29   Nikolov, “‘Ethnos skythikos,” p. 241. Oghuz recruits fought (and deserted) at the battle of 
Mantzikert against the Seljuk Turks, and Oghuz auxiliaries are also mentioned as harass-
ing the armies of the First Crusade crossing the Balkans. For the Oghuz in the Byzantine 
sources, see Savvidis, “Byzantines” and Zachariadou, “Oguz tribes.”

30   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6588, p. 135; transl., p. 168; Morgunov, “Torcheskoe 
rasselenie.”

31   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6601, pp. 144–45; transl. p. 175; Golden, “The migrations,” 
p. 84; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 205.

32   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6611, p. 185; transl. p. 202.
33   Rasovskii, “O roli chernykh klobukov”; Nagrodzka-Majchrzyk, Czarni klobucy; Spinei, The 

Great Migrations, pp. 208 and 211; Dobroliubskii, “Cherny klobuki.” For the image of the 
Black Hoods in the Rus’ sources, see Mikhailova, “‘Christians,” pp. 46–49. By contrast, later 
references to Oghuz in the Kingdom of Hungary may in fact refer to Pechenegs (Marek, 
“Pečenehovia”; Kiss, “Úzok”). Rásonyi, “Turcs non-islamisés,” downplays the significance 
of the Oghuz for the history of medieval Hungary, in contrast to both Pechenegs and, es-
pecially, Cumans. That is one of the reasons for which his ideas about Vlachs as an Oghuz 
tribe are to be rejected (Rásonyi, “Bulaqs” and “The history”).

34   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 208.
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1 Pechenegs

Some historians claim that the first written attestation of the Pechenegs is in 
an 8th-century Tibetan translation of a Uighur text, according to which the 
people called Be-ča-nag were waging war against the people called Hor.35 Even 
though the first name is indeed similar to that of the Pechenegs, there is no in-
dication of the country or region in which the conflict supposedly took place. 
Moreover, it is not at all clear how the earliest Pechenegs in Eastern Europe 
“appear” in the written sources in the region of the Ural River.36 A number 
of Arabic sources based on al-Jayhani’s geographical work, the Book of Routes 
and Kingdoms, locate the Pechenegs at the end of the trade route beginning at 
Gürgench (Urganch, in modern Uzbekistan), crossing the Ustiurt plateau to 
reach the river Emba. In other words, in the early 10th century, when al-Jayhani 
wrote his (now lost) geographical book, the Pechenegs were in the same places 
in which ibn-Fadlan found them.37 Indeed, their neighbors to the southwest 
were the Khazars, while their eastern neighbors were the Oghuz.38 On the 
basis of the information they took from al-Jayhani, two 11th-century authors—
al-Bakri (who wrote in Muslim Spain) and al-Marvazi (the court physician of 
the Seljuk sultan Malik Shah I, 1072–1092)—describe the Pechenegs as nomads 
in terms referring to Bedouin nomadism and hinting at two verses from the 
Quran. Neither author saw the Pechenegs with his own eyes.39

To judge by the Tale of Bygone Years, the Pechenegs had twice attacked 
the Rus’ before ibn Fadlan crossed the river Emba.40 It is unlikely that those 
were the same Pechenegs that al-Jayhani and ibn Fadlan located in the lands 
between the Ural and the Emba rivers. Writing in 982, after the collapse of 
Khazaria, the unknown author of a Persian geography distinguished between 

35   Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, p. 68, for an English translation of the text. For its interpreta-
tion, see Pritsak, “The Pechenegs,” p. 9; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 113. Both authors 
identify the Hor with the Oghuz. However Senga, “A besenyők” and Paroń, Pieczyngowie, 
p. 106 identify them as the Uighurs and locate the conflict in the Junggar Basin of north-
western China. Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, p. 68, locates the Pechenegs on the Upper Irtysh 
River.

36   Zimonyi, “The chapter,” p. 99 assumes that “the Pechenegs wandered through the western 
half of the Kazak steppe before 820,” although no source exists to support that assumption.

37   Zimonyi, “The chapter,” p. 109. For al-Jayhani, see Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, pp. 7–15.
38   Zimonyi, “The chapter,” p. 110 believes this to be an indication that the Arabic sources 

describe the Pechenegs before their en masse crossing of the Volga in 894.
39   Al-Marvazi, On China, pp. 20–21; Zimonyi, “The chapter,” pp. 105 and 109 (reference to 

Quran XVI:10 and XXI:63).
40   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6423 and 6424–6428, pp. 31 and 32; transl., p. 71. For the 

Pechenegs in Rus’, see Worster, “Konfrontation.”
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“Turkic Pechenegs” and “Khazarian Pechenegs,” the former in the lands to 
the east of the river Volga and the latter in the lands north of the Black Sea 
that had been under the control of the Khazars.41 When did the Pechenegs 
move to the steppe region north of the Black Sea? Based on the information 
provided by Constantine Porphyrogenitus in his On the Administration of the 
Empire, scholars believe that they had come from the lands to the east from the 
river Volga at some point before the year 900.42 There is, however, no mention 
of migration in any other sources, especially not in those written in Arabic.  
Nor is there any archaeological evidence of newcomers in the late 9th-century 
steppe lands north of the Black Sea.43 The events surrounding the Bulgarian-
Byzantine war of 894–896, in which Symeon of Bulgaria allied himself with 
the Pechenegs against the Byzantines and their Magyar allies do not suggest 
that the Pechenegs had just arrived in the region. In fact, the story of their 
conflict with the Magyars (see chapter 13) implies that the Magyars and the 
Pechenegs had been neighbors for quite some time. At any rate, it is most likely 
the “Khazarian Pechenegs” in the steppe lands north of the Black Sea that at-
tacked the Rus’ 915 and 920. They were also allies of Prince Igor when he want-
ed to attack Byzantium in 944.44 In the mid-10th century, the Pechenegs were 
sufficiently close to the Crimea to be able to “make excursions and plundering 
raids against Cherson” and to the Lower Danube to “march against Bulgaria, 
and with their preponderating multitude and their strength overwhelm and 
defeat them [the Bulgarians].”45

41   Ḥudūd al-’Ālam, pp. 101 and 160; Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 104–105; Zimonyi, 
“The chapter,” p. 101 with n. 8. Ivanov, “Oguzi i pechenegi,” p. 324 notes that the “Turkish 
Pechenegs” were separated from the “Khazarian Pechenegs” by a large territory (between 
the Volga and the Donets’) where no Pechenegs are known to have lived.

42   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37 and 38, pp. 167 
and 171. Golden, Introduction, p. 265; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 114; Zervan, “Úloha 
Pečenehov”; Kozlov, “K voprosu”; Paroń, Pieczyngowie, pp. 125–49; Zimonyi, Muslim 
Sources, p. 71.

43   The group of late 9th-century inhumations with bridle mounts from Iablonia and 
Antonivka (in the region of Mykolaïv, Ukraine) has been attributed to the Pechenegs 
on the basis of the historical record alone (Orlov, “Pro chas poiavy pechenigiv,” pp. 179 
and 181–82; Kruglov, “K voprosu,” pp. 36–37). Many more burials with richly ornamented 
bridle mounts have been found in northern Crimea and the neighboring steppe lands, 
but they are all dated after 900, often to the second half of the 10th century (Orlov, 
“Pivnichnoprychornomors’kii tsentr”).

44   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6423, 6424–6428, and 6452, pp. 31, 32, and 34; transl. pp. 71 
and 72–73. Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 117 notes that the Pechenegs had first crossed 
the Danube against the Byzantines ten years earlier, in 934.

45   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 1 and 5, pp. 49 and 53. 
To be sure, the Pechenegs are also said to engage in trade with the inhabitants of Cherson, 
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That the Pechenegs are mentioned in relation to Bulgaria and Cherson im-
plies that they had control over the westernmost segment of the steppe lands 
north of the Black Sea, namely those between the Lower Danube and the 
Lower Don. Emperor Constantine also knew the names of five rivers flowing 
through the land of the Pechenegs. Two of them are called Broutos and Seretos, 
and those are most likely the Prut and the Siret flowing into the Danube next to 
the Danube Bend, right before the Danube Delta.46 But the axis of Patzinakia 
was the river Dnieper. The river seems to have played a key role in the sea-
sonal migration of the Pecheneg pastoralists.47 Moreover, Patzinakia is de-
scribed as divided into eight provinces, four on each side of the river Dnieper.48 
The Pechenegs in three clans, two located to the west from the Dnieper—the 
Iabdiertim (Yavdi ertim) and the Chabouxingyla (Qabuqshin-Yula)—as well 
as the Kouartzitzour (Küverchi-Chur) on the opposite side of the river were 
called “Kangar,” because, as Emperor Constantine explains, they “are more 
valiant and noble than the rest: and that is what the title ‘Kangar’ signifies.”49 
Each province was further subdivided into 40 districts, and each district had 
its own, local leader. Emperor Constantine lists the names of the earliest chief-
tains in each province, but notes that, while succession to that position was 
hereditary, it favored cousins over sons, a detail often interpreted in relation 
to the Turkic system of succession based on genealogical seniority.50 The pic-
ture of the Pecheneg society in On the Administration of the Empire is deceiv-

who would pay them for various services (presumably military protection) with “pieces 
of purple cloth, ribbons, loosely woven cloths, gold brocade, pepper, scarlet or ‘Parthian’ 
leather, and other commodities which they require” (On the Administration of the Empire 
6, p. 53; see also 53, p. 287). Through Cherson, imperial officials and envoys could also es-
tablish contact with the Pechenegs and bribed them to attack the Bulgarians, the Magyars 
or the Rus’ (On the Administration of the Empire 7 and 8, pp. 55 and 57).

46   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 38, p. 175; Spinei, The 
Romanians, pp. 64–65 and 94.

47   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 8, p. 57.
48   Constantine Porphyrogentius, On the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 167. For the names 

of those provinces and their meanings, see Golden, Introduction, p. 266. For their location 
and the geography of the On the Administration of the Empire, see Paroń, “Pieczyngowie 
na kartach” and Kozlov, “Konstantin Bagrianorodnyi.”

49   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 171. For the ety-
mology and meaning of the word “Kangar,” see Golden, Introduction, p. 265; Spinei, The 
Great Migrations, p. 105; Paroń, Pieczyngowie, pp. 107–10.

50   Constantine Porphyrogentius, On the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 167. See also 
Golden, Introduction, p. 266; Pylypchuk, “Etnosocial’naia istoriia,” pp. 85–91. For an at-
tempt to identify social and political structures in the ethnically undifferentiated archae-
ological record of the medieval steppe lands in Eastern Europe, see Atavin, “Pogrebal’nyi 
obriad.”
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ing. Despite Emperor Constantine’s attempts to describe a well-structured and 
hierarchical Patzinakia, there was no single Pecheneg polity, not even in the 
sense of the Oghuz “state.”51 Instead, throughout the 10th and the first half of 
the 11th century, there were many different Pecheneg “tribes,” each with its own 
leader. While Emperor Constantine knew only eight “provinces” in Patzinakia, 
John Skylitzes, who wrote in the late 11th century, counted thirteen tribes, “all 
of which have the same name in common but each tribe has its own proper 
name inherited from its own ancestor and chieftain.”52 This is confirmed by 
the archaeological evidence, which derives exclusively from burial assemblag-
es (Fig. 10.1). The earliest such assemblage in Moldavia was found at Grozeşti 
(Fig. 10.2). This was the grave of a human (presumably male) buried together 
with a horse, as well as stirrups, a bridle bit, and seven arrow heads.53 There is 
nothing special about this rather modest assemblage, which does not stand out 
among many others in the steppe lands of Eastern Europe. By contrast, grave 
7 in barrow 10 excavated in Bădragii Vechi (the northern part of the Republic 
of Moldova) has been dated to the late 10th or 11th century on the basis of the 
associated, exquisitely decorated silver belt set, a clear sign of elevated social 
status.54 The same is true for the belt set found in Trapivka (near Tatarbunary, 
on the northeastern shore of the Sasyk Lagoon). Its decoration is regarded as 
most typical for a group of burials with silver bridle mounts richly decorated 
in a style directly inspired by the Byzantine art. Those were most likely burials 
of Pecheneg chieftains.55

Such chieftains acted independently, sometimes against each other, and 
in alliance with rival powers. Some Pechenegs were allied with Sviatoslav, the 
prince of Kiev, when he attacked Bulgaria in 968, at the request of Emperor 
Nicephorus II Phocas (see chapter 12).56 Others, however, invaded Rus’ in that 
same year, and attacked Kiev, only three years after Sviatoslav had sacked Itil. 
Whether or not the Pecheneg attack was inspired by the Byzantine diplomacy, 
the Pechenegs were definitely working in the interest, if not at the request of 
the Byzantine emperor John Tzimiskes when in 972 they ambushed the Rus’ 

51   Golden, Introduction, p. 267.
52   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, transl. p. 426. Skylitzes (Synopsis, transl. p. 456) gives the names 

of two tribes that do not appear in Emperor Constantine’s list (the Belemarnis and the 
Pagoumanis).

53   Spinei, Realităţi, p. 113. For 10th- to 13th-century burials with horse skeletons in the Lower 
Danube region, see Ioniţă, “Observaţii.”

54   Chirkov, “Novye dannye,” pp. 166 and 162 fig. 4.
55   Dobroliubskii and Subbotin, “Pogrebenie.” For a similar assemblage in Myrne (near Kiliia, 

north of the Danube Delta), see Dokont, “Kochevnicheskoe pogrebenie.” For those assem-
blages as elite burials, see Curta, “The image and archaeology,” pp. 163–64.

56   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 122.
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figure 10.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text
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figure 10.2  Grozeşti, grave goods from a 10th- or early 11th-century male burial with horse 
skeleton: bridle bit, stirrup, a knife, and seven arrow heads
After Spinei, Realităţi etnice, fig. 29
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on their return from Bulgaria, and killed Sviatoslav.57 During the following two 
decades, the Pecheneg attacks on Rus’ intensified. However, the pattern of po-
litical alliances established in the previous decades continued. In 996 Vladimir, 
the prince of Kiev, barely escaped being captured by Pechenegs near Vasil’ev.58 
He began building fortifications on the Rus’ frontier to the south and recruited 
other steppe horsemen for the garrisons of those forts.59 Tense relations be-
tween the Rus’ and Pechenegs existed at the time of the mission led by Bruno 
of Querfurt, who came to Kiev in 1007 or early 1008 to convert the Pechenegs to 
Christianity, without much success.60

Soon after one of Vladimir’s sons, Boris, was sent to intercept a party of 
Pecheneg marauders, his brother Sviatopolk tried to recuperate his position 
of power in Kiev with Pecheneg assistance.61 There were Pechenegs in the 
army with which Bolesław Chrobry attacked Kievan Rus’ in 1013 and in 1018 
(see chapter 14).62 The Pechenegs put Kiev under siege in 1036, but Iaroslav the 
Wise defeated them, a victory later commemorated through the building of the 
great Church of St. Sophia.63 Much like in the case of Rus’, Pecheneg relations 
with Hungary varied greatly. Pechenegs settled in the Carpathian Basin as early 
as the 10th century, and some have attributed to them late 10th- or early 11th- 
century burial assemblages in the region of the Sárvíz River (between the 
Danube and Lake Balaton, in central Hungary), which produced such typi-
cal weapons as sabers.64 Pecheneg troops participated in the war between 
Emperor Henry III and King Andrew I, and had a great contribution to the lat-
ter’s victory in 1051.65 In 1068, the Pechenegs raided Transylvania, before being 
defeated by King Salomon and dukes (later kings) Géza and Ladislas near 
the slope of a mountain called Kyrieleys, commonly identified with modern 

57   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6476, pp. 47–48 and 52–53; transl., pp. 85–86 and 90.
58   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6502–6504, p. 85; transl., p. 121.
59   Kuchera and Ivanchenko, “Osoblivosti gorodishch.”
60   Galamb, “Megjegyzések”; Fałkowski, “The letter”; Kollinger, “St. Bruno of Querfurt”; Paroń, 

“‘Facta est Christiana lex.’”
61   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6527, p. 97; transl. p. 132.
62   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle, pp. 382–383 and 530–531; Paroń, Pieczyngowie,  

pp. 359–62.
63   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6544 and 6545, p. 101; transl. pp. 136–37.
64   Hatházi, “A besenyő megetelpedés”; Kovács et al., Török nyelvű népek, pp. 41–66. By con-

trast, finds from inhumations under prehistoric barrows in the Banat cannot be attrib-
uted to the Pechenegs with any certainty (Oţa, “Pecenegii,” pp. 319–21).

65   Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 126–27.
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Chiraleş (near Bistriţa, Romania).66 Géza I (1074–1077) sent Pechenegs against 
King Salomon, who, after being ousted, went to other Pechenegs, and together 
with them raided the Byzantine provinces in the Balkans.67

Scholars believe that increasing pressure from the Rus’ and the Oghuz 
pushed the Pechenegs into the steppe lands north of the Black Sea closer to the 
Danube frontier of the Byzantine Empire. During the last years of Basil II’s reign 
and under his successors Constantine VIII (1025–1028), Romanus III (1028–
1034), and especially Michael IV (1034–1041), Pecheneg marauders crossed the 
river several times and raided deep into the interior of the Balkan provinces.68 
Archaeologists attribute the destruction documented on many sites in the 
Lower Danube region to those attacks. The mass burials at Garvăn (near Galaţi, 
on the right bank of the river) and Capidava (in western Dobrudja), and the 
decapitated skeletons in the last occupation at Dervent (near Silistra, in south-
western Dobrudja) have all been blamed on the Pechenegs.69 Defeated in a 
bid for power against a powerful chieftain named Tyrach, a lesser chief named 
Kegen fled with his men across the Danube into the neighboring Byzantine 
province. He converted to Christianity and was given a title and supreme com-
mand of the troops in the defense system on the Danube, as attested by his 
seals.70 Throughout the 11th century, the forts in the Lower Danube region ap-
pear to have been manned by Pecheneg garrisons. The military skills of those 
men convinced Emperor Constantine IX to send 15,000 Pecheneg warriors 
against the Seljuks in Iberia.71 Meanwhile, Kegen and his men who remained 
in the Danube region were busy harassing the Pechenegs on the other side of 
the river, which provoked a large-scale invasion across the frozen Danube in 
the winter of 1046. Only the outbreak of a deadly epidemic forced the invad-
ing Pechenegs to surrender. Tyrach and other leaders of the invaders under his 

66   Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 130–31; Paroń, Pieczyngowie, p. 428. As late as the 14th 
century, a separate, Pecheneg identity was maintained (or reinvented?) in Hungary, but 
in no other part of Eastern Europe (Oţa, The Mortuary Archaeology, pp. 43–44).

67   Anna Comnena, Alexiad VII 1.1, p. 203; Meško, “Pečenežsko-byzantské dobrodružstvo,”  
pp. 84–93.

68   Diaconu, Les Pétchénègues, pp. 48–49 notes that the raids shifted from west to east, as if to 
spare provinces that had already been attacked during previous years.

69   Diaconu, “Despre pecenegi,” p. 470; Mănucu-Adameşteanu, “Les invasions des Petché-
nègues,” pp. 303–05. For a similar interpretation of a skeleton associated with a layer of 
destruction at Pliska (Bulgaria), see Doncheva-Petkova, “Pliska i pechenezite,” p. 248.

70   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 456. For Kegen, see Kozlov, “Byzantinopecenacica I.” For his 
seals, see Iordanov, “Pechati na Ioan Kegen” and Dudek, “Pieczęć magistra.”

71   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 460. For Pechenegs in the Byzantine army, see Madgearu, “The 
Pechenegs.”
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command were taken to Constantinople, where, much like Kegen, they were 
baptized and granted high ranks. However, the other Pecheneg captives were 
not allowed to settle alongside Kegen’s men, but were settled in the “desert 
plains of Bulgaria” between Sofia, Niš, and Ovče Pole.72 When they joined the 
rebels returning from their expedition to Iberia, those Pechenegs are specifi-
cally said to have been equipped with “rustic axes, scythes, and other iron tools 
taken from the fields,” which suggests that they were not nomads, but at least 
familiar with, if not actually practicing the cultivation of crops.73

The rebels of 1048 joined Kegen’s Pechenegs and together, they crushed a 
Byzantine army sent against them, and won a victory over another in the vi-
cinity of Adrianople. In response, Emperor Constantine IX’s troops adopted 
guerilla tactics and pushed the Pechenegs back to the Danube on a front line 
stretching from Vidin (near the Iron Gates) to southern Dobrudja. However, 
because of conflicts between the military commanders of Bulgaria and of the 
northeastern region, the Byzantine troops were blocked in Preslav, and subse-
quently massacred by the Pechenegs.74 At the peace agreed upon in 1053, the 
Pechenegs were allowed to settle in the province of Paradounavon (the lands 
between the Danube and the Stara Planina Mountains) as allies, under the 
nominal authority of the government in Constantinople.75 Tyrach disappears 
from the radar of the written sources after the peace treaty of 1053, and no par-
amount chiefs are known by name in the subsequent years. Some of the forts 
in the region seem to have been abandoned as a consequence of those arrange-
ments, but in the 1050s and 1060s the cultural differences between the local 
population in Paradounavon (the people whom Michael Attaleiates calls mixo-
barbaroi, the “mongrel barbarians”) and the Pechenegs rapidly disappeared.76

One factor in this process of assimilation may have been the mission of 
evangelization dispatched by Emperor Constantine X (1059–1067), which 
began performing mass baptisms in the waters of the Danube River.77 It was 

72   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 459. For those events, see Paroń, Pieczyngowie, pp. 377–78.
73   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 461; transl., p. 431. Uydu Yücel, “Pechenegs,” p. 634 believes that 

those Pechenegs were the first to become sedentary. However, that (other) Pechenegs 
could be agriculturists even without the pressure of the imperial government results from 
Anna Comnena’s remark about the Pechenegs who, when not waging war, “they tilled the 
soil and sowed millet and wheat” (Alexiad VI 14.1, p. 199; transl., p. 212).

74   Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier, pp. 91–93.
75   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 298; Meško, “Pecheneg groups,” pp. 183–84 notes that de-

spite the peace agreement, the Pechenegs in Paradounavon joined the Hungarian army 
of Andrew I attacking Byzantium in 1059, but immediately sued for peace when Isaac I 
Comnenus advanced against them.

76   Attaleiates, History, p. 150.
77   Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier, pp. 96–97. For the pre-Christian beliefs of the 

Pechenegs, see Balogh, “A besenyők hitvilága.”
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perhaps during those years that an archbishop was established in Dristra 
(Silistra, northern Bulgaria), with five suffragan bishops under his jurisdic-
tion. The episcopal church in Dristra was restored during this period, and a 
bishop named Leontius is known from his seal. He may well be the man buried 
in the naos, between the ambo and the altar, at some point during the sec-
ond half of the 11th century, together with an episcopal cross made of rock  
crystal.78 The presence of Christians is also betrayed by burials around a chapel 
in the cemetery excavated in Pliska by the eastern gate into the Outer Town.79 
Liudmila Doncheva-Petkova has advanced the idea that the large cemetery ex-
cavated nearby, in Odărci (near Dobrich, northeastern Bulgaria) was that of a 
community of recently converted Pechenegs, who must have preserved some 
elements of their pre-Christian culture, such as the use of trepanation or the 
placement of stones in grave pits, over the body.80 While symbolic trepanation 
is known from a few sites north of the river Danube, there is nothing there that 
is remotely similar to the large-scale use of the practice within the population 
in Odărci, and no parallel to the idea of placing large stones above the bod-
ies of the deceased in the grave. Nor is there any parallel to the idea of (re)
using bridle mounts for the ornamentation of the female headdress, which is 
documented archaeologically in a number of graves from Odărci. The unique 
combination of such cultural traits seems to point to attempts to shape a new 
sense of identity for the population in mid-11th-century Paradounavon, an 
identity that was to have a “Pecheneg look.”81 There are no 11th-century graves 
in burial mounds in Dobrudja and Bulgaria, and no weapon burials like those 
found in the lands north of the river Danube. Finds of snaffle bits with rigid 
mouth-pieces are also very rare.82 However, most leaf-shaped pendants with 
open-work ornament, such as known from sites located to the east from the 
river Don have been found in female burials in Dobrudja and Bulgaria. This has 
been interpreted as the adoption of exotic dress accessories from the Lower 
Volga region for the same purpose of marking the “Pecheneg” look of the new 
culture forged in Paradounavon at the beginning of the second half of the 11th 
century.83

78   Atanasov, “Durostorum,” pp. 562 and 564; 554 fig. 72, 555 fig. 73, 556 fig. 74.
79   Dimitrov, “Cărkva”; Doncheva-Petkova, “Pliska,” pp. 253–54.
80   Doncheva-Petkova, Odărci 2; Doncheva-Petkova, “Adornments,” p. 137.
81   For the analysis of the cemeteries excavated in Pliska and Odărci and their interpreta-

tion in connection with the confrontation between Kegen and Tyrach, the creation of an 
almost independent “Pecheneg district” in Paradounavon, and the later Pecheneg-Cuman 
conflicts, see Curta, “Obraz,” pp. 215–27.

82   The only burial with the skull and legs of a horse, and with a snaffle bit with rigid mouth-
piece so far known is that from Histria (Bottez et al., “A new inhumation grave”).

83   Riabceva, “O listovidnykh ukrasheniiakh”; Valeriev, “Kăsnonomadski pandantivi amuleti”; 
Curta, “Obraz,” pp. 212 and 214–15.
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Two decades after the peace of 1053, a rebellion broke in Dristra against the 
decision taken by the imperial government to cut all stipends to the troops sta-
tioned in Paradounavon, as well as the gifts for the Pecheneg chieftains in the 
area. The Pechenegs under their chieftain Tatous (the lord of Dristra) were the 
military arm of the rebellion, against which an army was sent under the com-
mand of Nestor, a native of the northern Balkans. But Nestor joined the rebels, 
and together they appeared under the walls of Constantinople in the summer 
of 1074. During the negotiations with the imperial government, the Pechenegs 
raided Thrace and Macedonia. Upon their return to Paradounavon, that prov-
ince appears to have become an independent Patzinakia. Shortly after that, 
a group of Pechenegs from the lands north of the river Danube crossed into 
Patzinakia. In the late 1070s and in the 1080s, all major contenders for the im-
perial power in the Balkans sought the Pecheneg alliance. Various Pecheneg 
groups offered their support to the Byzantine rebel Nicephorus Bryennios in 
1077/1078, others supported the Paulician insurgents Lekas (1078/1079) and 
Travlos (1083–1086), and still others were allied with the duke of Dyrrachion, 
Nicephorus Basilakes, in his bid for the imperial throne (1077). The Pechenegs 
also raided Thrace independently, both in 1078 and in 1083.84

Emperor Alexius I Comnenus (1081–1118), therefore, adopted an aggres-
sive policy towards the Pechenegs, the aim of which was Dristra, the heart of 
Patzinakia. The combined attacks of the fleet and the imperial army (sum-
mer 1087) ended in disaster, when, failing to take the citadel of Dristra, the 
Byzantine troops were utterly defeated outside the city by the Pechenegs. 
The emperor himself barely escaped alive to Beroe (Stara Zagora, Bulgaria), 
while many of his commanders and soldiers were taken captive. During the 
winter of 1087/88, the Pechenegs crossed the mountains into Thrace and es-
tablished their camp near Markellai (not far from present-day Karnobat, 
Bulgaria), on the Black Sea coast. Emperor Alexius immediately sued for 
peace, but the Pechenegs massacred the elite of the Byzantine army in a sur-
prise attack. While the emperor began recruiting locals, even peasants with 
their wagons, the Pechenegs besieged his troops at Çorlu, in the hinterland of 
Constantinople. By February 1091, the Pechenegs were under the walls of the 
capital and established contact with the Seljuk emir Tzachas, who had mean-
while conquered Chios and Lesbos in the Aegean Sea and was planning a sea-
borne attack on Constantinople. In response, Emperor Alexius allied himself 
with the Cumans, who had arrived at the Danube during his siege of Dristra in 
1087 (see below). On April 29, 1091, with the assistance of 40,000 Cuman horse-
men, Alexius obtained a major victory over the Pechenegs at Levunion, not far 

84   Meško, “Pecheneg groups,” pp. 192–93.
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from Ainos (now Enez, in Turkey). In the aftermath of the battle, most pris-
oners, men, women, and children were killed in a large-scale massacre, while 
surviving males were either sold into slavery or recruited for the Byzantine 
auxiliary units that Emperor Alexius later employed against participants in the 
First Crusade. A relatively large number of Pechenegs were forcefully settled 
in Macedonia, around Moglena (now Almopia, northern Greece). The last 
raid of the Pechenegs living north of the river Danube was intercepted and 
crushed in 1122.85 Those are the circumstances in which a particular image of 
the Pechenegs emerged in the Byzantine sources written shortly before and 
after the year 1100. “A nation to be feared, and a treacherous one,” as Michael 
Psellos put it, the Pechenegs were regarded as people from the North and, as 
such, associated with Herodotus’ “Scyth(ian)s” and described accordingly as 
greedy and insatiable, arrogant, and boasting, as well as untrustworthy.86 The 
late 11th-century authors writing about the Pechenegs have very little to say 
about their daily life, customs, dress, and political institutions. This is sur-
prising, given the relatively large number of prisoners who spent some time 
among the Pechenegs before being ransomed, and who could have offered 
details about what they had seen and heard during their captivity. One is left 
with the impression that, although they may have known quite a bit about the 
Pechenegs, Byzantine authors preferred to remain silent or employ instead the 
ethnographic stereotypes about nomads. Byzantine sources cannot be used in 
any way to find what the Pechenegs may have thought they were, their under-
standing of their new position in the Balkans, their relations to the Empire, or 
to other “Scyths” across the river Danube.

2 Cumans

It is therefore very difficult to judge the information from the written sources, 
according to which the archenemies of the Pechenegs in the late 1080s and 
the early 1090s, as well as the nemesis of the Oghuz in the 1060s were the 
Cumans. Of all groups of “nomads” considered in this chapter, the Cumans 
had the greatest influence on the history not only of Eastern Europe, but of  

85   Kniaz’kyi, Vizantiia, pp. 52–55; Meško, Obnova; Paroń, Pieczyngowie, pp. 407–23. For the 
raid of 1122, see also Meško, “Bitka.” For the Cuman participation in the battle of Levunion, 
see Kovács, “A kunok és az 1091-es lebunioni csata.”

86   Michael Psellos, Chronographia VII 69, p. 126; transl., p. 243. For the Byzantine image of 
the Pechenegs, see Malamut, “L’image byzantine”; Curta, “The image”; Kozlov, “More than 
enemies”; Paroń, “Dzicy.” For the use of the archaic name “Scyth(ian)s” in reference to 
northern barbarians, see Bibikov, “‘Skify’.”
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the medieval world in general. They gave a king to Hungary (Ladislaus IV “the 
Cuman,” 1272–1290), an emperor (tsar) to Bulgaria (George Terter, 1280–1292), 
and one of its most famous sultans to the Mamluk dynasty (Baybars, 1260–
1277).87 Before the Mongols, the Cumans were the first to bring a modicum 
of political unity to the steppe lands in Eastern Europe, known between the 
11th and the 14th century as the “Steppe of the Cumans” (Desht-i Kipchak). The 
Cumans play a key role in the rise of the Second Bulgarian Empire (see chap-
ter 30) and in the Mongol conquest of Hungary (see chapter 31). It is largely 
because of the Cumans that the Teutonic Order first appears in the history of 
Eastern Europe.88 Unlike the Pechenegs and the Oghuz, the Cumans accepted 
Christianity on their own territory, and even had their own bishopric, albeit 
for a brief period of time.89 Much is known about the language of the Cumans, 
which seems to have been used as the lingua franca of the steppe lands even 
after the Mongol conquest. That much results from an early 14th-century man-
uscript now in Venice and known as Codex Cumanicus.90 A great Rus’ expedi-
tion against the Cumans organized in 1185 by the prince of Novgorod-Seversk, 
Igor Sviatoslavich (1180–1198), became the source of inspiration for one of the 
most famous epic poems written in Old Russian, the Lay of the Host of Igor.91 
The victories that Ladislas I obtained in 1092 over the Cumans have turned 
the Cumans into the archetypal enemy of the king-turned-saint, who is de-
picted in many late medieval frescoes, as well as on stove tiles as wrestling 
with a Cuman.92 The Cumans and their privileges granted by the Hungarian 
king in the 13th century were still remembered in the early 18th century for a 
document to be forged, purporting to be the “Cuman law” of medieval times.93 
Personal names derived from the name of the Cumans are still relatively 

87   Berend, At the Gate, pp. 171–83; Vásáry, Cumans, pp. 82–83; Korobeinikov, “A broken mir-
ror.” A fierce debate has recently taken place in Romanian historiography on the subject 
of the possible Cuman origins of the native dynasty of Walachia and the historical char-
acter of the “Black Prince” (Negru Vodă): Djuvara, Thocomerius-Negru Vodă; Cazacu and 
Mureşan, Ioan Basarab; Ioniţă et al., “Între Negru Vodă şi Prinţul Negru.”

88   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 291; Hautala, “The Teutonic Knights’ military confrontation.”
89   Spinei, “The Cuman bishopric”; Hautala, “Istoricheskii kontekst.” For Burch, the Cuman 

chieftain who asked to be baptized in 1227, see Kovács, “Bortz.”
90   The manuscript consists of two glossaries (one by themes, the other in alphabetical 

order) of over 2,800 Cuman words with their Latin and Farsi translations, followed by an 
anthology of Christian religious texts, poetry and prose, translated into the language of 
the Cumans (Drimba, Codex Cumanicus; Schmieder and Schreiner, Il codice cumanico).

91   For an English translation, see Hanev and Dahl, The Discourse. A bitter controversy cur-
rently surrounds the authenticity of this text, which some believe to be a late 18th-century 
forgery: Keenan, Josef Dobrovský; Derganc, “Novejši prispevki”; Zalizniak, “Slovo”.

92   Marosi, “Scenes”; Gruia, “Saint Ladislas.”
93   Berend, At the Gates, pp. 89–93.
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popular in Hungary (Kun) and Romania (Coman, Comănescu).94 There is no 
special field of medieval history dedicated solely to the study of the Pechenegs 
or the Oghuz, but in Bulgaria “Cumanology” is a well-established sub-field of 
historical research.95

Perhaps because of all that, the name and the origins of the Cumans have long 
been an object of scholarly disputes, and there is still no agreement on those 
matters. To the Islamic world, but also to the Christian people in Transcaucasia 
and to the Mongols, they were known as Kipchaks, but in the West they appear 
as Cumans, a word supposedly derived from the Turkic word for “pale, pale 
yellow, dun.” That in turn may explain the loan translations into several lan-
guages, such as Slavic (Polovcy, from the East Slavic term for “pale”), Armenian 
(Kharteš, from the Armenian word for “blonde, fair, fallow”), Latin (Pallidi, 
“the pale ones,” a name first attested in the 11th-century chronicle of Adam of 
Bremen), and German (Valwen, “the pale ones” in Middle High German).96 The 
common opinion used to be that the first attestation of the name Kipchak may 
be found in the memorial inscription of the Uighur khan El-elmi (747–759), the 
so-called Selenga (or Shine-Usu) Stone monument. However, both the reading 
of the inscription and its historical implications are now disputed.97 Moreover, 
the fact that the Cumans were (the same as) the Kipchaks is based on a 
few, late sources, and from that some historians have drawn the conclusion 
that those may have been, at least initially, separate peoples who later came  
together.98 While the Kipchaks are described in late 10th-century Arabic sourc-
es as neighbors of the Pechenegs, the Polovcy (Cumans) made their first ap-
pearance in the steppe lands of Eastern Europe in the mid-11th century.99

In 1055, they appeared on the left bank of the Dnieper under the leadership 
of a chieftain named Bolush. Prince Vsevolod of Pereiaslavl’ (1054–1078) made 
peace with the Polovcy, but they returned five years later under the leader-
ship of another chieftain named Iskal, and defeated Vsevolod.100 Another at-
tack in 1068 ended in disaster for the Rus’. The combined armies of the princes 

94   Spinei, The Romanians, pp. 326–31.
95   Stoianov, Kumanologiia. Cuman studies are also well developed in Hungary (Kovács, A 

kunok története).
96   Golden, Introduction, pp. 270–72; Keller, “Qïpčak, kuman, kun”; Spinei, The Great Migrations, 

pp. 217–19; Pylypchuk, “Konstruiruia etnonimy”; Stoianov, “Polovcy.”
97   Golden, “The shaping,” pp. 261–62.
98   Tamim, “Cumans,” p. 200. For an attempt to equate the two groups by means of molecular 

anthropology, see Volkov, “K voprosu.”
99   Zelenskii, “O vremeni poiavlenii”; Sabitov, “Pereselenie.” For the use of molecular anthro-

pology to reveal the East European origin of the Cuman migrants to Hungary, see Bogácsi-
Szabó et al., “Mitochondrial DNA.”

100   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6562 and 6569, p. 109; transl., p. 143.
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of Kiev, Chernigov, and Pereiaslavl’ were utterly defeated at Al’ta near Kiev.101 
Those victories invited the Cumans into the dynastic conflicts in Rus’. In 1078, 
“Oleg and Boris led the pagans to attack Rus’ and fell upon Vsevolod with 
their Polovcian reinforcements.”102 But the Cuman warriors could be hired by 
more than one party at any one time. In 1078, while Vsevolod’s troops were 
defeated by Cumans, other Cumans participated in the Pecheneg raid into 
the Balkan provinces of the Empire, reaching as far south as Adrianople.103 In 
the 1080s and 1090s, the Cumans appear simultaneously in different places, 
often at a considerable distance from each other. For example, following their 
raid into Hungary, which was led by a chieftain named Kutesk (1085–1086), 
the Cumans offered their assistance to the Pechenegs in Dristra, who were at 
war with Emperor Alexius I Comnenus. Shortly after 40,000 Cumans under 
their chieftains Tugorkan and Boniak participated in Emperor Alexius’ victory 
at Levunion against the Pechenegs (1091), another Cuman party led by a chief-
tain named Kopulch raided Transylvania and Hungary.104 Just one year later, 
yet another party of Cumans attacked Rus’ on both sides of the river Dnieper.105 
While two Cuman chieftains named Itlar and Kitan went to Pereiaslavl’ to 
mediate an agreement with Vladimir Monomakh, other Cumans invaded the 
Balkan provinces of the Empire, under the leadership of Tugorkan.106

Tugorkan is called “prince” in the Tale of Bygone Years and archon in the 
Byzantine sources, but historians often employ the title “khan” in reference to 
such chieftains.107 If that title was indeed used by the Cumans, then there were 
many khans at the same time, e.g., Boniak and Tugorkan to the west from the 
Dnieper River, or Sharukan and, later, Konchek in steppe lands between the 

101   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6576, pp. 112–115; transl., pp. 146–49. According to Tamim, 
“Cumans,” p. 202, those events opened the first phase in the relations between the Cumans 
and the Rus’.

102   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6586, p. 165. Boris and Oleg were Vsevolod’s nephews.
103   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 248.
104   Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 248–50. Kopulch was defeated by King Ladislas I, as was 

Akos, another Cuman chieftain who raided Hungary shortly after that. Those victories 
entered the legend of St. Ladislas and formed the basis of the portrait of the king fighting 
the Cuman in late medieval frescoes of Transylvania and Slovakia. To be sure, there is 
no agreement among scholars as to the exact date of the battle(s) with the Cumans that 
inspired the legend of King St. Ladislas fighting the Cuman—either the 1068 attack or the 
raids of the early 1090s.

105   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6601, p. 141; transl. p. 175.
106   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6603, pp. 148–49; transl., p. 180; Anna Comnena, Alexiad 

X 2.6, p. 286. For the raid into Byzantium, see Mănucu-Adameşteanu, “Din nou despre 
atacul cumanilor”; Kovács, “A kunok 1094-es hadjrata.”

107   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 249 even suggests that Tugorkan is in fact a combination 
of a name (Tugor) and a title (khan).
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Lower Don and the Donets’ rivers. Petachiah of Regensburg, a Jewish traveler 
who went through the lands of the Cumans in the late 12th-century on his way 
to Armenia, noted that they had “no king, only princes and noble families.”108 
“Lords and noblemen” are also mentioned among the Cumans who (re-)set-
tled in Hungary in 1245 or 1246.109 A social stratification that was much more 
advanced than either for the Pechenegs or for the Oghuz is also recognizable 
archaeologically. Leaving aside the occasional deposition of coins or weapons, 
there are some extraordinarily rich assemblages in the steppe lands north of 
the Black Sea.110 The grave of a chieftain found in 1981 under a large barrow 
on the right bank of the Chynhul River, near Zamozhne (in the steppe lands 
north of the Sea of Azov) contains an extraordinary array of artifacts of Syrian, 
Rus’, Byzantine, and even West European origin, including such exotica as im-
ported silks, Byzantine amphorae, an enamel cup, a Syrian stonepaste drug jar, 
silver belt sets with damascened ornaments, and a bronze cover cup from the 
Rhine-Meuse region.111 By contrast, very little is known about commoners in 
Cuman society, as weapons found in 12th- to 13th-century assemblages in the 
steppe lands north of the Black Sea are not different from those known from 
earlier assemblages in that same region.112 Like the Pechenegs before them, 
the Cumans left only meager traces of their presence in the Balkans.113 By con-
trast, their presence in Hungary is clearly visible in the archaeological record, 
most likely because of their privileged status, which required material culture  
markers.114 Besides very rich burial assemblages, the presence of the Cumans 
in the steppe lands north of the Black Sea is associated with regional sanctuar-
ies or shrines in the steppe lands, each marked by one or more stone statues 
known in Russian as “old women made of stone” (kamennye baby; Fig. 10.3). 

108   Petachiah, Travels, p. 5.
109   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 236. For the social organization of the Cumans and 

problems of applying such terms as “tribe” and “chieftain,” see Pylypchuk, “Kypchats’ke 
suspil’stvo.”

110   Kravchenko, “Pogrebenie”; Rassamakin, “Pogrebenie”; Pryn’, “Pogrebenie.” For burials of 
warriors, see also Chkhaidze, “Voennaia organizaciia.” For the deposition of coins in 12th- 
and 13th-century burials in the East European steppe lands, see Russev, “Pogrebenie.”

111   Woodfin et al., “Foreign vesture”; Holod and Rassamakin, “Imported and native remedies”; 
Galenko et al., “Trofei”; Pickett et al., “Architectural energetics”; Woodfin, “Within a bud-
ding grove.” For the extraordinary find of a kemenche (two-stringed, bowed instrument) 
in a 12th-century barrow burial at Kirovo, in the steppe lands north of the Lower Dnieper, 
see Evdokimov, “‘… Sing ihm doch polovzische Leider’.”

112   Świętoslawski, Arms; Pylypchuk, “Oruzhie”; Ursu, “Sabia.”
113   Rashev, “Kumanite”; Fiedler, “Zur Suche.”
114   For the archaeology of Cumans in Hungary, see Horváth, A csengeli kunok ura; Hatházi 

and Kovács, “Árpád-kori falu”; Kovács et al., Török nyelvű népek, pp. 67–122.
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figure 10.3  An “old woman made of stone” (kamennaia baba)—Cuman statue from 
Stupky (region of Donetsk, Ukraine), ca. 1200
Photo: Victor Spinei, courtesy of the State Historical Museum, 
Moscow
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So far, over 1,000 such large-size statues are known from the region between 
the Dnieper and the Donets’ river, with another cluster in the northeastern 
region of the Sea of Azov.115 Only a few have been found between the Don and 
the Volga, on one hand, or between the Dnieper and the Danube, on the other 
hand. Their significance is much disputed, but details of clothing, jewels and 
objects of daily life or weapons are often used for the reconstruction of Cuman 
social life. Almost no attention has so far been paid to the origin of the stone 
out of which those statues were carved, the techniques employed for carving, 
and the logistic problems involved in the transportation and installation of the 
statues on different sites in the steppe lands.

While exotica such as found in the chieftain burial on the bank of the river 
Chynhul may have been obtained by means of plundering raids or trade in 
one of the centers on the Black Sea coast, the origin of social differences must 
be sought in the pastoralist economy of the Cumans. To judge from the Rus’ 
chronicles, every successful incursion of Rus’ princes into Cuman territory re-
sulted in the capture of very large numbers of sheep, oxen, horses, and even 
camels.116 Large numbers of horses were sacrificed at chieftain funerals to be 
buried under mounds together with the human bodies. But does that mean 
that the Cumans were nomads? Some have claimed that they maintained a no-
madic lifestyle even after being allowed inside the Kingdom of Hungary in the 
mid-13th century, to live in the Great Hungarian Plain. Several decades after 
that, they were still described in local sources as living in tents and felt houses.117 
However, a recent dissertation has discovered great differences between the 
animal husbandry profiles of Cuman sites in Hungary and those of campsites 
of pastoralist nomads in Kazakhstan.118 An entire chapter in the chronicle of 
Robert de Clari is dedicated to the Cumans, who are described as “a savage 
people, who neither plough nor sow, who dwell neither in huts nor in houses, 
but in a sort of felt houses, which they carry around with them, and they eat 
milk, cheese and meat.”119 However, Robert de Clari may have never seen the 
Cumans, and their description was added to his chronicle at a later date, on the 

115   Geras’kova, Skul’ptura; Geras’kova, “Novoe”; Krasil’nikov and Tel’nova, “Poloveckie izvaia-
niia”; Pylypchuk, “‘Poloveckie baby’”; Geras’kova and Pâslaru, “Nomazii turcici”; Apareeva 
and Krasil’nikov, “K voprosu.”

116   Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 225–26. For the pastoralist economy of the Cumans 
settled in Hungary, see Lyublyanovics, “The socio-economic integration,” pp. 317–333 and 
372–470.

117   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 221 (on the basis of Hungarian charters).
118   Lyublyanovics, “The socio-economic integration.” According to Petachiah of Regensburg, 

Travels, pp. 10–13, there were cultivated fields in the lands of the Cumans, and the natives 
ate barley and millet.

119   Robert de Clari, La conquête 65, pp. 143–144; transl., p. 87.
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basis of an early 14th century source.120 Cuman wagons are known from both 
written and archaeological sources, but nothing points to their use being an 
exclusive feature of nomadic life.121 Moreover, the Rus’ chronicles repeatedly 
refer to Cuman strongholds and towns, three of which are known by name—
Sharukan, Sugrov, and Balin.122 The role of those towns as centers of power 
results from the fact that at least two of them seem to have been named after 
Cuman chieftains. If so, it is remarkable that a Cuman chieftain had a fixed 
seat of power, against which the Rus’ could plan an expedition targeting a par-
ticular location in the steppe lands.

The Cumans defeated Sviatopolk II, grand prince of Kiev in 1093 and took 
Torchesk. Sviatopolk decided to marry Tugorkan’s daughter in order to secure 
the peace, the first of a long series of matrimonial alliances between the Rus’ 
and the Cumans.123 Different chieftains offered their assistance to different 
Rus’ princes, often at war with each other. In 1097, Boniak offered military as-
sistance to the exiled prince of Vladimir in Volynia, David, while only ten years 
later, Vladimir Monomakh, at that time still a prince of Pereislavl’ (1094–1113), 
approached two Cuman chieftains, both named Aepa, to reach an agreement.124 
But earlier in that same year (1107), Vladimir and his cousins, Sviatopolk of 
Kiev and David of Chernigov, led an expedition against the Cumans, killing 
Boniak’s brother, Taz.125 The same coalition targeted the Cuman settlements 
in the Don region, capturing a number of towns and winning a major victory 

120   For Robert de Clari’s account of both Vlachs and Cumans as based more on hearsay, see 
Curta, “Constantinople,” pp. 433 and 454. For chapter 65 of his chronicle being a later ad-
dition, see Markov, Balkanite, p. 35.

121   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 222; Shalobudov and Lesnichii, “Opyt rekonstrukcii.”
122   Pylypchuk, “Poselennia”; Levko, “Formirovanie.” None of those cities has so far been lo-

cated, but two large cities—Saksin on the Lower Volga, and Sudak in the Crimea—are 
also known to have been under Cuman control (Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 224).

123   Gurkin, “K voprosu.” The remarkable application of the prosopographic approach to the 
history of 11th- to 13th-century Rus’ has revealed the extraordinary extent of those alli-
ances: Uspenskii and Litvina, Russkie imena; Litvina and Uspenskii, “Russo-Polovtsian 
dynastic contacts.”

124   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6605 and 6615, pp. 180 and 186–87; transl., pp. 196 and 204. 
On the first occasion, Boniak is said to have begun to howl like a wolf at midnight. Although 
most scholars have interpreted this episode as evidence of Cuman divination practices, it 
is most likely little more than a narrative strategy that the chronicler employed to make 
the Cuman chieftain look more like an animal than a human (Dobrovol’skii, “Gadanie”; 
Tolochko, “Why did the Polovtsian Khan Boniak howl like a wolf?”).

125   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6615, p. 185; transl., p. 203. No less than 20 Cuman chief-
tains were killed as a result of another successful expedition, which the three Rus’ princes 
led against the Cumans in 1103 (Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6611, pp. 184–185; transl., 
pp. 200–02).

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   176 3/21/2019   5:07:39 PM

fcurta
Highlight
Volhynia



177Oghuz, Pechenegs, and Cumans: Nomads?

against the Cumans at Salnica on March 27, 1111.126 There were several conse-
quences of those expeditions. First, prominent chieftains such as Boniak and 
Sharukan disappear from the radar of the written sources, and probably lost 
all political influence. Second, most Oghuz and Pechenegs who had until then 
been under Cuman domination abandoned the steppe lands and moved to the 
Rus’ principalities, where they participated in the ethnogenesis of a new group 
known as the Black Hoods. Third, although the Rus’ did not push the frontiers 
of their principalities to the south, into the territories of the defeated Cumans, 
no Cuman attacks are mentioned for the subsequent half a century.127 Fourth, 
forced out of the northern belt of grassland, the Cumans were driven closer 
to the Black Sea coast, which explains their subsequent interest in raiding the 
wealthy lands of the Caucasus and, occasionally, the Balkans.128 Raids against 
Rus’ resumed in the late 1160s, when different groups of Cumans living in the re-
gion of the Lower Dnieper and the Lower Don, respectively, attacked the neigh-
boring Rus’ principalities of Kiev, Pereiaslavl’, Novgorod Seversk, and Riazan’. 
But in the 1180s, the princes of Chernigov, who were at war with both Kiev and 
Suzdal’, recruited the Cumans in the Donets-Don region under the leadership 
of a chieftain named Konchek. Such alliances were short-lived, however, as in 
the late 1180s and 1190s, the Cumans suffered a number of defeats at the hands 
of both Rus’ and the Black Hoods. Both seem to have taken advantage of the 
absence of large numbers of Cuman warriors, who were on campaign in the 
Balkans.129 The permanent conflict between the Rus’ and the Cumans is large-
ly responsible for the demonizing of the latter in the Rus’ chronicles, which 
distinguished between “wild” and “not-so-wild” Polovcy.130 The Tale of Bygone 
Years makes the Cumans appear as the antithesis of civilization:

126   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6619, pp. 190–191; Tamim, “Cumans,” pp. 202–03.
127   The Cumans still appear in Rus’ sources during this period, but primarily as allies of 

various competing parties in Rus’ (Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 261–62). They were 
the staunch allies of Iurii Dolgoruki, whom they helped to regain power in Kiev in 1155 
(Dimnik, The Dynasty, pp. 73–75).

128   Murguliia and Shusharin, Polovcy, pp. 58–60; Kniaz’kyi, “Polovcy”; Curta, Southeastern 
Europe, pp. 311–16; Spinei, The Romanians, pp. 128–33; Valeriev, “Oshte na vizantiisko-
kumanskata voina.” The Cumans who offered their military services to the Georgian king 
David IV Agmashenebeli (1089–1125) were under the leadership of one of Sharukan’s sons, 
named Otrok. Under Queen Tamar the Great (1184–1212), the Cumans in Georgia had long 
been converted to Christianity and partly assimilated. Similarly, Cumans are known to 
have been both recruited by the Byzantines as mercenary troops against the Seljuqs, and 
settled in the region of Moglena. See Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 265–67; Vásáry, 
Cumans, pp. 41 and 67–68.

129   Tamim, “Cumans,” p. 205; Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 277–278.
130   Golev, “Obrazăt”; Dobrovol’skii, “Vospriiatie”; Koniavskaia, “Obraz polovcev”; Tymar, 

“Obraz polovcev”; Zaripova, “Polovcy.”
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Just so, even in our own day, the Polovcians maintain the customs of their 
ancestors in the shedding of blood and in glorifying themselves for such 
deeds, as well as in eating every dead or unclean thing, even hamsters and 
marmots. They marry their mothers-in-law and their sisters-in-law, and 
observe other usages of their ancestors. But in all countries we Christians 
who believe in the Holy Trinity, in one baptism, and in one faith, have but 
one law, as many of us have been baptized into Christ Lord and have put 
on Christ.131

During the decades on both sides of the year 1200, the Cumans became key al-
lies of the Vlach rebels in the northern Balkans, who are responsible for the rise 
of the Second Bulgarian Empire (see chapter 30). They were the main cavalry 
force in the army with which Johannitsa Kaloyan won the battle of Adrianople 
in 1205, and 1,000 Cuman warriors are known to have contributed to the vic-
tory that the Bulgarian emperor John Asen II (1218–1241) obtained in 1230 at 
Klokotnica against the emperor of Thessaloniki, Theodore Angelos Dukas.132 
By that time, the Cuman control over steppe lands in Eastern Europe had al-
ready been broken in the aftermath of the Mongol victory at Kalka (1223) over 
the Cuman-Rus’ coalition.133 Some 15 years later, Kuthen, the Cuman chieftain 
who had escaped from the massacre, fled to Hungary, where other Cuman 
groups had meanwhile sought asylum.134 Most Cumans, however, remained in 
the East European steppe lands, where they were the majority of the popula-
tion in the Golden Horde.135

131   Russian Primary Chronicle, Prologue, transl., p. 58. According to Chekin, “The godless 
Ishmaelites,” p. 14, the Cumans are listed here on purpose along with other peoples with 
strange and beastly mores. The list may have been added after Boniak’s campaign of 1096.

132   Vásáry, Cumans, pp. 50 and 62. For Cumans in Bulgaria, see also Stoianov, “Kumanite.”
133   Astaikin, “‘I byst’ na Kalkakh”; Kovács, “A Kalka menti csata.”
134   Polgár, “Kötöny” and Balogh, “Mikor költözött Kötöny.” The Cumans left Hungary in 

1241, but returned in 1245 or 1246, when they were settled in different parts of the Great 
Hungarian Plain that had been devastated by the Mongol invasion. They were granted 
privileges and maintained a sense of separate identity in the middle of the kingdom for 
much of the remaining decades of the 13th and throughout the 14th century. For their his-
tory, see Berend, “Cuman integration.”

135   Tamim, “Cumans,” p. 210; Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 326 and 328.
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chapter 11

Conversion to Christianity: Moravia and Bulgaria

The Frankish encroachment into the Carpathian Basin turned Moravia into a 
prime target for missions from the neighboring areas. Credit for the conversion 
of Moravians to Christianity is usually given to Reginhar, Bishop of Passau (ca. 
818–838).1 Moravia remained firmly attached to that diocese, especially after 
Louis the German intervened in the conflict between Reginhar and Adalram, 
the Archbishp of Salzburg (821–836), to allow Passau to expand to the east as 
far as the river Rába.2 By 850, Frankish Christianity was firmly implanted in 
many Moravian strongholds.3 Some of the earliest churches in Moravia are 
single-naved buildings with a rectangular choir, such as the still-standing, 9th- 
church of St. Margaret in Kopčany (western Slovakia; Fig. 11.1).4 More sophisti-
cated plans, such the three-apsed church inside the medieval castle in Devín 
near Bratislava may be of Carolingian origin.5 The Frankish mission made 
some limited use of the vernacular for such practical purposes as the formal 
renunciation of pagan beliefs, confession, and a few fundamental prayers. That 
much results from the examination of the so-called Freising Manuscripts—
Slavic translations of Latin texts associated with the mission during the second 
half of the 9th century.6 Although those translations were used in Carantania, 
they can illustrate strategies employed in Moravia as well.7

1   Boshof, “Das ostfränkische Reich,” p. 54.
2   Dopsch, “ Passau,” pp. 7–20; Goldberg, Struggle, p. 137; Boshof, “Das ostfränkische Reich,”  

p. 62.
3   For Frankish Christianity as fundamental for the conversion of Moravia, see Polek, “Wkład 

duchownych ‘z Niemiec’”; Polek, “Chrystianizacja.” Korolev, “‘Slovno luchistoe’,” believes that 
Moravia may have been visited by missionaries of Irish origin.

4   Baxa, “Die Kirche.” For other churches of similar plan, see Botek, “Cyrilo-metodská misia,”  
pp. 28–29.

5   Chorvátová, “Untergang und Neuanfang,” pp. 248 and 247 fig. 4.
6   The Freising Manuscripts are three texts written in a Slavic dialect with Caroline minuscules 

shortly before 1000. The translations seem to be much earlier, most likely from the 9th century. 
The first and the third texts include formulas for the abjuration of paganism and for confes-
sion, while the second text is an elaborate penitential sermon. See Bernik and Kos, Brižinski 
spomeniki; Krahwinkler and Wolfram, “Der Alpen-Adria-Raum,” pp. 112–14; Lomagistro, 
“A margine della culture,” pp. 468–517. For the language of the Freising Manuscripts, see 
Isačenko, Jazyk; Vincenz, “Zum Wortschatz”; Snoj and Greenberg, “O jeziku,” pp. 285–300.

7   Čermák, “Staroslověnské písemnictví,” p. 55.
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1 Cyril and Methodius

There is no indication of the hostility of the Frankish mission(s) towards other 
missions. Nonetheless, ever since the 19th century, the arrival in Moravia of 
Constantine/Cyril and Methodius has been regarded as a crucial moment in 
the history of the conflict between the Western and the Eastern Churches. 
Meanwhile, Cyril and Methodius have also become symbols of Catholic and 
Orthodox commitment to union. The cult of the two saints started shortly after 
their deaths in 869 and 885, respectively.8 St. Clement of Ohrid (d. 916) wrote a 
eulogy for the “most blessed father Cyril,” who “joined the holy fathers … shar-
ing God’s glory with all the saints.”9 In another eulogy for Cyril and Methodius, 

8   Döpmann, “Kyrillos und Methodios,” p. 323. The earliest image of St. Cyril is the 11th-century 
fresco in the Church of St. Sophia in Ohrid, while St. Methodius first appears in a late 12th-
century fresco from the Church of St. George in Kurbinovo (Grozdanov, “Saint Constantin-
Cyrille,” pp. 319–21).

9   Clement of Ohrid, Eulogy for Cyril the Philosopher, in Petkov et al. (eds.), Sveti Kliment, pp. 112 
and 116; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, pp. 93 and 96–97.

figure 11.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (ancient and medieval names in italics)
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the author addressed as “most holy and true shepherds,” who made themselves 
“equal to Heaven.”10 They are both celebrated in special services (offices).11 
Forgotten (or neglected) in Byzantium, Sts. Cyril and Methodius were first re-
discovered in the Second Bulgarian Empire, then again forgotten during the 
Ottoman occupation of the Balkans.12 The cult got a new boost in Russia in the 
late 17th century, when St. Demetrius of Rostov (Daniil Tuptalo, metropolitan 
of Rostov between 1701 and 1709) wrote an adaptation of the Lives of the two 
saints.13 During the 18th and early 19th centuries, the cult fed the Romantic 
Slavophile movement, for which Cyril and Methodius were fathers of Slavic 
culture and emblems of pan-Slavism.

In Western Europe, the two saints have meanwhile turned into the object 
of nostalgia for the pre-schismatic Romano-Byzantine Church. In his 1848 
encyclical, Pope Pius IX called them “apostles of the Slavs.”14 The feast of Sts. 
Cyril and Methodius was established in the Catholic Church in 1880 (July 5, 
a date different from that in the Orthodox calendar, May 24), an event with a 
great political impact upon Catholic Slavs. Josip Juraj Strossmayer, Bishop of 
Bosnia and Syrmia (1849–1905) believed he was the successor of Methodius, 
wrongly thought to have been (arch)bishop of Sirmium. On the millennial 
anniversary of Methodius’ death, Strossmayer’s younger contemporary in 
Moravia, Antonín Cyril Stojan (Archbishop of Olomouc, 1921–1923), organized 
the first pilgrimage to Velehrad, which (equally wrongly) was thought to be 
Methodius’s burial site.15 A quarter of a century later, Stojan co-founded the 
Academy of Velehrad, an institution responsible for the first serious studies on 
the history of the “Cyrillo-Methodian mission” to Moravia.16 In the 1960s, Pope 
John XXIII invoked the protection of Sts. Cyril and Methodius on the work of 
the Second Vatican Council, at which his main adviser on matters of history 
and ecumenism was Francis Dvornik (1893–1975). Dvornik is the author of sev-
eral key studies on the Lives of Constantine and Methodius, on the Byzantine 
mission to the Slavs, and on other related topics, such as the historical  

10   Clement of Ohrid, Eulogy for Cyril and Methodius, in Petkov et al. (eds.), Sveti Kliment,  
p. 355; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, pp. 104–105. Not everybody agrees with 
the idea that the author of that eulogy is Clement of Ohrid.

11   Clement of Ohrid, Service of St. Methodius and Service of St. Cyril the Philosopher, in Petkov 
et al. (eds.), Sveti Kliment, pp. 360–71 and 558–71.

12   For the cult of Sts. Cyril and Methodius in the Second Bulgarian Empire, see Rohdewald, 
Götter, pp. 51–54.

13   Thomson, “The vita of Methodius.”
14   Betti, The Making, pp. 11–12. For the earlier Catholic use of Sts. Cyril and Methodius, see 

Thomson, “The legacy.”
15   Betti, The Making, p. 13; Machilek, “‘Velehrad is unser Programm’.”
16   Betti, The Making, p. 22.
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rehabilitation of Patriarch Photius.17 In reaction to Pope Paul VI’s homily at 
the closing of the eleventh centenary of the mission to Moravia (1963), the 
Communist regime in Czechoslovakia toured across Europe an exhibit on 
the archaeology of Great Moravia. The point of the secular celebration of the 
1100th anniversary of the Cyrillo-Methodian mission was to demonstrate the 
positive impact of the Great Moravian tradition on the more recent history of 
unity between Czechs and Slovaks. The shift in emphasis, largely caused by the 
Communist authorities in Czechoslovakia, from religious (the conversion to 
Christianity) to secular and “cultural” issues is largely responsible for the over-
blown importance that historians have since then attached to Byzantine inter-
ests in East Central Europe.18 In 1980, Pope John Paul II proclaimed Sts. Cyril 
and Methodius patrons of Europe, together with St. Boniface.19 In the spirit of 
Dvornik’s work, he regarded them as precursors of the ecumenical movement.

Among the Orthodox, the cult of Sts. Cyril and Methodius took a different 
dimension. Their “Bulgarization” in the 13th century, so evident in the Short 
Life of St. Cyril and the Legend of Salonica, was associated with the rise of the 
Second Bulgarian Empire and with its characteristic appropriation and use 
of saint cults (see chapter 30).20 Although Constantine/Cyril and Methodius 
never visited Bulgaria, through “Bulgarization” in the modern age, they turned 
into nationalist, not Church heroes. Because of the Bulgarian national Revival 
and the Bulgarian-Greek competition for Macedonia, the two brothers born in 
Thessaloniki “became” Bulgarians. The ethnic origin of Cyril and Methodius, 
a matter of some scholarly concern in the 1930s, took the front seat of his-
torical research some 60 years later, in the context of the wars in Yugoslavia 
and the independence of Macedonia.21 In Bulgaria, the language devised by 
Constantine/Cyril to translate the Bible is not called Old Church Slavonic, but 
Old Bulgarian, while claims have recently been put forward that it was, in fact, 
Macedonian.22

17   Dvornik, Les légendes; Le schisme; and Byzantine Mission. For Dvornik as Catholic ecu-
menist and historian, see Nemec, “The festive profile.”

18   Curta, “The history,” pp. 238–39. For the anti-church goals of both the 1963 exhibit and the 
cultural policies of the Communist regime, see Albrecht, Geschichte, p. 201.

19   Betti, The Making, p. 14.
20   Nikolov, “Byzantine policy,” pp. 185–86. For the Short Life of St. Cyril and the Legend of 

Salonica, see Nikolova, “L’oeuvre” and Lur’e, “Solunskaia legenda.”
21   Gerov, “Kăm văprosa”; Wasilewski, “Slavianskoe proiskhozhdenie”; Hrochová, 

“Thessaloniki”; Mechev, “‘Slovene, rekshe bălgare’”; Malingoudi, “To Kyrillo-Methodiano 
ergo.” According to Nikolov, “Byzantine policy,” p. 186, it is “very strange” that Cyril and 
Methodius did not become part of the controversy surrounding the declaration of inde-
pendence of the country known as Macedonia, in the manner of Alexander the Great.

22   Karachorova, “Kăm văprosa”; Kul’bakin, “O jeziku.”
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Who were those two men, after all? Much of what is known about Cyril 
comes from the Life of Constantine, a work composed in Old Church Slavonic 
by someone in the entourage of Methodius. The Life was written at some point 
between Constantine’s death in 869, and December 885 (when the text was 
used in Rome), perhaps in 879 or 880.23 The undeclared, yet transparent pur-
pose of the Life was to defend the Slavic writing and liturgy, both recently in-
troduced to Moravia, by showing Constantine to have been a holy man and 
saint. That was the image (and the symbol) that Methodius and his disciples 
badly needed at that time in their struggle with the Bavarian clergy. Because 
of its propagandistic goals and because of the late manuscript tradition, the 
text was long viewed, especially in the 19th century, as unreliable. However, de-
spite a few who still raise doubts about its historical trustworthiness, the Life of 
Constantine is now appreciated as a first-rate source, primarily because some 
of the events and characters mentioned therein can be verified on the basis of 
other, independent sources.24 The following may be taken as a synopsis of the 
narrative that is generally accepted as historically true.

Constantine was born in Thessaloniki in 826 or 827. He was the youngest 
of seven children born to “a certain noble and rich man named Leo …, who 
held the rank of drungarios under the strategos.” Constantine’s father was a 
high-ranking Byzantine officer under the command of the military governor 
of the newly created theme (province) of Thessaloniki.25 His youngest son 
had a very sensitive personality that led him to study and religious devotion. 
Brought to Constantinople in 842/3, he became a protégé of Theoctistus, the 
powerful logothete (minister) of the regent empress Theodora. At the impe-
rial academy, he studied “Homer and geometry with Leo [the Mathematician], 
and dialectics and all philosophical studies with Photius; and in addition to 

23   The Life of Constantine is preserved in a number of south Slavic and Russian manuscripts, 
the earliest of which cannot be dated before the mid-14th century. There are no less than 
103 different versions of the text, an indication of its enormous popularity. For the his-
tory of the manuscript transmission and the complicated problems of the reconstruction 
of the “original” text, see Capaldo, “Materiali”; Diddi, “Materiali e ricerche per l’edizione 
critica di ‘Vita Constantini’. II”; Diddi, “Materiali e ricerche per l’edizione critica di ‘Vita 
Constantini’. III”; Diddi, “Materiali e ricerche per l’edizione critica di Vita Constantini 
VI”; Diddi, “Materiali e ricerche per l’edizione critica di Vita Constantini VII”; Ziffer, “The 
‘Vita Constantini’.” For the Life as a work of hagiography, see Surkova, “Otrazhenie” and 
Birnbaum, “The Lives.” For the Life as a compilation of several separate texts, see Picchio, 
“Compilazione”; Betti, The Making, p. 76.

24   Ziffer, “Hagiographie.”
25   Life of Constantine 2, p. 61; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 27. 

The theme of Thessaloniki came into being between 796 and 811 (Koltsida-Makri, “He 
byzantine Thessalonike,” p. 245).
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that, rhetoric and arithmetic, astronomy and music, and all the other Hellenic 
arts.”26 Constantine turned out to be a serious intellectual, which got him the 
nickname “the Philosopher.” After declining an offer to marry Theoctistus’ 
granddaughter, he became a deacon and librarian (archivist) to the patriarch 
in Hagia Sophia. He later received “an academic chair” to teach philosophy.27 
The young man engaged in a disputation with John VII Grammaticus, the last 
iconoclastic patriarch (837–843).28 At age 24, he was then sent on an embas-
sy to Caliph al-Mutawwakil, perhaps to negotiate an exchange of prisoners. 
While in Samarra, he engaged in another disputation with Muslim ulamas, 
and even cited a Quranic surah to support his arguments in defense of the 
Holy Trinity. Soon after returning to Constantinople, and following the pal-
ace coup that drove Empress Theodora out of power, Constantine joined his 
brother Methodius in a monastery on Mount Olympus in Bithynia (present-
day Uludağ, in northwestern Turkey). He remained there, without taking the 
monastic vows, until Photius was installed patriarch in 858. The two brothers 
enjoyed the trust and protection of the patriarch, and in 860 they were both 
sent on a (diplomatic) mission to the Khazar court in Itil, perhaps to negoti-
ate a Byzantine-Khazar’ alliance against the Rus’ (see chapter 13).29 On their 
way to Itil, Constantine and Methodius stopped in the Crimea, at Cherson. 
Constantine miraculously discovered the relics of St. Clement (the second 
bishop of Rome who had died in Cherson in AD 99), and wrote a sermon about 
that for the local community. In preparation, perhaps, for his visit to Khazaria, 
he also learned “the Hebrew language and scriptures.”30 He put that knowledge 
to work, when impressing a “Samaritan,” who accepted baptism together with 
his son—the first instance of Constantine converting anyone to Christianity. 
Before leaving for Itil, somewhere in the steppe, Constantine was assaulted 
by Magyars “howling like wolves and wishing to kill him.” His “edifying words” 
miraculously persuaded them “to release him and his entire retinue in peace.”31 
Both disputation and conversion figure prominently in the account of the two 

26   Life of Constantine 4, pp. 65–66; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives,  
p. 31.

27   Life of Constantine 4, p. 66.
28   Life of Constantine 5, pp. 68–69. For the slightly outdated arguments that Constantine 

used against Patriarch John, see Balcárek, “Some remarks.”
29   Shumilo, “Nauchnoe nasledie.”
30   Shtikhel, “Pochemu.” For Constantine in the Crimea, see Šaur, “Jaká písmena”; Mogarichev, 

“K voprosu”; Goldblatt, “Variance,” p. 257. Shortly after returning from his mission to 
Khazaria, Constantine was able to read an inscription written “in Hebrew and Samaritan 
letters.”

31   Life of Constantine 8, p. 78; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 45. For 
the encounter and its historical significance, see Nikolov, “The Magyar connection.”
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brothers’ visit to Itil. Constantine used his knowledge of Hebrew in a debate, in 
order to draw a point about the distinction between image and idol. Following 
the debate, “about two hundred of these people were baptized, having cast off 
heathen abominations and lawless marriages.”32

On their way back to Constantinople, Constantine and Methodius stopped 
again in the Crimea, after the former had miraculously turned a salt spring in 
the steppe into drinkable water. Constantine preached in the neighboring land 
of Phoullae, and managed to convince the locals to let him cut down and burn 
a cherry tree, under which they used to offer sacrifices.33 Having accomplished 
this third conversion, Constantine returned to Constantinople and took resi-
dence in the Church of the Holy Apostles.34

Methodius’ biography is known from the Life of Methodius, a work of a some-
what different nature. The text is preserved in only 18 manuscripts, the oldest 
of which is the late 12th- or early 13th-century Uspenskii Collection.35 Unlike 
the Life of Constantine, the manuscript tradition for the Life of Methodius is 
much more uniform, without any southern versions. Some believe that the Life 
was written in Moravia after Methodius’ death in 885. Others argue it was writ-
ten in Bulgaria, probably as late as 916.36 In the latter’s case, the author may 
have been St. Clement of Ohrid, one of Methodius’ disciples. Much more con-
cise than the Life of Constantine, the Life of Methodius nonetheless has a more 
elaborate plot, and a more homogeneous narrative. There is less detail about 
the early life than in Constantine’s case, and no information about Methodius’s 
first, secular name (Methodius was his monastic name).37 His family was 
known throughout the “the entire region of Thessalonica,” so he had the 

32   Life of Constantine 10, p. 90; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives,  
p. 57. In addition, at Constantine’s request, 200 Greek prisoners were freed to go back 
to Byzantium. For Constantine in Khazaria, see Esbroeck, “Le substrat hagiographique”; 
Ziffer, “Konstantin”; Trendafilov, Khazarskata polemika; Savvidis, “Problemata schetika.”

33   Life of Constantine 12, p. 96. Constantine cleverly connected the name Phoullae with Pul, 
one of the lands of the Gentiles mentioned in Isaiah 66:19. On the possible location of 
Phoullae, see Bushakov, “Pro full’skyi narod”; Maiko, “O lokalizacii Full”; and Mogarichev 
and Maiko, “Fuly.”

34   Life of Constantine 13, p. 97.
35   The Uspenskii Collection is a homiliary that includes a number of saints’ lives. One 

of them is the vita of St. Vitus translated from Latin, which suggests that the Lives of 
Methodius and Vitus, if not the entire homiliary, came to Rus’ from Přemyslid Bohemia 
(Alberti, “Il codice”).

36   Vlášek, “Staroslověnský Život Metodějův”; Betti, The Making, p. 77; Delikari, “The literary 
work,” p. 14.

37   According to Havlík, Kronika, p. 116, Methodius’ initial name was Michael, but there is no 
evidence in support of that idea.
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support of all local notables “from childhood.”38 He caught the attention of the 
emperor (most likely Theophilus, 829–842) who gave him “a Slavic principal-
ity to rule,” perhaps a Slavic district inside the theme of Thessaloniki or on its 
borders.39 “After spending many years in that principality,” he took the monas-
tic vows on Mount Olympus. Together with his younger brother, Methodius 
went to Constantinople shortly after 858, and accompanied Constantine to 
Khazaria. He played a secondary role in that mission, for he is said to have 
served Constantine and to have obeyed him “like a slave.”40 Emperor Michael 
III and Patriarch Photius duly acknowledged his service, and wanted to ap-
point him archbishop, but he refused. While Constantine took residence in 
the Church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople, Methodius returned to the 
monastery, and became the abbot of Polychron, one of the largest and richest 
monastic communities on Mount Olympus.41

Soon after that, Constantine was entrusted by Emperor Michael III to re-
spond to Rastislav’s request of a “teacher who would explain to us in our lan-
guage the true Christian faith” (see chapter 8).42 Only the Life of Methodius 
mentions the emperor asking Constantine to take his brother with him, since 
they were “both Thessalonians and all Thessalonians speak pure Slavic.”43 
Exactly what the two brothers were supposed to do is never clearly stated: the 
emperor simply passed Rastislav’s request onto them.

Whether or not Constantine and Methodius embarked on a mission has 
therefore been the object of recent debate. Some believe that the “Cyrillo-
Methodian mission” aimed at consolidating the faith of the already converted 
Moravians.44 Others see the job entrusted to Constantine and Methodius as 
part of the Byzantine government’s political plans in East Central Europe.45 

38   Life of Methodius 2, p. 48; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Saint Lives, p. 109.
39   Cheshmedzhiev, “Le problème,” suggests that Methodius was archon of the Smoliani in 

the region between the Lower Nestos and the Lower Strymon rivers. Tachiaos, “Some con-
troversial points” believes instead that Methodius ruled over Slavs in some theme of Asia 
Minor, perhaps Opsikion.

40   Life of Methodius 4, p. 50; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 109.
41   Life of Methodius 4, p. 52; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 111.
42   Life of Constantine 14, p. 99; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 65. 

The author of the Life of Methodius 5, p. 53 (English translation from Kantor, Medieval 
Slavic Lives, p. 111) puts it more bluntly: Rastislav asked for a particular “type of man” to 
direct him and his subjects “to the whole truth,” since “we Slavs are a simple people, and 
have none to instruct us in the truth, and explain wisely.”

43   Life of Methodius 5, p. 54 English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 111.
44   Vavřínek, “Der Brief”; Garzaniti, “The Constantinopolitan project,” pp. 60 and 67.
45   Schreiner, “Die byzantinische Missionierung”; Nikolov, “Building the Tower of Babel,” p. 51; 

Salamon, “Konstantyn i Metody”; Nikolova, “The Moravian mission.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   186 3/21/2019   5:07:41 PM



187Conversion to Christianity: Moravia and Bulgaria

Such plans were allegedly based on Photius’ program of spreading Byzantine 
Christianity to the northern neighbors of the Empire.46 Constantine and 
Methodius were therefore the agents of the grandiose plans of the patriarch.47  
Martin Hurbanič has drawn attention to the highly rhetorical nature of 
Photius’ statements on the matter, as well as to how his attitude towards mis-
sion changed along with developments in the ecclesiastical and political con-
flict between Rome and Constantinople known as the “Photian Schism.”48 But 
the Russian historian Sergei Ivanov has rejected any notion of a Byzantine of-
ficial policy in favor of missionary activities.49 In response, some have attempt-
ed to modify the notion of “mission” in order to explain what Constantine 
and Methodius were supposed to do in Moravia.50 They were definitely not 
to convert Moravians to Christianity, since they had already been converted.51 
Instead, they were about to reinforce the foundations of Christian identity by 
enabling Moravians to “praise God in their own language.”52

Before going to Moravia, Constantine devised the “Slavic writing,” which 
most scholars now believe to be the Glagolitic alphabet.53 This alphabet was 
an instrument for rendering the sounds of a language into which Constantine 

46   Hanak, “Photios”; Tarnanidis, “Vselenskiiat patriarkh” and “Ho patriarches.”
47   Tóth, “Constantine.”
48   Hurbanič, “What did the patriarch Photius believe.”
49   Ivanov, “Pearls Before Swine”, pp. 89–100, and “With the emperor’s help.” See also 

Simeonova, Diplomacy, p. 72; Hannick, “Les enjeux,” pp. 173 and 185.
50   Tarnanidis, “The choice”; Vavřínek, “Christianity.”
51   That much results from the letter of Rastislav to Emperor Michael III: “… our people have 

rejected paganism and observe Christian law …” (Life of Constantine 14, p. 99; English 
translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 65).

52   Life of Constantine 14, pp. 100–01; English version from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 67. 
Vavřínek, “Christianity,” p. 85 believes that Constantine and Methodius were “to reconnoi-
ter the situation” in Moravia, to “educate local disciples and [to] prepare the conditions 
for the later institution of a Moravian ecclesiastical province.” To Wood, The Missionary 
Life, p. 174, Constantine and Methodius’s was a “commission,” not a “mission.”

53   The literature on the Glagolitic alphabet is considerable and continues to grow. The fol-
lowing are only the titles published since 2000: Miklas and Richer, Glagolitica; Marti and 
Veder, “Die Freiburger Diskussionsrunde”; Tkadlčík, “Über den Ursprung”; Wójtowicz, 
Początki; Azam, “L’histoire”; Ilievski, Pojava; Kuznecov, “La glagolite”; Velcheva, “Otnovo”; 
Miklas, “Zum griechischen Anteil”; Ivanova, “Glagolica”; Tarnanidis, “To slabiko alphabe-
to”; Strakhov, “The adventure”; Bărlieva, “Ad fontes”; Fuchsbauer, “The significance.” There 
is a great deal of symbolism in the shape of the Glagolitic letters. In the oldest manuscripts, 
“a” is written as a cross, while the letters for “i” and “s” each combine a triangle (symbol of 
the Holy Trinity) with a circle (the symbol of the endless and absolute power of God). See 
Karpenko, “Semiotika” and “Sviashchenye znaki.” According to Čermák, “Staroslověnské 
písemnictví,” pp. 56–57, The Glagolitic letter for “sh” is the Hebrew-Samaritan letter “shin.”
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was to translate the fundamental Christian texts.54 The language, now known 
as Old Church Slavonic, was therefore a highly stylized book language.55 What 
texts were written in that language with the Glagolitic alphabet? While the Life 
of Methodius mentions Constantine composing a “text,” the Life of Constantine 
has him beginning “to write the language of the Gospel,” in other words a 
translation.56 The initial translations were texts for religious instruction, pri-
marily excerpts from the Gospels used in the liturgy (the Gospel readings 
for Sundays and important ecclesiastical feasts). It is only later, in Moravia, 
that Constantine translated liturgical texts into Slavonic, namely the “matins 
and the hours, vespers and the compline, and the liturgy.”57 An 11th-century 
Glagolitic manuscript discovered in 1975 in the library of the Monastery of St. 
Catherine in Sinai shows, however, a broader agenda. The manuscript, known 
as the Euchologion of Sinai, indicates that the entire liturgy was translated, 
using a combination of the sung liturgy in use at that time in the Church of 
Constantinople and the Jerusalem rite most typical for the monastic practice 
in Palestine.58 To that, the translator added a number of prayers, one of which 
is to St. Emmeram,59 the 7th-century missionary to Bavaria. This suggests that, 
while in Moravia, Constantine may have incorporated a number of Latin texts 
in his translation agenda. This, in turn, dovetails nicely with the evidence of 
the earliest Old Church Slavonic manuscript—the so-called Kiev Fragments—
that is a translation of a Latin sacramentary to be used for traveling and mis-
sionary purposes.60

54   In order to help future disciples memorize his alphabet, Constantine created mnemonic 
devices out of letter names. In other words, he named consecutive letters with words that 
could make up a small text. For example, “Az Buky Vedi”—the names of the first three 
letters—actually means “I know a letter.”

55   Vereshchagin, “Kirill i Mefodii.”
56   Life of Constantine 14, p. 100; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 67; 

Life of Methodius 5, p. 54 (beseda, a term that Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 134 with n. 
39, takes as a possible reference to the “Prologue to the Gospels” that Constantine wrote; 
but see Thomson, “The Slavonic translation,” p. 638). Those early translations must have 
been done in Constantinople, in the Church of the Holy Apostles, where Constantine had 
taken up residence (Katsaros, “The translation ‘laboratory’”).

57   Life of Constantine 15, p. 102; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 69.
58   Tarnanidis, “Latin opposition,” p. 57; Avenarius, “Das liturgische Werk,” p. 157; Minchev, 

“Liturgia,” p. 131; Skaltsis, “Divine worship,” p. 53; Vavřínek, Cyril, pp. 118–23.
59   Dzhonov, Bălgaro-germanski otnosheniia, pp. 125–98.
60   For the Kiev Fragments, see Schaeken, Die Kiever Blätter; Večerka, “Kyjevské listy”; Kølln, 

“Ke vzniku Kyjevských listů.” Radoslav Večerka (“The Kiev Fragments”) has recently ad-
vanced the idea that the translation of the Latin sacramentary to be found in the Kiev 
Fragments was done by Constantine during his visit to Rome in 868. It remains unclear 
when and where could Constantine have learned Latin.
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The translation technique employed by Constantine illustrates very well 
how he enriched the vernacular that served as basis for Old Church Slavonic. 
Under the influence of Greek, he used a variety of language instruments (in 
accidence, syntax, or vocabulary) in order to render into the new language the 
difficult and terminologically demanding theological texts. For example, the 
earliest translation of liturgical texts employed two words for “messenger,” one 
for heavenly messengers (angel), the other for more mundane envoys (posăl). A 
number of key words are also adopted from Greek, e.g., adă (Hell) from Hades. 
There are no surviving manuscripts from that period, but Gospel translations 
are among the oldest surviving texts in Old Church Slavonic, with a manu-
script tradition going back to the 10th century: the Glagolitic Codex Zografensis 
(ca. 1000), Codex Marianus and Codex Assemani (both dated to the early 11th 
century).61 In addition to liturgical texts, Constantine and Methodius trans-
lated a number of sermons for important holidays of the year, such as those for 
Easter preserved in the 11th-century Clozianus Miscellany.62

Constantine and Methodius were warmly received in Moravia, where 
Rastislav allowed them to recruit young men for instruction. In five years (863–
868), the two brothers thus laid the foundations of a native clergy, using the lit-
urgy and the texts they had translated into Old Church Slavonic.63 Meanwhile, 
Photius was deposed by the new emperor, Basil I. The newly instructed 

61   Ivanova-Mavrodinova and Dzhurova, Asemanievoto evangelie; Stanchev, “Digrafiia.” The 
earliest Old Church Slavonic manuscripts of the evangeliary are dated to the late 10th 
century, those of the psalter to the 11th, and those of the epistolary to the 12th century 
(Thomson, “Has the Cyrillomethodian translation of the Bible survived?” pp. 150–51). 
The old idea that the Ostromir Gospel—the oldest Rus’ manuscript—is the closest to 
Constantine’s translation of the Gospels has now been rejected on lexicological grounds 
(Slavova, “Ostromirovoto evangelie”). Two original compositions are commonly associ-
ated with the completion of the Gospel translation. One of them is the “Prologue to the 
Gospels” (Proglas), a rhymed introduction of 110 verses preserved in younger Cyrillic man-
uscripts. The other is a fragment of a longer text preserved in a 12th-century manuscript 
known as the Macedonian (or Hilferding) Cyrillic Page (Čermák, “Staroslověnské písem-
nictví,” p. 59).

62   Dostál, Clozianus; Zástěrová, “Un témoignage inaperçu.” The miscellany includes a ser-
mon meant for princes who judge the guilty and punish them, but who are to live ac-
cording to the rule of Christian morals. The sermon is an original work attributed to 
Methodius and probably meant for Svatopluk.

63   According to the Life of Constantine 15, p. 105, Constantine spent 40 months in Moravia, 
while in the Life of Methodius 5, p. 54, three years had passed between the arrival of 
Constantine and Methodius in Moravia and their departure for Rome. Both numbers are 
probably to be taken symbolically: the two brothers arrived in Moravia in 863 and left for 
Rome five years later. According to Tachiaos, “Cyril and Methodius’ visit,” Constantine 
must have planned for a long time to go to Rome, since he had taken with him from 
Constantinople the relics of St. Clement that he had discovered in Chersonesus during 
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Moravians could not have possibly been taken to Constantinople to be or-
dained as priests. Constantine and Methodius therefore decided to go to Rome. 
The circumstances were favorable. Pope Nicholas I, the enemy of Photius, died 
in 867, but the new pope, Hadrian II (867–872) was very interested in bring-
ing Moravia under papal obedience.64 On their way to Rome, Constantine and 
Methodius, together with their disciples, paid a visit to Kocel in Mosapurc (see 
chapter 8). He was apparently very interested in the “Slavic letters,” so much so 
that he learned them himself, besides providing 50 students for instruction.65 
Constantine and Methodius made another stop in Venice, during which the 
former engaged in another disputation with “bishops, priests, and monks,” who 
accused him of using a language (Slavonic) which was not “worthy of prais-
ing God in the Scriptures,” like Hebrew, Greek, and Latin.66 Constantine and 
Methodius arrived in Rome at some point during the first months of Hadrian II’s  
pontificate. According to the Life of Constantine, the pope formally accepted 
the Slavonic translation of the Gospels, which he then placed in the Church 
of Santa Maria Maggiore (ad praesepe). Then the Moravian disciples were 
ordained, and they co-celebrated the liturgy in Slavonic over five consecu-
tive days in four different churches of Rome—St. Peter’s, St. Petronilla’s, St. 
Andrew’s, and St. Paul’s.67 In Rome, however, Constantine fell ill and died on 
February 14, 869, not before taking the monastic vows and changing his name 
into Cyril.68 Although Methodius asked to take his body to Polychron for buri-
al, he was eventually buried in the Church of St. Clement, on the right side of 

his trip to Khazaria. His intention may have been to use the relics as a powerful gift for 
the pope.

64   Bratulić, “La Curia romana”; Betti, The Making, p. 65 notes that according to the Life 
of Methodius 6, p. 57, the pope who invited Constantine and Methodius to Rome was 
Nicholas I, while according to the Life of Constantine 17, p. 110 they were received by 
Hadrian II.

65   Life of Constantine 15, p. 105; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 71; 
Vavřínek, Cyril, pp. 132–35. In the course of that visit, Constantine obtained the release of 
900 captives, most likely prisoners of war and hostages that Rastislav had been forced to 
give to Louis the German after his defeat at Dowina, in 864.

66   Life of Constantine 16, pp. 105–06; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic 
Lives, p. 71. According to the Life of Methodius 6, p. 56, English translation from Kantor, 
Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 113, the pope himself condemned Constantine’s critics as “Pilatists 
and trilinguists.” For the thorny question of trilingualism, see Thomson, “SS. Cyril and 
Methodius”; Ilievski, “Idejata”; Lomagistro, “La questione”; Gonis, “Antirretike.”

67   Life of Constantine 17, pp. 110–11; Vavřínek, Cyril, pp. 160–70. According to the Life of 
Methodius 6, p. 56 three disciples were ordained as priests and another two as lectors.

68   Tachiaos, “Neskol’ko zamechani”; Vavřínek, Cyril, pp. 170–73.
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the altar, with an icon above his grave, a sign that he had already been recog-
nized as saint.69

Following Constantine’s death, Methodius was appointed papal legate and 
sent to Mosapurc to negotiate the organization of the Church in Kocel’s do-
main in Pannonia. Kocel wanted Methodius, who may have already been con-
secrated bishop, to counter the claims of the archbishop of Salzburg, within 
whose diocese Kocel’s lands were in fact located.70 Those were the circum-
stances in which an unknown author wrote the Conversion of the Bavarians 
and the Carantanians (ca. 870), in order to support the claims of the archbish-
op of Salzburg against Methodius, who had recently been appointed bishop 
by the pope in a territory that was under Salzburg jurisdiction.71 Without any 
mention of Constantine, the Conversion accuses Methodius, “a certain Greek,” 
of discrediting the Latin language, the Roman teaching, and the time-honored 
traditions of the Latin script. The preference he showed to Slavonic letters 
encouraged the Slavs to criticize church services celebrated in Latin by the 
Bavarian clergy.72 Meanwhile, important political changes were taking place in 
Moravia, where Rastislav was first defeated by the Frankish armies, then cap-
tured by his nephew Svatopluk and turned to Louis the German, who promptly 
blinded and imprisoned him in a Bavarian monastery. The lands of Kocel were 
also invaded, and Methodius was arrested and tried in Regensburg, along with 
Rastislav, for having usurped the ecclesiastical authority of the archbishop of 
Salzburg. He was then imprisoned in the Reichenau Abbey, where he remained 
for the following three years (see chapter 8).73 Pannonia fell back under the 
jurisdiction of the archbishopric of Salzburg, and Methodius’ disciples, includ-
ing those who had been consecrated in 868 in Rome, fled, probably to northern 
Dalmatia.

The political struggles in which Methodius was involved had apparently no 
impact upon the Christianization of Moravia, which advanced at a rapid pace 
during the last quarter of the 9th century. It is in fact to this period that most 
churches in Moravia have been dated, both those of basilical plan (such as 

69   Life of St. Constantine 18, p. 115.
70   According to Betti, The Making, p. 106, Kocel had been in secret negotiations with the 

papacy.
71   Lienhard, “De l’intérêt,” pp. 401–04; Betty, The Making, pp. 48–49; Nótári, “Rom oder 

Byzanz?”
72   Conversion of the Bavarians and the Carantanians 12, p. 130. See also, Wood, The Missionary 

Life, p. 175; Betti, The Making, pp. 49–50.
73   According to the Life of Methodius 9, p. 68, Methodius remained in Swabia for two 

and a half years, i.e., between 870 and 873. For Methodius’ arrest, see Liba, “Väznenie”; 
Steinhübel, “Methodius’ conflict”; Marsina, Metodov boj.
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church 3 in Mikulčice and the so-called episcopal church in Uherské Hradiště) 
and rotundas (such as found in Mikulčice, Staré Město, and, more recently, 
Pohansko; Fig. 11.2).74 The large number of burials (including many children) 
in the graveyards around those churches, as well as the occasional finds of ar-
tifacts with clearly Christian symbolism, such as crosses or book-shaped amu-
lets bespeak the rapid spread of Christianity.75

When Svatopluk seized power in Moravia, Kocel’s position was restored in 
Pannonia, and Methodius’ imprisonment was brought to the attention of the 
new pope. Having learned about that from Svatopluk’s envoys who arrived in 
Rome in 873, John VIII (872–882) took immediate action. A papal legate was 
rushed to Louis the German and obtained the immediate release of Methodius. 
As a matter of fact, Svatopluk’s envoys have come to Rome to obtain papal 
approval for an independent church of Moravia to be headed by Methodius.76 
He was appointed archbishop of Pannonia, an ecclesiastical province without 
defined borders, but with its see at the court of Svatopluk.77 The influence of 
Methodius may have reached far beyond the area controlled by Svatopluk. 
That, at least, is the impression one gets reading about one of his prophecies 
recorded in the Life of Methodius:

A very powerful pagan prince settled on the Vistula, and began mocking 
Christians and doing harm. Communicating with him, Methodius said: 
“My son, it would be better for you to be baptized of your own will in your 

74   Unger, “Odraz,” pp. 24–31; Poláček, “Great Moravian sacral architecture.” For Mikulčice, 
see Poláček, “Die Kirchen.” For Uherské Hradiště, see Galuška, “The sacral area.” For 
Staré Město, see Galuška, “Kirchliche Architektur.” For Pohansko, see Macháček et al., 
“Velkomoravská rotunda.” The most spectacular find associated with the ornamentation 
of such churches is the hoard of gilded copper mounts from Bojná (Slovakia). All mounts 
are circular and decorated with images of Christ, a seraph, two angels, the Holy Virgin 
praying, and St. Peter with the key in his hand. They are all parts of a larger composition 
representing the Ascension, which probably decorated an altarpiece, a wooden ambo, or 
a reliquary coffin (Schulze-Dörrlamm, “Zur Interpretation”).

75   Unger, “Odraz,” pp. 31–33. For crosses, see Kouřil, “Archaeological evidence.” For book-
shaped amulets, see Balcárek, “A contribution.”

76   Life of Methodius 10, p. 71; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 119: 
“give us Methodius as archbishop and teacher.” For Pope John VIII as actively pursuing 
policies directed at strengthening relations between the papacy and the Slavic polities in 
Dalmatia and Central Europe, see Betti, The Making, pp. 121–37.

77   Shivarov, “Kăm văprosa”; Jan, “Methodios’ pannonisches oder mährisches Erzbistum?”; 
Betti, The Making, pp. 154–68 and “The foundation.”
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figure 11.2  Pohansko, the remains of the late 9th-century rotunda found in 2008–2012 in 
the northeastern bailey of the stronghold
Photo: Petr Dresler. Courtesy of the Department of 
Archaeology and Museology, Masaryk University
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own land, so that you will not have to be baptized against your will as a 
prisoner in a foreign land, and then remember me.” And so it was.78

A later source drawing, perhaps, on a local tradition, claims that the Bohemian 
prince Bořivoj was baptized by Methodius, who again prophesied that he, 
Bořivoj, would one day be the master of his masters (the ruler of Moravia).79 
Inside Moravia, Methodius continued his brother’s program of translations. 
Perhaps in an attempt to make himself useful to Svatopluk, he translated a por-
tion of the collection of ecclesiastical laws known as the Nomokanon, namely 
the Collection of 50 Canons compiled in the 6th century by John Scholastikos.80 
He also used an adaptation of the Ekloga of Emperors Leo III and Constantine 
V for a body of civil law known as the Court Law for the People (Zakon sudnyi 
liudem). Two versions of this text exist, one long, the other short. The latter is 
attributed to the 9th century, on the basis of a number of archaic linguistic 
features.81 The short version of the Court Law has 31 articles. The first two ar-
ticles spell out the idea of Christian faith as divine law and the rule of “revenge” 
(articles 1–2).82 A number of following articles (7, 16–18, and 20) apply those 
principles to various transgressions of both penal and civil law—marrying 
one’s godmother or goddaughter, sanctuary, or false testimony.83 Moral trans-
gressions are then listed (8–13): fornication with a virgin, rape, incest, and big-
amy. Another set of articles deal with violations of property (14–15, 19, 22–26, 
28–30): arson, ransoms, horse and slave theft, grave robbery, church robbery.84 

78   Life of Methodius 11, p. 72: English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 119 
and 121. Much debate surrounds this prophecy, which, because of the mention of Vistula 
(Visla), seems to refer to a chieftain in southern Poland, across the White Carpathians and 
Western Beskids from Moravia. The debate, however, is about the possibility of an early 
Christianization of that part of Poland under Moravian influence or rule. Most historians 
seem to have missed the point of Methodius’ prophecy: the anonymous chieftain was de-
feated by Svatopluk and became Christian in captivity. Moreover, there is no indication in 
the Life of Methodius that Methodius ever went to the lands on the Vistula. See Hrycuniak, 
“Ślady”; Ożóg, Misja; Szczur, “Misja cyrylo-metodiańska,” pp. 15–23; and Moszyński, “Czy 
misja.” For the archaeological evidence of Moravian influence in southern Poland, see 
Poleski, “Kontakty.”

79   Legenda Christiani 2, p. 18; Kalhous, Anatomy, pp. 194 and 202–203. For the role of this 
story in the more recent phase of the controversy surrounding the date (and authenticity) 
of the Legenda Christiani, see Kalhous, Legenda Christiani, p. 115.

80   Life of Methodius 15, pp. 80 and 82; Gallagher, Church Law, pp. 95–105; Maksimovich, 
“Byzantine law.”

81   Biliarski, “The first article.”
82   Petkov, The Voices, pp. 48–49; Rebro, “La grande Moravia,” p. 364.
83   Petkov, The Voices, pp. 50 and 52.
84   Petkov, The Voices, pp. 51–53.
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The last article (31) proclaims that “God [has] ordained that those married can-
not be separated,” and then proceeds to explain under what conditions that 
separation can nonetheless take place legally.85 Various forms of punishment 
that appear in the Ekloga (death penalty or mutilations) are replaced in the 
Court Law with flogging and selling into slavery, perhaps under Western legal 
practices. Unlike the Ekloga, however, the Court Law has more articles related 
to pagan practices. Most interesting is the article on spoils, which mentions 
that “the prince takes the sixth part, all of the people take the rest.”86

Whether on the basis of the Court Law or of Christian moral standards, 
Methodius seems to have challenged the authority of Svatopluk. The Moravian 
ruler sent another embassy to Rome in 879 in order to complain about his bish-
op. To judge from a rather oblique reference in the Life of Methodius, at stake 
was now the use of the Creed without the filioque, an accusation possibly di-
rected at Methodius by the Frankish clergy.87 Summoned to Rome, Methodius 
went to defend his orthodoxy. He convinced Pope John VIII, who renewed his 
predecessor’s authorization for the celebration of the liturgy in Slavonic. While 
in Rome, Methodius devoted himself to promoting the cause of that language, 
and it was most likely at that moment that the Life of Constantine was written 
by someone in his entourage. Pope John VIII also elevated Methodius to the 
rank of archbishop of the Moravian church, thus dropping any reference to 
Pannonia from the description of his diocese.88 That was not just a change in 
name, but a structurally different plan of action. For the first time, a suffragan 
bishop was appointed to Methodius, in the person of Viching, the first bishop 
of Nitra.89 However, relations between Methodius and Viching rapidly deterio-
rated upon their return to Moravia.

In 883, dissatisfied with papal attitudes towards his suffragan, Methodius 
and a few disciples embarked on a last, long trip to Constantinople.90 To judge 

85   Petkov, The Voices, p. 53. For the legal defense of women and children in the Court Law, see 
Simeonova, “Pravna zashtita.”

86   Petkov, The Voices, p. 49.
87   Life of Methodius 12, p. 74; Betti, The Making, p. 163.
88   Betti, The Making, pp. 163–64. Moreover, the document that bestowed upon Methodius 

the new title is the Industriae tuae bull, which placed Moravia under papal protection and 
simultaneously bestowed upon Svatopluk the title of “sacred son of St. Peter,” until then 
reserved for emperors.

89   Viching had been a priest in Moravia, and his promotion to bishop may have been re-
quested by Svatopluk. He therefore accompanied Methodius to Rome. For his career 
following the death of Methodius, see Betti, The Making, pp. 51–53. For the bishopric of 
Nitra, see Marsina, “O Nitrianskom biskupstve.”

90   Trendafilov, “Poezdka”; Spasova, “Istoricheski i kvaziistoricheski podkhod,” pp. 115–21. For 
Methodius’ many trips, see also Ivanič and Lukáčková, “Journeys.”
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from the Life of Methodius, he was very well received by Emperor Basil I (867–
886) and Photius, who had been re-appointed patriarch in 877. A priest and a 
deacon from among those who have come with Methodius to Constantinople 
remained there, and may have subsequently been sent to Bulgaria.91 The boost 
of confidence that Methodius received at the imperial court was sufficient for 
the last major phase of the translation program, which began in 884, shortly 
after his return to Moravia. According to the Life of Methodius, with the as-
sistance of two priests “who were excellent scribes” (in that they had learned 
the Glagolitic script to perfection and may have learned tachygraphy), he 
translated quickly from Greek into Slavic, in just 8 months, the entire Bible, 
“save Maccabees.”92 The translation did not survive (if it ever existed in the 
first place), for none of the later manuscripts of the Old Church Slavonic Bible 
can be linked to the supposed Methodian text, despite considerable scholarly 
efforts.93 The Life of St. Methodius mentions that he celebrated “the memory of 
Saint Demetrius.” Many have that to mean that he was the author of the Canon 
on the Martyr Demetrius of Thessalonica. Far from being the first original hymn 
in Old Church Slavonic, this has been recently proved to be a translation from 
Greek.94 Nonetheless, recent studies have insisted upon dating to Methodius’ 
lifetime the earliest original hymns in Old Church Slavonic.95

Methodius died on April 6, 885 and was buried “in the cathedral church” 
of an unknown town.96 Methodius had designated as successor one of his 
disciples named Gorazd, but the situation in Moravia soon deteriorated.97 
Meanwhile, a new pope was elected in the person of Stephen V (885–891), who 
was inclined to listen to post-mortem accusations leveled at Methodius by the 

91   Life of Methodius 13, p. 78; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 123.
92   Life of Methodius 15, p. 80; English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 125.
93   For a history of research, see Garzaniti, Die altslavische Version, pp. 173–96. Čermák, 

“Staroslověnské písemnictví,” p. 60 believes that Methodius translated only Old Testament 
passages necessary for the liturgy.

94   Life of Methodius 15, p. 80, English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 125. For 
the Canon, see Butler, “Methodius’s kanon”; Panchovski, “Otnosno kanona”; Nichoritis, 
“Unknown stichera”; Temčinas, “O grecheskom proiskhozhdenii”; Matejko, “Canon.”

95   Turilov, “K izucheniiu.”
96   The Czech archaeologist Zdeněk Klanica has advanced the idea that the male skeleton in 

grave XVI in the basilica of Mikulčice is that of Methodius, but without any archaeological 
support for an exact date of the burial, his idea has not been accepted. Meanwhile, oth-
ers believe that the “cathedral church” was in Staré Město, not in Mikulčice. See Klanica, 
“Hlavní hrboka”; Unger, “In solio sub arcu”; Klanica, Tainata; Galuška, “Christianity.”

97   According to Theophylact of Ohrid, Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid 35, p. 93; English 
translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 100, Gorazd was “a native of Moravia and profi-
cient in both the Slavonic and the Greek languages.”
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Frankish clergy.98 In a letter to Svatopluk, the pope condemned Methodius 
on account of his position on such matters as the filioque and the fasting on 
Saturday, and prohibited the use of the Slavonic language in the liturgy.99 Pope 
Stephen summoned Gorazd to Rome to inquire into his orthodoxy and ap-
pointed Viching as head of the Moravian church. Because of the increasing 
hostility between Svatopluk and Arnulf, however, Viching left Moravia and 
joined the king, first as a chancellor and then as bishop of Passau. A new arch-
bishop and two suffragan bishops of Moravia appear in a letter that Theotmar, 
Archbishop of Salzburg, wrote to Pope John IX in 899. Neither the archbishop, 
nor the bishops were disciples of Methodius, but men appointed by the pope. 
Moreover, Theotmar complained about Moravians colluding with Magyars to 
unleash them on Christians in his diocese. According to him, the Moravians 
killed, took prisoners, and enslaved Christians, while putting churches on fire.100 
By 899, there were apparently no disciples of Methodius left in Moravia any 
more. They too have been thrown into prison, others expelled or sold into slav-
ery to Jewish merchants, who then “took them and brought them to Venice.”101 
The plans of Constantine/Cyril and Methodius have completely collapsed: the 
archbishopric of Moravia disappeared, soon to be followed by Moravia itself.

Why could Constantine and Methodius’ goals not be achieved? Some his-
torians have seen the two brothers as victims of the Photian Schism, others 
have blamed the rivalry between the Byzantine and the Frankish empires 
for hegemony in East Central Europe. Building upon an older idea of Francis 
Dvornik, Telemachos Lounghis has even claimed that “Byzantium acquired 
‘Bulgaria instead of Moravia’ on the basis of changing political aims and priori-
ties and, what is still more important, as a result of mutual agreements” with 
Rome.102 But such an interpretation puts too much emphasis on international 
relations and ignores the possibility that, while in Moravia or in Rome, the 
two brothers followed nobody’s agenda but their own. Constantine carried 
with him the relics of St. Clement from Crimea to Itil, then back to Crimea, 
then to Constantinople, Moravia, and finally to Rome, which suggests that he  

98   Peri, “Il mandatto.”
99   Wood, The Missionary Life, pp. 179–81; Betti, The Making, pp. 45–51.
100   Letter of Theotmar, p. 152.
101   The Oldest Life of St. Naum, in Lavrov, Materialy, p. 181; English translation from Scott, 

“The Collapse,” p. 199; Vavřínek, Cyril, pp. 308–12. The disciples sold into slavery were ran-
somed in Venice by an imperial official, who then brought them to Constantinople. Some 
remained there, others went to Bulgaria.

102   Lounghis, “Bulgaria instead of Moravia,” p. 63. The idea that Cyril and Methodius were 
part of a broader plan of the Byzantine government to forge an alliance with Moravia 
against the Franks and the Bulgars has first been put forward by Dvornik, “The Patriarch 
Photius,” pp. 28 and 53.
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anticipated the need to negotiate with the papacy.103 Moreover, there is no evi-
dence (except in later sources written by his and his brother’s disciples who 
found refuge in Bulgaria) that he was paying any attention to developments 
in Bulgaria. Only the papacy may have weighed Moravia and Bulgaria on the 
political balance, and for good reason. Nothing indicates that Emperor Basil I 
retained a few disciples of Methodius in Constantinople with the idea in mind 
to send them to Bulgaria. That some of those disciples ransomed by an impe-
rial official from Venice at some point in 885 or 886 ended up in Bulgaria was 
not the result of imperial policy, but of the interest that Boris, the ruler of that 
country, had meanwhile developed in the learned refugees from Moravia.

2 Boris and the Conversion of Bulgaria

Prior to that, however, events in Bulgaria have run in parallel, with little, 
if any connection to those in Moravia. Only one year after Constantine and 
Methodius went to Moravia, Boris answered favorably to Louis the German’s 
call for an alliance against Rastislav and, more importantly, expressed interest 
in converting to Christianity (chapter 6).104 It remains unknown whether the 
alliance bore any fruits in the form of military action. Boris may not have been 
left much time for that anyway, since a Byzantine expeditionary corps sud-
denly attacked him. That was not a raid, but the first serious campaign against 
Bulgaria after the Thirty Year Peace.105 The Byzantines occupied Mesembria 
and, under circumstances that remain unclear, Boris was forced into  
submission.106 He most likely had to abandon his alliance with Louis the 
German and to accept baptism with Emperor Michael III as sponsor at the 
baptismal font. Indeed, he took a new name Christian name, Michael, after 

103   Tachiaos, Cyril and Methodius, p. 50.
104   Nicholas I, ep. 26, p. 293. Ziemann, Von Wandervolk, p. 353 believes the alliance to have 

been formed even earlier, 861/862. As he points out, to judge by the information in the 
Annals of St. Bertin, p. 72, by 864, relations between Louis the German and Boris were not 
very friendly.

105   Symeon the Logothete, Chronicle, p. 243; Cheshmedzhiev, “Knyaz Boris-Michael I,”  
pp. 9–10; Ziemann, Von Wandervolk, pp. 356–57. Todorov, “Coercion,” p. 182 admits the 
possibility of military pressure from Byzantium, but points out that all the information 
about that is of a later date.

106   That Mesembria fell to the Byzantines results, among other things, from an inscrip-
tion mentioning the restoration of the city ramparts and dated between 879 and 886 
(Beshevliev, “Tri prinosa,” pp. 291–94).
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the emperor.107 Together with him, a number of boila (boyars) were also  
baptized.108 He also agreed to let Byzantine “archpriests” enter Bulgaria and 
begin missionary work.109 Boris’s conversion has been linked to an inscription 
found in Ballsh (Albania) that contains the precise date AM 6374 (865/6), as 
well as his baptismal name—Michael. However, there is no explicit mention 
of Boris’s baptism in the surviving text of the inscription.110 Boris’s baptismal 
name is also known from his seals (one of which was found in Pliska), as well 
as from a funerary inscription of a Greek monk.111

Shortly after that, at some point between 864 and 866, Boris received a long 
letter from Patriarch Photius.112 The letter contains not only religious instruc-
tions but also admonitions on kingship. While the latter part is one of the few 
Byzantine works that present a detailed view of the ideal of Christian ruler, 
there are some details that could be directly linked to the situation in Bulgaria.113 
Photius was convinced that Boris loved “virtue and piety” and seems to have 
thought of providing him with “knowledge and initiation” into “our spotless 

107   Symeon the Logothete, Chronicle, p. 243. Some of the Bulgar boyars were baptized in 
Constantinople on that same occasion. According to Pseudo-Symeon, Chronographia,  
p. 665, Boris himself was baptized in the empire’s capital.

108   According to the Replies of Pope Nicholas I to the Inquiries of the Bulgarians, “after they 
[the people, i.e., the nobles] were baptized, they revolted against you with great fury” 
(Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 577; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 242).

109   Genesios, On the Reigns of Emperors, IV 16, p. 69; English translation, p. 86. According 
to Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia IV 15, pp. 232–235, Boris was converted by 
a monk named Methodius, who painted for him the scene of the Last Judgment in one 
of the Bulgar ruler’s palaces. He was so terrorized by the scene that “at dead of night he 
partook of divine baptism.” However, the continuator of Theophanes offers an alternative 
story, according to which Boris had been proselytized by a Byzantine prisoner of war, an-
other monk named Theodore Koupharas, and by his own sister, who “did not cease inspir-
ing and pleading and sowing the seeds of faith in him.” When a famine struck Bulgaria, 
prayers from Theodore and his sister performed miracles, and so Boris was convinced and 
accepted baptism from a bishop sent to him from Constantinople: “and he was re-named 
Michael after the name of the emperor” (Chronographia IV 14, pp. 232–233). According to 
Zuckerman, “Deux étapes,” p. 118, the sources on Boris’s baptism are contradictory to the 
point of being irreconcilable.

110   Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 151–52 (who nonetheless reconstructs the missing 
part to make it refer to Boris’s baptism); Ziemann, Von Wandervolk, pp. 362–63.

111   Vasilev, “Oloven pechat”; Koev, “Neizvesten molivdovul”; Beshevliev, Die protobulgarisch-
en Inschriften, pp. 328–29. None of those can be dated with any degree of precision.

112   Simeonova, Diplomacy, p. 108 with n. 62. Speck, “Die griechischen Quellen,” pp. 352–353, 
believed the letter to be a later forgery.

113   Simeonova, Diplomacy, pp. 111–12. According to Nótári, “On two sources,” p. 39, the second 
part of the letter “lacks any originality.”
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and undefiled faith” as a “beloved and extraordinary gift.”114 More than a third 
of the entire letter is taken by a long exposition of the seven ecumenical coun-
cils, upon the significance of which, according to Photius, Boris should ponder. 
That is because he needs to transmit the “knowledge and initiation” farther to 
his own subjects: “you must introduce them to the same faith and think noth-
ing more important than your zealous efforts in this matter.” A ruler, accord-
ing to Photius, “should summon and bring” his subjects “to the same perfect 
knowledge of God that is his.”115 Boris is encouraged to hold fast to his “original 
thought, will and conscience,” and praised for having done “a deed which com-
pares with the achievement of the great Constantine.”116 But he is also invited 
“to employ practical wisdom.”117 He is to open his ears to those that have been 
wronged, but to close them to “the reasoning and false arguments of those 
who do wrong.”118 On that same practical level, Photius wants the Bulgar ruler 
to “build churches in the name of God and his saints” and to offer the clergy 
“service and gifts.”119

The earliest Christian building in medieval Bulgaria is the cross-shaped 
church discovered in 1972 underneath the Great Basilica in Pliska.120 Some 
have interpreted it as a martyrium dedicated to Boris’s uncle Enravota, killed 
at the order of Malamir in 832 (see chapter 6).121 Others have proposed 
that the building was the very church in which the first Bulgar boila were  

114   Photius, ep. 1, p. 2; English translation from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The Patriarch, 
p. 39. Simeonova, Diplomacy, p. 114 with n. 73 believes that the gift in question is in fact a 
reward for Boris’s love of virtue and piety.

115   Photius, ep. 1, p. 16; English translation from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The Patriarch, 
p. 53. Photius insists on the ruler’s rectitude of faith, because, according to him, “even a 
small blunder” of his “is inflated and talked about by everyone” (ep. 1, p. 18; English transla-
tion from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The Patriarch, p. 54). Elsewhere, Boris is invited 
to pray in public, for by doing so, he “helps others, too, whose well-being and progress is in 
turn a great testimony to the excellence of the ruler” (ep. 1, p. 22; English translation from 
Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The Patriarch, p. 59).

116   Photius, ep. 1, p. 19; English translation from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The Patriarch, 
p. 56.

117   Photius, ep. 1, p. 22; English translation from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The 
Patriarch, p. 59.

118   Photius, ep. 1, p. 29; English translation from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The 
Patriarch, p. 61.

119   Photius, ep. 1, p. 22; English translation from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The 
Patriarch, p. 59. As Simeonova, Diplomacy, pp. 130–31, points out, those requirements 
were not entirely original.

120   Totev, “Krăstovidna cărkva.”
121   Georgiev, Martiriumăt and “Periodisierung,” pp. 364–367, followed by Curta, Southeastern 

Europe, p. 169.
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baptized.122 Whatever the meaning of that building, most likely erected dur-
ing Boris’s lifetime, his momentous decision to convert to Christianity did 
not go unchallenged. In the summer of 866, a large group of noblemen who 
had recently converted “stirred up his people against him, aiming to kill him.”123 
According to the Annals of St. Bertin, only 48 of his men, “burning with zeal 
for the Christian faith, stayed loyal to him.” However, Boris managed to squash 
the rebellion. He then killed “52 of the leading men who had been most ac-
tive in stirring the people against him,” along with their offspring, sparing only 
commoners and the less distinguished.124 This was the first time since the 8th 
century that a Bulgar ruler had to face the revolt of his own noblemen, and 
Boris’s ensanguined suppression of the opposition requires an explanation. 
Some have suggested that Boris’s goal was to annihilate the flower of the Bulgar 
nobility. Others believe that his intention was to shatter the existing social 
order and to eliminate the control of power by various noble families.125 The 
American historian Richard Sullivan thought that Boris had wielded his power 
arbitrarily, using violence and coercion like an autocrat, and not virtue like a 
Christian prince.126 Sullivan’s interpretation may be based on a particular pas-
sage in Photius’ letter to Boris, in which the patriarch describes the good ruler 
as bearing “kind-heartedly” crimes committed against him, while punishing 
crimes committed “against public authorities and against the people.”127 But 
Sullivan also pointed out that Boris was probably acting according to his un-
derstanding of Photius’ other recommendations regarding the duty of a ruler 
to fight against heresy and to bring his subjects to the same rectitude of faith 
that he had embraced.128

122   Canev, “Kăm văprosa”; Fiedler, “Der archäologische Nachschlag,” p. 116.
123   Annals of St. Bertin, s.a. 866, p. 85; English translation, p. 137.
124   Annals of St. Bertin, s.a. 866, p. 85; English translation, p. 137; Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 577.
125   Todorov, “Coercion,” pp. 196–197; Leszka and Marinow, Carstwo, pp. 37–40. For a good sur-

vey of opinions, see Ziemann, “The rebellion.”
126   Sullivan, “Khan Boris,” pp. 105–106.
127   Photius, ep. 1, p. 26; English translation from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The 

Patriarch, p. 63. See also ep. 1, p. 29, where Photius recommends that Boris rule with firm-
ness, not by inflicting punishment, but by showing himself ready to inflict punishment. 
Boris is also told to avoid inflicting punishment upon anyone when angry, even when that 
punishment happens to be applied according to justice, and to forget about “threatening 
factions,” instead of attacking them (ep. 1, English translation from Stratoudaki White and 
Berrigan, The Patriarch, pp. 73 and 75).

128   Sullivan, “Khan Boris,” pp. 116–117; Nótári, “On two sources,” pp. 41–42. It is important to 
note that, according to Pope Nicholas I (who appears to quote Boris’s own words), the 
boila rose in rebellion because their ruler “had taught a law that was not good” (Nicholas I,  
ep. 99, p. 577; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 242). This suggests that 
Boris may have been compelled to act against those challenging the rectitude of his faith.
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Some scholars believe that Photius’ letter had no consequences either 
on Boris’s subsequent behavior, or on political developments in Bulgaria.129 
Others assume that Boris had requested from the patriarch permission to 
control the church in his country, and, when indirectly refused, he decided to 
turn to Rome.130 Be as it may, the rebellion of his boila must have touched a 
raw nerve: Boris was probably perceived as bringing Bulgaria under Byzantine 
control. The Bulgar ruler had therefore to find a solution to the crisis, which 
would satisfy the anti-Byzantine feelings of his aristocracy and continue the 
conversion of Bulgaria to Christianity. On August 29, 866, shortly after the 
suppression of the rebels, an embassy from Bulgaria arrived in Rome, asking 
for answers to a series of questions on church practices, as well as for litur-
gical books and a civil code.131 Boris seems to have sent another embassy to 
Louis the German to announce the conversion of the Bulgars and to request  
missionaries.132 In November 866, a papal mission led by Bishop Formosus of 
Porto departed for Bulgaria.133

The bishop brought with him Pope Nicholas I’s response to Boris’s ques-
tions in the form of an extensive letter addressed to all Bulgars, not just to their 
ruler. The 106 chapters of the letter deal with a variety of topics from baptism 
and marriage to bathing, fasting, and the distinction between sin and crime. 
Pope Nicholas scolded Boris for the harsh punishment of his boila: “you acted 
without weighing the matter seriously.”134 On the issue of the independent 
Bulgarian church, his answer was less straightforward: “Now concerning this 
we cannot give you a definite answer until our legates, whom we are sending 
over to your country, return and report to us how numerous and united the 
Christians among you are.”135 Instead, Pope Nicholas concentrated on specific 
concerns of Boris, whom he did not hesitate to compare with Constantine the 

129   Giuzelev, “Carigradskiiat Fotiev model,” p. 30; Odorico, “La lettre,” p. 88.
130   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 169; Leserri, “L’epistola,” p. 176. For the turn to Rome, see 

now Kon’kov, “First church jurisdictional change.”
131   Liber Pontificalis, p. 164. Neil, “The introduction,” p. 467 notes that Boris appears to have 

asked for Latin books, an indication that there was some knowledge of the Latin language 
in late 9th-century Bulgaria.

132   Annals of St. Bertin, s.a. 866, p. 85.
133   According to the Annals of Fulda, s.a. 867, p. 380, the Frankish mission led by Bishop 

Ermenrich of Passau arrived in Bulgaria after the papal mission, in the early part of 867, 
and had to return home.

134   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 577; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 242. Elsewhere 
in his letter, Pope Nicholas I explicitly forbids Boris to use violence in order “to make a 
pagan become a Christian” (Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 599; English translation from Scott, “The 
collapse,” p. 296).

135   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 592; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 280.
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Great, albeit not quite in the same manner as Photius.136 Knowing his mili-
tary prowess, he encouraged him to “convert all things into the battle gear of a 
spiritual preparation.” Just as Boris had previously prepared carefully his arms 
and his horses before the battle, he was now to “strive to have spiritual arms 
(i.e., good works) prepared ‘against the principalities and powers, against the 
rulers of the present darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in 
high places’.”137

Current concerns can be gleaned from those parts of the letter, in which 
the pope offers instruction in what Boris “ought lawfully to do about people 
who have risen up to kill their king,” a clear reference to the rebellion of 866.138 
There is not much description of actual Bulgar practices, which can only par-
tially be reconstructed from the pope’s answers. Bridewealth, the ritual sacri-
fice without the shedding of blood, the use of stones with curative properties 
and of amulets, sexual taboos, and burial of suicides are only a few glimpses 
into the pre-Christian beliefs of the Bulgars.139 Nicholas appears to have been 
annoyed by what he regarded as silly questions: “What you seek to learn con-
cerning trousers we consider superfluous. For we do not wish the external 
fashion of your clothing to be changed, but the moral of the inner man within 
you.”140 One answer indicates that there were specific beliefs in Bulgaria re-
garding ritual cleanliness, as Pope Nicholas addresses in detail the question of 
“whether a clean person or an unclean person may carry or kiss the cross of the 
Lord and relics.”141

More clarification was required about other ritual practices of greater po-
litical significance. Apparently, in pre-Christian Bulgaria, when the ruler “sits 
down to eat his meals, it is your custom for no one, not even his wife, to dine 
with him.” Boris has requested that all his subjects “eat a distance, seated in 
chairs on the ground level.”142 Bulgar oath-taking involved swords, but Bulgars 
commonly performed “incantations, jests, verses, and auguries” before battle, 

136   Nicholas I, ep. 99, pp. 580–81.
137   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 582; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” pp. 255–56. The 

quote is from St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians 6.12.
138   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 578; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 246.
139   Nicholas I, ep. 99, pp. 586, 589, 596, 590, and 598; Nótári, “On two sources,” pp. 45–47.
140   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 588; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 270. However, 

the pope did address a question regarding linen turbans, because apparently Greek 
priests had forbidden the Bulgars to wear them when entering the church (ep. 99,  
pp. 590–91).

141   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 572; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 232. See also 
Khrisimov, “‘Otgovorite’.”

142   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 583; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 258.
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into which their ruler entered using a horse tail as military standard.143 Military 
concerns are also evident in the pope’s mention of Bulgar sentries posted on 
the borders “to keep watch,” who are promptly put to death if found guilty of 
negligence.144 Such harshness seems to point to tense relations with Byzantium 
in the aftermath of the expiration of the Thirty Year Peace.145 Pope Nicholas I 
forbids incest (an indication that consanguinity may not have prevented mar-
riage in pagan Bulgaria) and polygamy, a subject on which he definitely agreed 
with Patriarch Photius.146 A few questions regarding such topics as marriage 
of priests or the position of the hands during prayer indicate that Boris had al-
ready become aware of the differences in ritual between Western and Eastern 
Christians.147 In general, however, he seems to have been concerned more 
with practice than with doctrine. As a consequence, the general tone of Pope 
Nicholas I was moderation, as he allowed the continuation of some of the 
old customs and adopted a cautious approach to the conversion of Bulgaria. 
His insistence upon penitential practices, such as in use at that time in the 
Roman church, may have something to do with the Roman mission’s attempt 
to reconcile the ruler with those who had risen in rebellion against Boris.148 His 
warning for Boris against “Greeks, Armenians, and others, who assert many 
varying opinions according to their own inclination,” is eerily reminiscent of 
Rastislav’s remark that Latins, Greeks, and Franks have come to Moravia to 
teach his people about Christianity with varying degrees of success.149

Together with the mission to Bulgaria, Pope Nicholas sent another em-
bassy to Constantinople to express as aggressively as possible the papal 
condemnation of Photius’ election as patriarch. The envoys never made it 
to Constantinople, for they were stopped at the border with Bulgaria by the 

143   Nicholas I, ep. 99, pp. 580, 581, and 591.
144   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 579; English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 248.
145   As evident from the question regarding punishment for those fleeing their own country 

(Bulgaria), most likely Bulgar deserters: Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 579.
146   Nicholas, ep. 99, pp. 582 and 586. Polygamy is a monstrous wickedness to Pope Nicholas, 

and an “exceedingly abominable thing” to Patriarch Photius (ep. 1, p. 34; English version 
from Stratoudaki White and Berrigan, The Patriarch, p. 74). Equally remarkable is the 
similar advice that Boris got from Photius and from Nicholas, respectively, in matters con-
cerning the preservation of the unity of faith in his country.

147   Nicholas I, ep. 99, pp. 587 and 592; Simeonova, Diplomacy, pp. 203–204; Hannick, “Les en-
jeux,” p. 182; Nótári, “On two sources,” p. 48. Having learned about the arrival of the Roman 
missionaries in Bulgaria, Photius condemned their practices and teachings at a church 
council in 867.

148   Nicholas I, ep. 99, pp. 593–94; Simeonova, Diplomacy, pp. 211–12; Todorov, “Coercion,”  
pp. 197–99.

149   Nicholas I, ep. 99, p. 599; English version from Scott, “The collapse,” pp. 297–98; Life of 
Methodius 5, p. 52.
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Byzantine authorities, in the circumstances surrounding the conflict between 
Photius and Nicholas I. Unable to cross over into the Empire, the envoys spent 
some time in Pliska before returning to Rome. Boris is said to have been very 
fond of the youngest member of that embassy, a sub-deacon in Santa Maria 
Maggiore, whom he wanted as head of his church.150 However, the leading 
role of the Roman mission to Bulgaria was that of Bishops Formosus of Porto. 
Within only one year of work, under his guidance, the mission had successfully 
converted a great number of people. Encouraged by that success, Formosus 
began to ordain priests and to consecrate newly built churches, in other words 
to behave like a bishop of Bulgaria, not of Porto.151 At this point, Boris asked the 
pope to appoint Formosus as head of his church. But shortly before or shortly 
after the beginning of year 868, Formosus was recalled by Pope Nicholas, who 
invoked canon law and its prohibition of “episcopal translations.”152 The other 
bishop of the mission, Paul of Populonia, returned to Rome as well. To replace 
them, the new pope, Hadrian II, sent two other bishops to Bulgaria, Grimoald 
of Bomarzo and Dominic of Trivento. Another papal embassy crossed Bulgaria 
in 869 on its way to Constantinople, where it was to attend the synod called 
by Emperor Basil I and the restored patriarch Ignatius I in order to settle the 
schism with Rome.

However, on their way back to Rome, the papal envoys did not go through 
Bulgaria, because in the meantime Boris’s own envoys that appeared in front of 
that synod had asked a much troubling question, namely whether the Bulgarian 
Christians owed obedience to Rome or to Constantinople. Exasperated with 
four years of papal neglect, if not outright rejection of his demand for an arch-
bishop, Boris had decided to move away from Rome and to turn again towards 
Constantinople. Despite the protests of the papal legates, Patriarch Ignatius I  
appointed an archbishop of Bulgaria, who was promised considerable  
autonomy.153 By 870, the issue had been settled in Boris’s favor. Grimoald, the 
bishop of Bomarzo, was expelled from Bulgaria, and together with him all other 
members of the Roman mission who were still in the country. Meanwhile, 

150   Sub-deacon Marinus of Santa Maria Maggiore would later become pope in 882.
151   There is no agreement among scholars as to which churches dated to the last third of 

the 9th century could thus attributed to the years of the Roman mission. Fiedler, “Der 
archäologische Nachschlag,” pp. 116–19 suggests that the so-called “pagan temples” on a 
number of sites in Bulgaria are in fact building associated with the Christian cult, as some 
of them could be dated between ca. 866 and ca. 900.

152   Simeonova, Diplomacy, p. 232. Formosus’ return to Rome coincided with the arrival in 
Bulgaria of the mission from Louis the German headed by Bishop Ermenrich of Passau. 
In 869, Boris asked Pope Hadrian II to send Formosus back to Bulgaria as archbishop.

153   Koev, “Konstantinopolskiiat săbor.”
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the first Greek archbishop of Bulgaria arrived in Pliska.154 But the decisions 
of the synod of 869/70 did not discourage papal efforts to recuperate the lost 
positions in Bulgaria. Pope John VIII (872–882) wrote letters to the Greek bish-
ops and priests in Bulgaria, to Boris, and to his courtier Peter, and to another 
man who seem to have been Boris’s brother.155 He claimed that Bulgaria was 
under Roman, not Constantinopolitan jurisdiction, urged Boris to return to the 
Roman obedience, called upon his advisers to turn their ruler to declare for 
Rome, and protested against an appointment to the see of Belgrade.156

Meanwhile, construction on the site of the Great Basilica in Pliska had 
ended by 875, complete with a palatial compound including a bath, a scripto-
rium, and other facilities (Fig. 11.3). The discovery on that site of the seal of an 
archbishop named George confirms that that was the episcopal palace.157 A 
seal of that same archbishop has recently been found in Zalavár, which sug-
gests that shortly after 870, the head of the church in Bulgaria was in contact 
with Kocel or with someone in his entourage, perhaps in the circumstances 
surrounding the release of Methodius from captivity and his appointment as 
archbishop of Moravia.158

A small cemetery with 41 graves was associated with the Great Basilica 
in Pliska. Some of those graves had sarcophagi and may have been used by 
the elite residing either in the episcopal palace or in the neighboring royal  
palace.159 Five more churches are known from Pliska, one of which (the so-
called Gebe klise) was associated with a Latin inscription.160 The first early 

154   Dominic of Trivento was already back in Rome by 868 (Simeonova, Diplomacy, p. 263).
155   John VIII, epp. 66, 67, 70, and 71; pp. 58–60, 61–62, 65–66, and 66–67; Simeonova, 

Diplomacy, pp. 308–10; Mladjov, “Between Byzantium and Rome,” p. 174; Giuzelev, 
“Bălgarskiiat cărkoven văpros.”

156   John VIII, epp. 66, 67, and 70, pp. 60, 61, and 65. Boris responded in 879, when his envoy 
Functicus arrived in Rome with gifts for the pope (ep. 198, pp. 158–59).

157   Vasilev, “Novootkrit pechat”; Iordanov, “Oshte vednăzh za molivdovulite”; Georgiev, 
“Părviiat bălgarski arkhiepiskop.” This may well be the same person as a certain George 
mentioned by Pope John VIII in his letter for Boris (ep. 66, p. 60). Falsely calling himself 
bishop (so the pope), George had appointed a Slavic eunuch named Sergius as bishop 
of Belgrade, an indication that, though the pope would not admit it, George was an 
archbishop.

158   Tóth, “Georgiosz”; Iordanov, “Pechat na pliskovskiia arkhiepiskopa”; Kaloianov, 
“Poslanieto.”

159   Văzharova, “Nekropolăt” and Mikhailov, “Kamennite sarkofazi.” That the cemetery was 
used by the elite results, among other things, from the exceptionally rich belt set found 
with a male skeleton in the one of the sarcophagi (Inkova, “Kolanăt”). An exquisite rel-
iquary cross made of gold and covered with Greek inscriptions was discovered by the 
western gate of the Inner Town (Doncheva, “Une croix”).

160   Georgiev, “Bazilikata.”
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medieval church in Silistra (Church 2) is, like that in Pliska, a three-aisled ba-
silica, and may well have been the episcopal church.161 Of a similar plan is also 
the church of the monastery in Ravna, between Pliska and Varna, which was 
established in 889, as indicated by the associated Greek inscription.162 The 
conversion had an immediate and visible impact on burial practices. Burial 
assemblages in Bulgaria that can be dated to the late 9th century produced 
a significantly larger number of dress accessories, such as finger-rings, beads, 
and earrings, but no grave goods such as pottery or tools, which were now 
abandoned in favor of Christian burial practices. Cremation (either in pits or 
in urns) was generally and widely abandoned in favor of inhumation. The best 
example of a rapid transformation is that of a small community in northern 
Bulgaria, which, since the early 9th century, had been using the cremation 
cemetery excavated in Dolni Lukovit, on the Iskăr River. Shortly before 900, 

161   Angelova, “Die Ausgrabungen.” The first bishop of Silistra was Nicholas, whose seal has 
been found in Pliska (Iordanov, “Vizantiiski olovni pechati,” pp. 292–93; Totev, “Oshte na 
olovniia pechat”). A bishop named Nicholas is also known from a Greek funerary inscrip-
tion dated to 870 (Petkov, The Voices, p. 38; Atanasov, “Episkop Nikolai”).

162   Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Architecture of conversion,” pp. 127 fig. 10 and 131. For the 
inscription, see Beshevliev, “Grăcki nadpis” and Petkov, The Voices, p. 41.

figure 11.3  Pliska, aerial view of the ruins of the Great Basilica, with partial restorations
Photo: Pavel Georgiev
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cremation burials disappeared and new ground was open for inhumations.163 
Elsewhere, cremations remained in use, and the still incomplete character 
of the conversion is best illustrated by such phenomena as an urn cremation 
from Preslav associated with a 10th-century pectoral cross.164

The conversion does not seem to have been an exclusively top-down pro-
cess. According to the Life of St. Blaise of Amorion, the saint traveled at some 
point after 872 from Constantinople to Rome via Bulgaria, where he was sold 
into slavery by his wicked companion. The man who bought Blaise appears to 
have been a Bulgarian boyar, who released him, hoping that he would remain 
with him and would teach him how to live like a Christian. Instead of that, 
however, Blaise boarded a boat traveling up the Danube, and was captured 
by pirates, who thought that he was a merchant. When they realized that he 
had nothing worth stealing, they abandoned him in the wilderness, but Blaise 
miraculously managed to find his way back to Bulgaria, where he met a bishop 
going to Rome on pilgrimage. Together with that bishop, Blaise finally reached 
the destination of his trip and the end of his adventures.165

St. Blaise is said to have been captured by pirates at a place where the river 
Danube met “steep mountains” and terrifying “chasms,” a description that fits 
very well the landscape of the Iron Gate region. This may further be regarded 
as an indication that the river course between the Iron Gates and its conflu-
ence with the Drava River, farther to the west, was under Bulgarian control, as 
indicated by the events following Methodius’ death in 885 and the expulsion 
of his disciples from Moravia.166 According to the Long Life of St. Clement of 
Ohrid, at least three of them—Clement, Naum, and Angelarius—managed to 
come across the Danube to Belgrade, where the bori tarqan (“who at that time 
was commander of the city’s garrison”) of the region met and treated them 
with great respect.167 After they rested for a while, they were sent to Boris in 
Pliska, where they were received with great enthusiasm. After all three disci-

163   Fiedler, “Der archäologische Nachschlag,” p. 111. Christian burials also appear on the fring-
es of pre-Christian inhumation cemeteries, as in Bdinci or Kiulevcha.

164   Totev, “Prouchvaniia,” pp. 43–50. For the cross, see Doncheva-Petkova, Srednovekovni 
krăstove-enkolpioni, pp. 149–51. Fiedler, “Der archäologische Nachschlag,” p. 113 believes 
this to be a hearth, not a burial, but there are two other urn cremations in the cemetery 
excavated in Preslav. To be sure, a cross-shaped pendant and a glass phylacterium have 
been found in an inhumation (child) grave of the cemetery excavated in Kiulevcha and 
dated to the second half of the 8th century (Fiedler, “Der archäologische Nachschlag,”  
pp. 112–13).

165   Giuzelev, “Zhitieto.”
166   Wasilewski, “Przybcie.”
167   Theophylact of Ohrid, The Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XV 43, p. 95 and XVI 47,  

pp. 96–97 (English translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 108). Bori tarqan was a title, 
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ples of Methodius stayed for a while in Pliska with Boris, but also with some 
boyars, Boris sent Clement to the frontier province of Kutmichevica, which 
apparently covered the southern part of modern Macedonia, northern Greece, 
and eastern Albania.168 Boris had detached Kutmichevica from another prov-
ince called Kotokios, and he had appointed a new governor for the new admin-
istrative unit in the person of a certain Dometas (probably another tarqan). 
Clement was supposed to be the “teacher” for that territory. For that purpose, 
he received in Diabolis three estates “of exceedingly great value, the sort which 
counts owned,” and he was also given “places for resting” near Ohrid and in 
Glavinica.169

3 Clement of Ohrid

Clement began preaching to the pagan inhabitants of Kutmichevica, particu-
larly to commoners, which may explain why the majority of Clement’s works 
belong to the homiletic genre (sermons).170 But his mission to Kutmichevica 
would not have been possible without the essential books. Methodius’ disci-
ples coming to Bulgaria in 886 could not have possibly carried any books with 
them. The circumstances in which they left Moravia were particularly hostile, 
and it is unlikely that they could travel down the Danube to Belgrade with 
books in their baggage.171 An urgent task, therefore, perhaps even before Boris 
sent Clement to Kutmichevica, must have been the recovery of the essential 

the meaning of which was unknown to Theophylact of Ohrid, who regarded it as a proper 
name.

168   Theophylact of Ohrid, The Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XVI 49–52 and XVII 53,  
pp. 97–98. Two boyars are mentioned, Eschatzes (who offered hospitality to Clement and 
Naum) and Cheslav (who took Angelarius in his home). Flor’ia et al., Sud’by, pp. 243–45, 
point out that all those offering their hospitality to Clement, Naum, and Angelarius are 
laymen. There is no mention of the archbishop of Bulgaria in Pliska or of Sergius, the 
bishop of Belgrade that so angered Pope John VIII.

169   Theophylact of Ohrid, The Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XVII 53–54, p. 98; English 
translation from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 110. Both Diabolis (the valley of the upper Devolli 
River, near the southern shore of Lake Ohrid) and Glavinica (between Berat and Valona) 
can be located with some degree of certainty in southern Albania, namely in that same 
region in which Boris’s inscription of Ballsh has been found.

170   That Clement wrote sermons for commoners is specifically mentioned by Theophylact 
of Ohrid, The Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XXII 66, p. 101. No less than 63 sermons 
survive, some of them with more certain attribution than others (for a complete list, see 
Stanchev and Popov, Kliment Okhridski, pp. 60–65; Iliev, Kliment Okhridski, pp. 144–53). 
For Clement’s sermons, in general, see also Iliev, “Edin pogled.”

171   Slavova, “Donesli li sa knigi” and Delikari, “The literary work,” p. 13.
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liturgical books translated by Constantine and Methodius—the Gospels, the 
Epistle Lectionary (Apostolos), and the Psalter. They must have done that from 
memory, but how exactly the fundamental texts in Old Church Slavonic sur-
vived in Bulgaria is a matter of scholarly debate. It is likely that most other texts 
of Cyrillo-Methodian tradition were restored and completed after Clement 
came to Kutmichevica. His involvement in this extraordinary effort of res-
toration is often betrayed by word choices similar to those in original works  
attributed to him. For example, some the oldest copies of the Epistle Lectionary 
in Old Church Slavonic employ the word lice for hypostasis (Hebrews 1:3), an 
equivalence also used in Clement’s Sermon on the Holy Trinity and the Common 
Services.172

The catechetic sermons that Clement wrote have a simple, tripartite struc-
ture with an introduction addressing the congregation, a detailed description 
of the celebrated event, and a moralistic part asking the members of the audi-
ence to purge their wickedness and live their lives piously. This is the structure, 
for example, of the Sermon on Palm Sunday, the Sermon on the Dormition of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, as well as the Sermon for Sts. Peter and Paul.173 Penance 
and confession are the main themes of Clement’s sermons, an indication that 
his audience was made up of newly converted Christians.174 The need for ser-
mons was so great, that Clement wrote a blueprint, the Sermon on Feast, which 
preachers less sophisticated than him could adapt for specific occasions. While 
in the introduction, members of the audience are asked to remember that that 
particular day “is the feast day of saint (say the name),” the moralistic, third 
part of the sermon invites them to inscribe in their hearts the model of the 
respective saint and his/her deeds.175

In addition to catechetic sermons, Clement also wrote eulogies delivered 
as sermons on specific feast days associated with important saints. Those ser-
mons are more elaborate, with a middle, narrative part dedicated to the life of 
the saint.176 But the prose of the narrative is combined with poetic passages 
in a literary effect that also employs anaphora. Clement’s Eulogy of Cyril the 

172   Petkov et al., Sv. Kliment Okhridski, pp. 168 and 421; Khristova-Shomova, Sluzhebniiat 
Apostol, pp. 736–37.

173   Petkov et al., Sv. Kliment Okhridski, pp. 146, 194–199, and 268. For the Sermon on the 
Dormition of the Blessed Virgin Mary, see the detailed analysis in Iordanova, “Klimentovo 
Pokhvalno slovo.”

174   One of his longest sermons is that on the confession rite (Petkov et al., Sv. Kliment 
Okhridski, pp. 328–335).

175   Petkov et al., Sv. Kliment Okhridski, pp. 208 and 210; English translation from Petkov, The 
Voices, pp. 55–56.

176   Grasheva, “Niakoi izobrazitelni principi”; Nikolova, “Vliianie”; Ferincz, “Struktura”; 
Angusheva-Tikhanov and Dimitrova, “Slovata za prorok Iliia.” For a list of 26 eulogies 
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Philosopher, the first work to consecrate the image of “an apostle of the Slavs,” 
is an excellent example of Clement’s technique. The eulogy was written for 
the feast day of St. Cyril (February 14) and employs anaphora in a very subtle 
way. The word for “bless(ed)” (blazhe) occurs repeatedly throughout the ser-
mon. In the introduction, that word is used to draw attention to the subject 
of the sermon: “God bless! Lovers of Christ! Here shines for us the resplendent 
memory of our most blessed father Cyril, the new apostle and teacher of all the 
lands.” In the last third of the sermon, however, the phrase “blessed is/are” is 
repeated 12 times, each time at the beginning of the sentence. Each sentence is 
addressed to St. Cyril, as if on behalf of (or together with) Clement’s audience: 
“Blessed is your tongue of many languages, through which the dawn of the 
eternal Trinity without beginning shone fourth for my people and dispersed 
the sinful darkness.” In addition, this part of the sermon is full of rhythm 
and syntactic parallels, most typical for poetry. Finally, “blessed” appears two 
more times in the conclusion, where Clement wanted his audience to focus 
on Cyril’s death on the day that became the feast day of the saint.177 The goal 
of the anaphora, in other words, is to introduce the “blessed” Cyril as a saint. 
The sophisticated structure of the sermon is meant to direct the attention of 
the audience to that particular aspect in such a way as to make the message  
of the sermon memorable.

According to the Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid, his missionary activities 
included instruction of numerous disciples.178 Some of them became readers 
and deacons, others were later ordained as priests, but most were simply his 
aides. Within seven years of such missionary activities and literary work (886–
893), Clement also established a monastery in Ohrid.179 Excavations under 

attributed to St. Clement, see Stanchev and Popov, Kliment Okhridski, pp. 74–77; Iliev, 
Kliment Okhridski, pp. 154–59.

177   Petkov et al., Sv. Kliment Okhridski, pp. 112–117; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, 
pp. 93–97. See also Giambelucca-Kossova, “Della funzione” and Ferincz, “Obraz.”

178   Theophylact of Ohrid, The Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XVIII 57, pp. 98–99, where the 
number of disciples is 3,500. The following paragraph in the Long Life, a work written in 
the third person, shifts into the first person: “And through the bowels of his compassion, 
he made us, though humble and unworthy, closers [disciples] than the others. We were al-
ways with him, following closely all that he did, said, and taught by both [word and deed]” 
(The Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XVIII 58, p. 99; English translation from Scott, “The 
collapse,” p. 112). If this is not a later interpolation, the passage suggests that the last part 
of the Long Life is the Greek translation of a text originally written in Old Church Slavonic 
by one of Clement’s disciples.

179   That the monastery was indeed built before 893 results from Theophylact of Ohrid, The 
Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XXIII 67, p. 101. The much later Short Life of St. Clement of 
Ohrid (written in the 13th century by Demetrius Chomatenos, the Archbishop of Ohrid) 
has the monastery dedicated to St. Panteleimon (Duichev, “Prouchvaniia,” p. 170).
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the former Imaret Mosque in that city have indeed revealed the existence of 
a monastery dated to the late 9th century (Fig. 11.4).180 Theophylact of Ohrid 
claims that in building his monastery, Clement wanted to imitate the seven ca-
thedrals that Boris had built around Bulgaria.181 However, the trefoil monastery 
church in Ohrid is unlike any of the earliest churches in medieval Bulgaria, all 
of which are of a basilical plan.182

180   Koco, “Klimentoviat manastir”; Kostova, “St. Kliment of Ohrid.”
181   Theophylact of Ohrid, The Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XXIII 67, p. 101.
182   Kostova, “St. Kliment of Ohrid,” p. 602, suggests that the choice of a trefoil plan was based 

on the local traditions, as the ruins of a quatrefoil church built in the 6th century must 
have still been visible in the late 9th century, immediately next to the site of Clement’s 
monastery.

figure 11.4  Ohrid, Plaoshnik, the Church of Sts. Clement and Panteleimon, with the 
ruins of a 5th-century trefoil basilica in the foreground. The church was 
built in 2002 and is a reconstruction on the foundations of the monastery 
church believed to have been built by St. Clement of Ohrid in the late 9th 
century. The Imaret Mosque built in the late 15th century stood on this 
site until 2000, when it was torn down to make room for the reconstructed 
church.
Photo by the author
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The attraction of monastic life was not restricted to Clement and his dis-
ciples in Ohrid. In 889, Boris abdicated in favor of his eldest son, Vladimir, and 
retired to a monastery.183 But the new ruler had no sympathy for Christianity 
and a rebellion broke out that attempted to reestablish paganism. Large-scale 
massacres, one victim of which was the archbishop of Pliska, have been as-
sociated with the mass burial at Kiulevcha, a few miles south from Pliska. The 
burial includes 25 skeletons, all of young males, many with clear evidence of 
fatal wounds by arrows.184 A similar interpretation has been advanced for an-
other mass burial, the so-called circular grave in Devnia, near Varna, with the 
complete and incomplete skeletons of 43 individuals, including a 65-year old 
man and an unborn foetus. A large number of the Devnia skeletons belong to 
females, many of whom died a violent death, as indicated by traces of blows by 
sharp-edged instruments on many bones.185 The violence of the revolt prompt-
ed Boris to leave his monastery in order to lead a coup that overthrew his son, 
whom he blinded and threw into prison.186 At a general assembly that followed 
those events, Boris declared Vladimir deposed in favor of his younger brother, 
Symeon.187 The younger son had spent some time in Constantinople, perhaps 
in preparation for an ecclesiastical career. As the new ruler of Bulgaria, he was 
therefore in the best position to continue his father’s work of conversion.

183   Regino of Prüm, Chronicle, p. 95; Ziemann, “Between authoritarianism and consensus,” 
p. 394; Nikolov, “Die Christianisierung,” pp. 92–93. For the seal of Boris as a monk, see 
Iordanov, Korpus, p. 34. It is not known to what monastery Boris went, but it must have 
been in or around Pliska.

184   Văzharova, Slaviani i prabălgari, pp. 126–28 and 133; Ovcharov, “Ot ezichestvo,” p. 80; 
Stanev, “Masov grob.”

185   Dimitrov, “Rannobălgarski masov grob”; Ovcharov, “Ot ezichestvo,” p. 80. The interpreta-
tion of the circular grave in association with the pagan reaction of 893 has been disputed, 
much like the violence of that reaction (Fiedler, “Der archäologische Nachschlag,” p. 112; 
Kashtanov, “Iazycheska reakciia”).

186   Leszka and Marinow, Carstwo, pp. 61–69. According to Regino of Prüm, Boris “removed 
his holy habit, took up his sword-belt, put on his regal clothing and, gathering the God-
fearing on his side, pursued his son.” (Region of Prüm, Chronicle, p. 96; English translation, 
p. 158).

187   Historians have assumed that the assembly took place in Preslav, where the capital was 
subsequently moved from Pliska, which had supposedly been devastated by the violence 
of the recent events (Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 177). However, as Ziemann, “Pliska 
and Preslav,” has demonstrated, there was in fact no assembly in 893 in Preslav, and no 
relocation of the “capital” (see also Nikolov, “‘Velikiiat mezhdu carete’,” pp. 151–57).
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chapter 12

The Long 10th Century of Bulgaria

Before returning to Bulgaria in c. 888, Symeon had spent a decade in 
Constantinople, most likely in preparation for becoming the head of the 
Bulgarian church. Nothing is known about where and with whom was Symeon 
preparing for an ecclesiastical career. However, the Italian bishop Liudprand 
of Cremona, who visited Constantinople long after Symeon’s death, knew that 
the Bulgarian ruler had been “half-Greek, on account of the fact that since his 
boyhood he had learned the rhetoric of Demosthenes and the logic of Aristotle 
in Byzantium.”1 While the intent of such a remark may have been to besmirch 
Symeon’s reputation of a highly educated man, there can be no doubt about 
Symeon’s rhetorical skills, as indicated by his later correspondence with Leo 
Choisrosphaktes, Emperor Leo VI’s ambassador and noted scholar.2 Symeon 
must have brought with him from Constantinople a great number of books. In 
a panegyric written shortly after 900, a contemporary author praises Symeon’s 
collection of “divine books,” with which he has filled his own palace in Preslav, 
and calls him a “new Ptolemy.”3 Symeon also took his religious vocation very 
seriously, as indicated by his commitment to maintaining and promoting the 
orthodox faith in Bulgaria. Christ and the Holy Virgin appear on his personal 
seals as frequently as on his father’s. Symeon was a “ruler from God,” who often 
compared himself with Moses, while viewing his task as carrying out God’s will 
and guiding his people towards the Promised Land.4 He continued to support 

1   Liudprand of Cremona, Retribution III 29, p. 87; English translation, p. 124. For emiargos 
meaning “half-developed, unfinished,” not “half-Greek,” see Bandini, “Simeone di Bulgaria” 
and Leszka, “Symeon I Wielki.” The sarcastic expression may well be that of Liudprand’s in-
formant (the word is Greek, not Latin), but Liudprand may have agreed with that. For his 
attitude towards Bulgarians, see Simeonova, “Kogato bălgarite biakha napusnali grada’.”

2   Kolias, Léon Choerosphactès, pp. 77, 79, 81, and 113. The “logic of Demosthenes” is apparent in 
Symeon’s use of the crocodile dilemma in his first letter to Leo (Ilieva, “Antichniiat logicheski 
paradox”).

3   Dinekov et al., Simeonov sbornik, p. 202; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 93. For 
Symeon’s library in Preslav, see Panaiotov, “Biblioteka” and Gagova, “Carskata biblioteka.” For 
books in Symeon’s Bulgaria, see Angusheva et al., “Knizhovnostta.”

4   Nicholas Mystikos, Letters, pp. 176–77. Symeon’s title of “ruler from God” appears in the 
inscription of Narăsh (now Nea Philadelphia, near Thessaloniki), which is dated to 904 
(Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 183–84). For Symeon’s seals, see Totev, “Za edna 
grupa.” For Symeon as Moses, see Rashev, “Car Simeon, prorok Moisei” and “Car Simeon—
‘nov Moisei’.”
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his father’s protégé, Clement, and his mission to Kutmichevica. In 893, shortly 
after his rise to power, Symeon appointed Clement “Bishop of Dragvista or 
Velitsa and thus Clement became the first bishop for the Bulgarian language.”5 
It was perhaps in this new capacity that Clement wrote his Instructions to 
Bishops and Priests. To Clement, the bishop is a “paragon of all good deeds”: 
open-minded and just, he keeps “to the true word as he had been taught it, 
so that he provides real consolation in the true doctrine.” For it is true doc-
trine that worried Clement. Heresies, according to him, derive from “the igno-
rance and inexperience of the bishops and the priests.” In addition to being 
“simpletons who know not the Law,” many are also greedy and only care for 
“lowly gain.” Clement calls on his bishops and priests: “Do not cease to instruct 
the people entrusted to you!”6 One is left with the impression that his wor-
ries were well-founded and that he was confronted with real problems in his 
diocese. Some of them may have derived from the lack of instruction, others 
from the lack of books and services. To cope with the latter, Clement wrote a 
large number of services for different occasions, including a blueprint office, 
that reminds one of his similar strategy employed for sermons.7 Another of-
fice (akolouthia) is for St. Apollinaris of Ravenna, an indication that Clement 
wanted to offer powerful examples of bishops who cared for the instruction 
of their flocks.8 That he already regarded his teachers, Cyril and Methodius, as 
saints results from the fact that he wrote church offices for each one of them.9

5   Theophylact of Ohrid, Long Life of St. Clement of Ohrid XX 62, p. 100; English translation 
from Scott, “The collapse,” p. 114; Döpmann, “Kyrillos und Methodios,” p. 319. The location of 
Clement’s diocese has long been a matter of scholarly debate. Gautier, “Clément d’Ohrid” and 
Duichev, “Dragvista-Dragovitia” have identified Dragvista with the land of the Drugubites 
in the hinterland of Thessaloniki, to the west, along the lower course of the river Vardar. 
“Velitsa” may in fact refer to the latter, as the river was known as Velika (“the large one”) in 
Slavonic (Snegarov, “Po văprosa”). However, more recent studies have convincingly placed 
Velitsa farther to the north(-west), between Thessaloniki and Ohrid, on the middle course of 
the river Vardar. Velitsa has therefore been associated to Velessos, the medieval (Greek) name 
of the modern city of Veles in the central part of present-day Macedonia. See Delikari, Der Hl. 
Klemens, p. 73; Peneva, “Otnovo”; Peri, “Velika (Dragvišta).” For the relations between Symeon 
and Clement, see Iliev, “Sveti Kliment.”

6   Petkov, The Voices, pp. 54–55.
7   Petkov et al. Sveti Kliment, pp. 373–442. For a complete list of all offices (hymns) attributed to 

Clement of Ohrid, see Iliev, Kliment Okhridski, pp. 162–64.
8   Petkov et al., Sveti Kliment, pp. 521–32; Iovcheva, “Starobălgarska sluzhba” attributes the pen-

chant for “Western” saints to the Cyrillo-Methodian tradition. For further offices for “Western 
saints” that have been attributed to Clement, see Iovcheva, “Novootkrito khimnografsko 
proizvedenie” and Savova, “Newly discovered hymnographic work.”

9   Petkov et al., Sveti Kliment, pp. 359–371 and 557–575. Whether or not Clement is also the au-
thor of the Life of Constantine and/or Life of Methodius has been a matter of much scholarly 
debate (Iliev, Sv. Kliment Okhridski, pp. 159–60).
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To replace Clement in Ohrid, Symeon sent Naum, who had until then been 
active in Preslav (Fig. 12.1).10 Naum “taught for seven years,” and thus continued 
Clement’s missionary work. Next to “the source of the White Lake,” he built a 
monastery, “the church of the Holy Archangels,” to which he retired before his 
death in 910.11 Within less than three decades, Clement and Naum have turned 
Ohrid into a major center of Old Church Slavonic culture, deeply influenced 
by the tradition of Cyril and Methodius. The earliest Glagolitic manuscript of 
the Gospel, known as Codex Zographensis, was most likely written in that mi-
lieu, although its exact date remains a matter of dispute.12 At Naum’s death, 
Clement initiated a process of canonization, whereby his friend became the 
first “native” saint of Bulgaria and the only personality of the 10th-century  
“Golden Age” to have a biography.13 Until recently, there was no work that 
scholars could link to Naum, but in 1978 a canon for the Apostle Andrew was 
found in the library of the Zograf Monastery at Mount Athos. The canon con-
tains an acrostic including the name of Naum. Although the exact date and 
location for the writing of that hymn remains a matter of debate, its attribu-
tion is beyond any doubt.14 It is important to note that, unlike Clement, during 
his sojourn in Ohrid, Naum was not concerned with sermons, but with hymns 
for particular offices. This suggests that his job had been made much easier by 

10   First Life of St. Naum, in Lavrov, Materialy, p. 181.
11   First Life of St. Naum, in Lavrov, Materialy, p. 181; English translation from Petkov, The 

Voices, p. 106. The “White Lake” is Lake Ohrid and Naum’s monastery has been convinc-
ingly identified with the remains of the three-apsed church underneath the present-day 
Monastery of St. Naum, located on the southern shore of Lake Ohrid (Koco, “L’église”). 
According to Škoviera, “Svätý Naum,” p. 61, Naum did not retire to his own monastery, but 
to another.

12   Codex Zographensis has been dated to the 10th, but also to the 11th century. The archaic 
features of some of its parts are strong arguments in favor of an earlier date. The manu-
script was found in 1834 in the library of the Zograf Monastery on Mount Athos. This 
manuscript is different from, and earlier than, the so-called Zograf Fragments, two fo-
lios of parchment found in the same library in 1906 that contain the oldest Old Church 
Slavonic translation of the monastic rule of St. Basil the Great. For Codex Zographensis, 
see Jagić, Quattuor evangeliorum codex.

13   The First Life of St. Naum was written by an unknown author at some point before 969, 
the date of Naum’s canonization. The author knew a certain bishop of Devol, who “was 
a disciple of the blessed Clement himself” (First Life of St. Naum, in Lavrov, Materialy,  
p. 182; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 107). The Life is extant in a 15th-
century copy. In addition to the oldest Life, there are two more written in Old Church 
Slavonic, and another two in Greek. See Trapp, “Die Viten”; Hauptová, “Staroslovanské 
legendy”; Flor’ia et al., Sud’by, pp. 282–85.

14   For the text of the canon, see Pop-Atanasov, Srednovekovna makedonska khimnografija, 
pp. 119–130. See also Popov, “Sveti Naum” and Trendafilov, “De e napisan kanon.”
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figure 12.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Adrianople; 2—Anchialos; 3—Batin; 
4—Belgrade (Berat); 5—Bitola (Bitolj); 6—Braničevo; 7—Bulgarophygon;  
8—Car Asen; 9—Chernoglavci; 10—Dristra; 11—Durankulak; 12—Dyrrachion; 
13—Ikhtiman; 14—Karaachteke; 15—Kastana; 16—Kiev; 17—Kleidion;  
18—Krepcha; 19—Larisa; 20—Mariovo; 21—Moglena; 22—Murfatlar;  
23—Ohrid; 24—Patleina; 25—Pernik; 26—Philippopolis; 27—Preslav;  
28—Prespa; 29—Ravna; 30—Rila; 31—Selishte; 32—Serrai (Strumica);  
33—Servia; 34—Sirmium; 35—Skopje; 36—Thessaloniki; 37—Tomis;  
38—Triadica; 39—Tuzlalăka; 40—Veroia; 41—Vidin; 42—Vodena; 43—Zadar; 
44—Zadna Reka; 45—Zlatar
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Clement’s untiring efforts in converting to Christianity the population in the 
hinterland of Ohrid.

Symeon’s collection of books was not a luxury to be used as a symbol of 
power and prestige. To be sure, there is clear evidence of his concern with the 
utility of those books. According to the prologue to a collection of sermons of 
St. John Chrysostom, Symeon himself selected passages from his books and 
put together a florilegium entitled Zlatostrui (“stream of gold”).15 Another 
florilegium known as Symeon’s Miscellany contains texts of a combined reli-
gious and encyclopedic character—theology, grammar, logic, philosophy, par-
ables, riddles, and patristic excerpts.16 Both florilegia betray Symeon’s plans 
as essentially continuing the Cyrillo-Methodian program: to provide reliable 
translations into Old Church Slavonic for a wide variety of religious and mor-
alistic texts. He must have initiated the translation project at about the same 
time as he offered his support to Ohrid. A group of gifted churchmen, some 
of whom may have been his companions in Constantinople, undertook the 
formidable task of establishing solid foundations for the Christian religion and 
the Old Church Slavonic culture in Bulgaria. With no precedent in the history 
of Eastern Europe, this cultural project came to be associated primarily with 
Preslav and with Symeon’s court.17 The lettrés of Preslav had a profound sense 
of history, as indicated by the “List of Bulgar Princes,” a short historical record 
containing the names and families of some early Bulgar rulers (see chapter 5). 
The list is inserted into the Slavonic translation of the second book of Kings in 
a larger work known as the Hellenic Chronicle that was compiled in Bulgaria 
at some point during the early 10th century. This list appears after the tale 
of Nebuchadnezzar and the end of the kingdom of Israel, which has rightly 
been regarded as an attempt to place the history of Bulgaria within the Biblical 
framework, as if Bulgaria was the continuation of the kingdom of Israel.18 The 
same sense of history results from the examination of chronographic compila-
tions translated from Greek into Old Church Slavonic. One of them, known as 

15   Petkov, The Voices, p. 64. There are in fact two collections of sermons of St. John Chrysostom 
in translation, both dated to the 10th century and called Zlatostrui. One of them is longer 
(138 entries) than the other (81 entries), and closer to the Greek originals. They are regard-
ed as independent witnesses of a now lost collection of texts compiled during Symeon’s 
reign. See also Georgieva, “Simeonoviiat Zlatostrui” and Miltenov, Zlatostrui.

16   Dinekov et al., Simeonov sbornik. See also Thomson, “The Symeonic Florilegium”; Canev, 
“Filosofski izbornik”; Dimitrov, “Izbornicite”; Sieswerda, “The Σωτήριoς”; Ianeva, “Notions 
of fate.”

17   Ovcharov, “Preslavska civilizaciia”; Cholova, “Preslavskata vissha shkola”; Buiuklieva, 
“Bălgarskiiat ‘zlaten vek’.”

18   Bogdanov, Imennik; Biliarski, “Old Testament models”; Nikolov, “The perception,” pp. 163–
64. For the List, see Gorina, “‘Imennik’”; Biliarski, “Ot mifa”; Kaimakamova, “Immenik.”
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the Bulgarian Chronograph covers the history of the world from Creation to 
the destruction of the Second Temple.19 The content of this parabiblical com-
pilation shows that it was meant to place the newly converted Bulgarians and 
their kingdom into the history of the world, and in that way to justify their 
claims to power as successors to ancient nations, much in the same way in 
which that was done for Byzantium.20

By comparison with the ancient times, the own lifetime of the Bulgarian 
lettrés looked like a Golden Age. The phrase, although commonly employed 
for Symeon’s reign, in general, actually refers in particular to the cultural de-
velopments of that period linked to Preslav. Unlike the churchmen in Ohrid, 
the Preslav scholars were much more dependent upon Greek models and, as 
a consequence, abandoned the Glagolitic script in favor of an adaptation of 
the Greek uncial to the needs of Slavonic. That adaptation is now known as 
the Cyrillic alphabet.21 The innovation seems to have caused some contro-
versy, for around 900, a monk named Khrabr (“the brave”) composed a trea-
tise entitled On the Letters to defend the Glagolitic letters as better suited for 
rendering the sounds of Slavonic.22 The source of inspiration for Khrabr’s 
polemical edge is the Cyrillo-Methodian tradition: God “took mercy on hu-
manity and sent down St. Constantine the Philosopher, called Cyril,” and he 

19   The entire text of the Bulgarian Chronograph is now available online, in searchable for-
mat, at http://histdict.uni-sofia.bg/chronograph/clist (visit of March 7, 2018). For another 
chronographic compilation, see Totomanova, “Parabiblical and biblical chronographic 
compilations,” pp. 133–34.

20   Slavova, “Arkhaichni leksemi.”
21   “Cyrillic” may have initially been the name for the script now known as Glagolitic. The 

latter is a name most likely created in the early modern period, perhaps in the Catholic 
milieu of Dalmatia, in which the creation of the script was attributed not to St. Cyril, 
but to St. Jerome (Verkholantsev, “Littera specialis …”). Some Cyrillic manuscripts contain 
letters, words, or entire sentences in Glagolitic, a phenomenon known as “synchronic di-
graphia” (concurrent existence of two writing systems for the same language). The syn-
chronic use of the alphabets may not have lasted too long. While several palimpsests exist 
of Cyrillic over Glagolitic, there is none of Glagolitic over Cyrillic. See Schenker, Dawn of 
Slavic, p. 177; Boiadzhiev, “Sv. Kliment Okhridski”; Stanchev, “Digrafiia”; Delikari, “He kyril-
like graphe.”

22   Veder, Utrum in Alterum, pp. 158–67. The authorship of the treatise and the identity of 
Khrabr have been a matter of great scholarly debate (Canev, “Za avtora” and Ziffer, “Zur 
Komposition”). For the date of On the Letters, see Veder, Utrum in Alterum, p. 180. For 
the treatise as written in reaction to the intellectual debates in Preslav, see Trendafilov, 
“Preslavski izvori.” The treatise enjoyed great popularity in the Middle Ages, as indicated 
by no less than 80 manuscripts from Bulgaria, Serbia, Russia, and Moldavia, the earliest of 
which is from 1348.
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“invented 38 letters” for writing Old Church Slavonic.23 There is no mention of 
the “rival” alphabet (Cyrillic), but Khrabr mentions “the Greek Tsar Michael, 
and the Bulgarian prince Boris, and Rastitsa, the Moravian prince, and Kotsel 
the prince of Blaten,” to place the invention of Glagolitic in a historical  
context.24 One of Khrabr’s contemporaries, Constantine of Preslav, shared his 
interest in Glagolitic and the historical depth of the burgeoning Slavonic cul-
ture. Constantine was a disciple of Methodius, like Clement and Naum, and 
may have spent some time in Ohrid.25 He began his career as priest in Pliska 
and Preslav, and became bishop of Preslav by the time Naum moved to Ohrid. 
He is the author of a 36-line poem entitled Alphabet Prayer, in which each 
verse begins with a letter of the Glagolitic alphabet in consecutive order: “Now 
the Slavic people soar high,/having all turned toward baptism/wishing to be 
called your people;/for your mercy, God, they fervently pray.”26 The sense of 
cultural community results from the use of the phrase “Slavic people,” which is 
obviously not meant in a purely ethnic sense. This is substantiated by a similar 
usage in one of Constantine’s most skillful translations and adaptations from 
Greek, the so-called Gospel Homiliary, a collection of 50 exegetical homilies 
by St. John Chrysostom and St. Cyril of Alexandria on the Gospel lessons for 
all Sundays of the year (except Sunday of Easter). At some point before 893, 
Constantine wrote a prologue for the Homiliary, as well as the introduction, 
the conclusion, and an additional sermon.27 The introduction is a poem cel-
ebrating the creation of the Slavic letters in a manner strikingly similar to 
Khrabr’s treatise: “Listen, oh you Slavic people, /listen to the Word, because 
it came from God, /the word that nurtures the human souls, /the word that 
prepares us to know God.” Without books, however, the Slavic people are 
“naked,” for they have no armor to “fight against the enemy of our souls,” and 
not understanding the Word preached in a foreign language, they take it “for 

23   Veder, Utrum in Alterum, pp. 160 and 162; English translation from Petkov, The Voices,  
p. 65. There is also a hardly veiled allusion to trilinguists (Veder, Utrum in Alterum, p. 160), 
probably lifted directly from chapter 16 in the Life of Constantine.

24   Petkov, The Voices, pp. 67–68.
25   That Constantine was a disciple of Methodius results from a note to the Old Church 

Slavonic translation of the 4th-century sermons of Athanasius of Alexandria against 
Arians. The note attributes the translation to “Bishop Constantine, who was a disciple of 
Methodius, the archbishop of Moravia” (Vaillant, Discours, p. 6; English translation from 
Petkov, The Voices, p. 43). In his Prologue to the Gospel Homiliary, Constantine calls Naum 
his “brother,” no doubt not as a true sibling, but as a fellow disciple of Methodius (Veder, 
Utrum in Alterum, p. 82).

26   Constantine of Preslav, Alphabet Prayer, in Lavrov, Materialy, p. 199; Kuev, Azbuchnata mo-
litva, p. 171. For the meaning of the prayer, see Velinova, “Edna văzmozhna interpretaciia.”

27   For the date of the Gospel Homiliary, see Veder, Utrum in Alterum, pp. 179–80.
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the call of a copper bell.”28 Like Khrabr, Constantine drew inspiration from 
the Cyrillo-Methodian tradition. He wrote a long canon for Methodius—nine 
odes of several stanzas, each associated with Biblical canticles. The canon con-
tains an acrostic spread over the first, third, fourth, and fifth odes, which in 
translation reads “Well, Methodius, do I praise you. Constantine.”29 The use of 
an acrostic reminds one of Naum’s canon for the Apostle Andrew, while the 
theme of the canon is also that of Clement’s sermons and offices for Sts. Cyril 
and Methodius. A key representative of the hymnography of the Golden Age, 
Constantine is also the author of a hymn for Christmas and of Lenten canons.30 
But he is also believed to have translated four homilies written by Athanasius 
of Alexandria against heretics.31 Apparently, in the early 10th century there was 
some concern in Preslav with the rectitude of faith.

There may have been some basis for such worries. To the 10th century, most 
likely to Symeon’s time, may be dated a compilation of Byzantine apocryphal 
stories in Slavonic translation. A 14th-century manuscript of the compilation, 
entitled Tale of the Tree of the Cross, attributes the translation to a priest named 
Jeremiah. Some of those stories could have hardly been acceptable to the 
learned men working under Symeon’s guidance in Preslav.32 Whether the in-
terpretation offered to such Biblical passages as that about the Son of man who 
“came not to be served, but to serve” (Mark 10:45) could indeed be treated as 
heresy, remains unknown. But the Tale is definitely not the only evidence of the 
enormous popularity of apocryphal stories in 10th-century Bulgaria. One of the 
stories in the Tale is about King Abgar and the letter he has sent through Luke 
to Jesus Christ. A leaden amulet dated to the 10th century was inscribed with a 
Slavonic text in Cyrillic letters purporting to be the letter of King Abgar.33 Ever 
since its publication, a great number of other leaden amulets have been found 
and published, many of them containing exorcism prayers and incantations 
against evil spirits or fever.34 To be sure, those small texts indicate the degree 

28   Constantine of Preslav, Gospel Homiliary, English translation from Petkov, The Voices, 
pp. 62–63. For the Gospel Homiliary, see Tikhova, “Za niakoi ezikovi osobenosti” and 
“Uchitel’noe evangelie”; Gallucci, “Uchitel’noe Evangelie.”

29   Schenker, The Dawn, p. 167; Popov, “Das hymnographische Werk.”
30   Popov, “Kanon” and Koicheva, “Velikopostnite kanoni.” For the hymnography of the 

Golden Age, see Panaiotov, “Rannite slavianski khimnografi” and Iovcheva, “Zlatniiat vek.”
31   Vaillant, Discours. Constantine may have also translated the catechetical sermons of St. 

Cyril of Jerusalem (Kadochnikova, “Arkhiepiskop Konstantin Preslavskii”).
32   Petkov, The Voices, p. 126.
33   Popkonstantinov, “The letter”; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 131–32.
34   Stefanova-Georgieva, “Olovna plastinka”; Markov, “Dva novi amuleta”; Popkonstantinov, 

“Za dva olovni amuleta”; Popkonstantinov, “Zaklinatelni molitvi”; Popkonstantinov, 
“Prayers.” Several inscriptions on lead amulets have been translated into English by Petkov, 
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of Christianization of the countryside, away from Preslav. On the other hand, 
the standardized form of both leaden amulets and prayers suggests that the 
vehicle for the spread of Cyrillic was the religious literature for which Preslav 
served as the most important center of production. How were such exorcism 
prayers and incantations regarded by Symeon’s scholars? While no evidence 
exists of their attitude, the 10th-century translators were concerned about er-
rors for which they could be blamed. They made serious efforts to stay as close 
as possible to the Greek original text, while still capturing and rendering ele-
gantly some grammatical and stylistic complexities.35 Those were certainly the 
principles that inspired the Heavens (Nebesa), an abridged translation of On 
the Orthodox Faith, one of the constituent parts of John of Damascus’s Fount 
of Knowledge. The author of the translation was a member of the high clergy 
in Preslav known as John the Exarch. Unlike Constantine of Preslav, he was 
of Bulgar noble origin, a fact to which he often referred with pride. Judging 
by the extraordinary breadth of knowledge in his writings, he had probably 
been educated in Constantinople, perhaps as a classmate of Symeon. John is 
in fact the only 10th-century Bulgarian author whose name is directly associ-
ated to that of the ruler. Besides Heavens, he wrote several sermons and eulo-
gies, but John’s literary reputation rests on a compilation modeled on similar 
Greek works, entitled Six Days (Shestodnev), in which he blended the biblical 
account of the six days of Creation with excerpts from scientific and philo-
sophical works.36 Woven into the text are also John’s observations on the world 
around him, including a remark about the system of succession to the throne 
in existence in Bulgaria, which, according to him, was like that of the Khazars. 
Much more interesting is his imaginary visit to the royal court in Preslav, a long 
paragraph that John inserted in a passage about the awe-inspiring wonders of 
human anatomy. If a poor man or a stranger

catches a glimpse from far away of the towering walls of the princely resi-
dence, he is astonished. And as he approaches the gates, he marvels and 
asks questions. As he enters, he sees towering buildings on both sides, 
adorned with stone and embellished with wood and other things. But 

The Voices, pp. 133–135. Most are in Cyrillic, but a few use Glagolitic (Popkonstantinov, 
“Kirilica” and “Oloven amulet”).

35   See, for example, the programmatic approach spelled out in the so-called Macedonian 
Folio, in Vaillant, “La préface,” pp. 7–10, with English translation in Schenker, The Dawn,  
p. 195.

36   Barankova, Shestodnev. See also Thomson, “John the Exarch’s theological education”; 
Trendafilov, “Ioann Ekzarkh”; Sapozhnikova, “Voprosy.” For John the Exarch’s sermons, 
see Stanchev, “Slovata” and Nikolova, “Tak nazyvaemoe pervoe slovo.”
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when he comes into the citadel and beholds the tall palaces and the 
churches, richly decorated with stone, wood, and paint, and on the inside 
with marble, copper, silver, and gold, he knows not to what he should 
compare them, for he has seen nothing in his land but straw-covered 
huts. The poor one is so amazed that he goes out of his mind.37

The excavations carried out since 1905 in Preslav have confirmed the magni-
tude and complexity of the building program that so much impressed John the 
Exarch’s contemporaries, but also a sophisticated urban concept based, as in 
Pliska, on a concentric plan, with an Inner and an Outer Town. In the latter, the 
area enclosed by stone walls is only 865 acres, with the palatial compound as 
the largest building complex.38 To the east and to the southwest are two of the 
25 churches built in the 10th century that have been found in Preslav. One of 
them is the core of yet another palatial compound interpreted as the residence 
of the patriarch.39 A large square with a fountain highlighted the significance 
of this complex of buildings. A burial chamber to the south of the apse of the 
church in the center of the square appears to be the tomb of a young member 
of the royal family.40

Immediately outside the Inner Town is the most famous monument from 
Preslav, the round building known as Golden Church because of its identifi-
cation with the church referred to in a colophon to the four homilies against 
Arians written by Athanasius of Alexandria and translated by Constantine of 
Preslav: “And the monk Theodore Doksov copied them, at the command of the 
same prince [Symeon], in the year 6415, in the eleventh indiction [AD 907], at 
the mouth of the Ticha River, where a sacred and revered golden church has 
been newly built by that same prince.”41 Whether or not this identification is 
correct, the Preslav church consists of a rectangular courtyard lined with col-
umns, a two-story forechurch with corner turrets, and a rotunda (34 feet in di-
ameter) with wall niches and two tiers of columns around the dome (Fig. 12.2). 
The architecture of the building is inspired by such rare examples of round 

37   John the Exarch, Hexaemeron, pp. 1–3; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, pp. 90 
and 91. See also Panova, “Dvorec.”

38   Stanchev, “Preslavskiiat dvorec”; Vaklinova, “Preslavskiiat dvorec”; Bonev, Carskiiat dvorec. 
For recent excavations of the palatial compound, see Bonev and Georgieva, “Dvorcova 
sgrada” and Ilieva, “Novi svedenie.”

39   Newest excavations: Konakliev and Doncheva, “Patriarsheska chast”; “Patriarsheska chast 
na carskiia dvorec” and “Patriarsheska chast na carskiia dvorec—Veliki Preslav.”

40   Bonev, “Grob.”
41   Vaillant, Discours, p. 6; English translation from Butler, Monumenta Bulgarica, p. 137. 

Theodore Doksov was a cousin of Symeon (Georgiev, “Koi e Tudor chernorizec Doksov?”).
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churches in Byzantium as the oratory built by Basil I in the imperial palace, 
the church of St. John the Baptist at the Hebdomon, and the church of St. John 
the Apostle and Evangelist at the Diippion. The latter is particularly impor-
tant as a source of inspiration, because of the multiple chapels used for the 
veneration of several saints.42 The Round Church was decorated with painted 
tiles produced in four workshops discovered not far from the church.43 The 
workshops produced a wide variety of white-bodied polychrome ceramics.44 
The technology employed in those workshops was most certainly brought 
from Constantinople, as betrayed by scales, grindstones, glass and lead bars, 
as well as finds of melted or fragmented glass—all suggesting the preparation 
of glazes.45 Another workshop for the production of polychrome ceramics 
was discovered to the west from the Inner Town, next to the so-called Royal 

42   Magdalino, “The Byzantine antecedents,” pp. 4–5. See also Georgiev, “Zlatna cărkva” 
and Kostova, “Oshte vednăzh.” For other parallels for the Round Church, see Schwartz, 
“Reconsidering”; Teofilov, “Predpolozhenie”; Tolidjian, “The architecture.”

43   Akrabova-Zhandova, “Rabotilnica.”
44   Kostova, “Polychrome ceramics,” pp. 107 and 109. For tableware, see also Totev, “Za edna 

kolekciia” and Bonev, “Vizantiiska beloglinena keramika.”
45   Kostova, “Polychrome ceramics,” p. 105. The production of painted wares is also betrayed 

by pots with sediments of mineral pigments and metal oxides. However, the wares in 

figure 12.2  Preslav, aerial view of the ruins of the Round (Golden) Church
Photo: Petăr Dimitrov
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Monastery, and along with other workshops for stone- and bone-carving, as 
well as metalworking.46 More workshops have been identified by means of 
trial excavations in the northern part of the Outer Town, in what may have 
been the quarter of the artisans.47 Polychrome ceramics were also produced 
in Tuzlalăka, within a short distance from Preslav, where archaeologists have 
excavated a large compound with a church in the middle, quickly interpreted 
as monastery.48 Another similar compound is known since the early 20th cen-
tury from Patleina, farther away from Preslav to the south-east-south, across 
the river Goliama Kamchiia.49 No less than eight compounds excavated in the 
environs of Preslav and dated to the early 10th century have been interpreted 
as monasteries, but Rosina Kostova has persuasively demonstrated that those 
were rather “manors” belonging to members of the court aristocracy.50 Some of 
those “manors,” however, were indeed turned into monasteries in the early 10th 
century. For example, at Selishte, a manor in existence since the late 9th cen-
tury was turned into a monastic complex most likely by its owner, an aristocrat 
named George, whose many seals have been found in the area.51 Another high-
ranking aristocrat then joined the small monastic community upon taking the 
monastic vows. The ichirgu boila Mostich, a key figure in the reign of Symeon 
as well as in that of his son, Peter, was (re)buried in a burial chamber made of 
bricks next to the northern side of the monastery church. The inscription on 
his tomb mentions that he was 80 years old when joining the monastery, to 

question were most certainly produced locally, as confirmed by the analysis of fabrics, 
glazes, and pigments (Vogt and Bouquillon, “Technologie”).

46   Totev, “L’atelier.” For the Royal Monastery, see Totev, Dvorcoviiat manastir and “Dvorcovii 
monastyr.” For bone and antler working in Preslav, see Totev, “Kăm văprosa” and Bonev, 
“Preslavskata rezba.”

47   Totev and Stanilov, “Grazhdanski postroiki.” Jeweler workshops have also been found in 
the environs of Preslav, the most impressive discovery being that of Zlatar (Doncheva, 
“Proizvodstven centăr”; “Proizvodstven centăr na metaloplastika”; “Proizvodstven centăr 
za metaloplastika”; and “Proizvodstvoto”).

48   Totev, Manastirăt; Kostova, “Polychrome ceramics,” pp. 103 and 116. Square flat tiles 
produced in Tuzlalăka have been found in the church of the monastery excavated in 
Karaachteke, near Varna.

49   Gospodinov, “Razkopkite”; Kostova, “Polychrome ceramics,” pp. 103, 109, and 112. The 
workshops in Patelina produced small painted and relief icons, as well as inlay ceramics.

50   Kostova, “Manastirăt v Tuzlalăka” and “Imalo li e manastiri-ergasterii.” There were three 
skeletons in the crypt of the church excavated in Patleina—a male, a female, and a child. 
For a different interpretation of the presence of female and child burials, see now Kostova, 
“Patronage,” pp. 195–97.

51   Iordanov, “The seals,” pp. 128–29; Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Manastirăt.” On his 
seals, George appears as synkellos, i.e., a monk living in the same cell with his bishop and 
having as a task to witness the purity of the bishop’s life. For the earliest Bulgarian mon-
asteries, see Loshchakova, “Sozdanie.”
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which he left all his goods. That may explain the privileged location of his grave 
on the northern side of the church, as well as the fact that he was given an in-
dividual grave upon reburial. The bones of most other monks in George’s mon-
astery were moved into common graves.52 Exactly how many of the monks in 
Selishte were members of the aristocracy is impossible to tell, but most monks 
and nuns known from the written sources were of noble origin.53 They seem to 
have emulated the example of Boris and that of some of his family members. 
The monastery in Selishte may well have been endowed by the ruler, as indi-
cated by the seals of Symeon and Peter that were found on the site. Even more 
impressive are the tile fragments with saint names in Cyrillic. Those have been 
recently interpreted as labels for relics that were most likely on display in the 
monastery church. Those were important saints of the East—Jonas, Kyrios and 
John, Polycarp, and Eustratius, possibly also Symeon the Stylite, Barbara, and 
Cyprian of Carthage. Those relics may have been obtained either as diplomatic 
gifts from Constantinople, perhaps during the reign of Peter, or as trophies after 
one of his father’s many successful military expeditions against Byzantium.54

Several other 10th-century monasteries have been found to the northeast 
and to the east from Preslav, within a densely inhabited area between the 
Goliama Kamchiia River and the Black Sea coast. Some of them may have 
been royal foundations. The great number of inscriptions found at Ravna and 
Chernoglavci suggests in fact that those two monasteries served as educational 
and literary centers, perhaps directly connected with the translation program 
initiated by Symeon in the late 9th century.55 Most Greek inscriptions found 

52   Kostova, “Novootkritite grobni săorăzheniia.” A high-ranking military commander who 
was often given diplomatic missions, the ichirgu boila was the third most important man 
in Bulgaria, after the ruler and the kavkhan (Slavova, Vladetel, pp. 25–29). For Mostich’s 
title, see also Biliarski, Word, pp. 152–53. For the Cyrillic inscription on his tombstone, see 
Beshevliev, Die protobulgarischen Inschriften, pp. 299–301. The idea that Mostich was the 
other name of George Sursuvul (Giuzelev, “Kavkhanite,” pp. 123–29) is not very convinc-
ing. For the most recent excavations on the monastic site in Selishte, see Kostova and 
Popkonstantinov, “Manastir”; “Manastir na chărgubilia”; and “Manastir na chărgubilia 
Mostich.”

53   Kostova, “Monasite,” pp. 133–38. For female monastics in 10th-century Bulgaria, see 
Kostova and Popkonstantinov, “Zhenite” and Paskaleva, “Zhenite.”

54   Petrova, “Belezhki,” pp. 90–91 notes that almost all the saints named on the labels were 
associated with important churches or monasteries in or around Constantinople. That 
those were labels of relics results from the mention in one of them of the “head and hand 
of Mary of Antioch.”

55   Kostova, “Topography,” p. 121; Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Literacy,” pp. 147–149. For 
Chernoglavci, see Georgiev, “Manastirăt.” For Ravna and Karaachteke as royal foundations, 
see Popkonstantinov et al., “Manastirite”; Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Architecture,” 
pp. 125–26.
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at Ravna are in late 9th- or 10th-century minuscule, and some of them contain 
liturgical texts carved on the outside wall of a room located on the northern 
side of the monastery courtyard. The room has been identified as the monas-
tery scriptorium on the basis of the wax tablets and the writing instruments 
found within its perimeter.56

But cenobitic communities associated with royal monasteries were definite-
ly not the only form of monastic life in 10th century Bulgaria. Besides Ravna, 
Cyrillic inscriptions have been found in a cave monastery near the village of 
Krepcha, not far from Tărgovishte.57 Both Glagolitic and Cyrillic inscriptions 
are known also from the churches of the rock-cut monastery in Murfatlar (see 
below).58 At least one of them, in Cyrillic, has been interpreted as an invoca-
tion on behalf of a donor, while others are Biblical citations.59 Images of horses 
and tendril patterns very similar to those decorating the folios of the Codex 
Zographensis suggest familiarity with the illumination techniques employed 
in monastic scriptoria, such as that found at Ravna. But Murfatlar was a com-
munity of anchorites, not unlike that of Krepcha and other such groups of her-
mits who inhabited the rocky hinterland of Ravna, on both sides of the river 
Provadiia.60 Anchoritic cave dwellings must have preceded the appearance of 
cenobitic communities, but the establishment of both Ravna and Murfatlar 
was clearly associated with pilgrimage.61

Both hermits, and royal monasteries appear to have existed within densely 
inhabited lands, often not far from one of the many strongholds erected at 
some point during the 10th century. Some of those strongholds were built on 
top of ruins of early Byzantine forts on high cliffs or along the tributaries of the 
Danube, on the right bank of the river. Others were built anew in areas with-
out any occupation dated to the early Byzantine period. The fortifications have 
towers of massive stonework, and even double enclosures. For example, at Car 
Asen, near Silistra, the 9th-century settlement was fortified in the 10th century 
by means of massive protective walls with powerful gates. Inside the ramparts, 
there were 48 dwellings, mostly sunken-floored buildings with stone ovens or 

56   Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Architecture,” p. 120.
57   Popkonstantinov and Kronsteiner, Starobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 47–59 and 215–33. One of 

the Krepcha inscriptions contains the date 6430 (AD 921), which makes it one of the earli-
est Cyrillic inscriptions. For the debate surrounding this inscription, see now Georgiev, 
“Nov prochit.” For the cave monastery in Krepcha, see Kostova, “Skalniiat manastir pri s. 
Krepcha.”

58   Kostova, “Skalniiat manastir pri Basarabi”; Atanasov, “Oshte za datirovkata.”
59   Kostova, “Patronage,” p. 198; Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Literacy,” pp. 149–51.
60   Kostova, “Topography,” pp. 114–15.
61   Kostova, “Patronage,” p. 203.
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hearths, not unlike those of the earlier period.62 The same is true for the settle-
ment established shortly before 900 on an offshore island on the Black Sea 
coast, at Durankulak. The charred seeds of wheat and millet found on that 
site bespeak the agricultural occupations of the inhabitants.63 By contrast, 
there are very few weapons in the archaeological record either of Car Asen or 
of Durankulak. Such strongholds were therefore not military sites, for instead 
of garrisons of troops, everything points to a civilian occupation. Moreover, 
the strongholds appear to have operated as regional centers with economic 
and, perhaps, religious functions, but with no military role. Every one of them 
was surrounded by large open settlements, an indication of a numerous civil-
ian population. Some have therefore advanced the idea that such strongholds 
were refuges, while others regard them as quasi-urban agglomerations.64 Be as 
it may, judging from the evidence of hoards of Byzantine gold coins found on 
10th-century sites, some inhabitants of strongholds and open settlements in 
northern Bulgaria were just as wealthy as the owners of the manors in the out-
skirts of Pliska and Preslav.65 Rural cemeteries, such as that from Batin, near 
Ruse, have produced exquisite dress accessories, especially pectoral crosses 
and silver finger-rings and torcs, both elements of the aristocratic fashion at 
that time.66 Finds of Byzantine copper coins also suggest that the inhabitants 
of rural settlements in northeastern and northwestern Bulgaria had access to, 
and took profit from the trade with Byzantium that was going through Preslav. 
Excavations on that site have produced an abundance of Byzantine pottery 
and small objects of white porcelain, and even fragments of 10th-century pot-
tery from the Near East. Some 200 coins struck for 10th-century emperors of 
Byzantium show that trade involved monetary exchanges.67

62   Dimova, “Rannosrednovekovnata krepost.” The rich archaeological record of Car Asen 
explains the use of the site’s name for the group of 10th-century strongholds excavated in 
Bulgaria, which share similar features (Rabovianov, “Za poiavata”). For more recent finds, 
see Atanasov, “Krepostite.”

63   For the economic profile of the Durankulak site, see Bozhilova and Atanasova, 
“Paleoekologichni usloviia.”

64   Georgiev, “Gradovete-ubezhishcha”; Atanasov, “Kăm văprosa.” The latter interpretation is 
supported by finds of fragments of clay pipes for water supply that are very similar to 
those known from Preslav (Panova, “Polzvaneto na vodata”).

65   Schönert-Geiss, “Der Goldfund”; Aladzhov, “On the importance”; Dzanev, “Kolektivna 
nakhodka.”

66   Stanchev, “Rannosrednovekoven nekropol.” For torcs as a typical element of tenth-century  
aristocratic fashions, see Mikhailova, “Metalni grivni” and Totev, “Niakoi nabliudeniia.”

67   Iordanov, “Preslav,” pp. 669–70. Commercial transactions are also betrayed by the use of 
scale weights (Vitlianov, “Bronzova vezna”). For Bulgarian-Byzantine trade in the early 
10th century, see Simeonova, “Bălgaro-vizantiiskata tărgoviia.”
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1 War and Peace with Byzantium

The rapid adaptation of Byzantine cultural models taking place in Preslav and 
other centers of northeastern Bulgaria can most likely be dated to the first 
decade of the 10th century, when relations between Bulgaria and Byzantium 
improved considerably. Symeon invaded the theme of Macedonia (eastern 
Thrace) in 896, and subsequently won a major victory against the Byzantines 
at Bulgarophygon (now Babaeski near Lüleburgaz, in the European part of 
Turkey).68 Following that battle, however, he agreed to release a great num-
ber of prisoners, both military and civilian, in exchange for an annual trib-
ute. Despite minor raids, as well as a number of changes taking place in the 
Byzantine provinces on the border with Bulgaria (such as the creation of the 
new themes of Strymon in eastern Macedonia and of Nikopolis in northwest-
ern Greece, both under Emperor Leo VI), relations remained peaceful. Symeon 
did not take advantage of the sack of Thessaloniki by the Arab pirate Leo of 
Tripoli (904) and is not known to have pushed the frontier with Byzantium 
closer to that great city of Macedonia.69

But relations deteriorated in 913, when the new emperor, Alexander, refused 
to pay the tribute established through the peace of 897. Symeon suddenly 
appeared with an army under the walls of Constantinople and demanded to 
meet with the emperor and with Patriarch Nicholas Mystikos. This was the 
first time since Krum that a ruler of Bulgaria marched against Constantinople. 
Patriarch Nicholas met with Symeon in the Hebdomon palace outside the city 
walls, and under circumstances that are made unclear by the anti-Bulgarian 
bias of the Byzantine sources, Symeon received a crown, while a marriage 
was arranged between his daughter and the minor emperor Constantine VII. 
There has been much dispute as to what kind of crown was bestowed upon 
Symeon at Hebdomon, but whatever the spin the imperial propaganda tried 
to put on those events, Symeon began to style himself emperor (basileus) 
on seals struck after those events.70 He may not have intended to usurp the 
Byzantine imperial title, but only to claim one for himself, thus making his po-
sition equal to that of the Byzantine rulers, of which there was none to match 
him in the years following the Hebdomon meeting of 913. When the regency 
headed by Patriarch Nicholas was toppled by a palace coup orchestrated by 

68   Kalinichenko, “Bolgars’ke viys’ko”; Leszka and Marinow, Carstwo, pp. 94–96.
69   Leszka, “Politikata”; Leszka and Marinow, Carstwo, pp. 98–100.
70   Iordanov, “Aklamacii”; Georgiev, “Koronaciiata”; Kănev, “Stremial li se e bălgarskiiat vlade-

tel”; Zhekova, “Pechat”; Iordanov, “Pechatite na car,” pp. 104–06; Mladjov, “The crown and 
the veil,” pp. 175–76.
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Constantine VII’s mother, Zoe, she immediately cancelled the marriage ar-
rangements made at that meeting. Symeon sent his troops to raid Thrace and 
the environs of Dyrrachion. When the peace was eventually concluded, the 
913 agreement was confirmed and Symeon regained his position of power 
over the regime established in Constantinople. Zoe’s attempt to co-opt the 
Pechenegs against Symeon, using the Byzantine fleet to help them cross the 
Danube, failed, and subsequent attempts to bribe the Serbs to attack Bulgaria 
together with the Magyars were equally abortive. In retaliation, Symeon in-
vaded Serbia and replaced the local ruler with another loyal to him. A sur-
prise attack by a Byzantine army marching up the Black Sea coast, perhaps in 
an attempt to join the Pechenegs, ended in a disaster.71 On August 20, 917, at 
Anchialos (now Pomorie, on the northern coast of the Bay of Burgas), Symeon 
inflicted upon the Byzantine troops the most devastating defeat since the 
days of Emperor Nicephorus’ campaign against Krum.72 Again, he marched 
upon Constantinople, and defeated the remains of the army he had crushed 
at Anchialos. Patriarch Nicholas Mystikos (who was restored in 912) wrote sev-
eral letters to him, in a desperate attempt to dissuade him from killing fellow 
Christians.73 Instead of storming the walls of Constantinople, Symeon invaded 
Greece, raiding as far south as Corinth. In 919, Romanus Lekapenos married 
his daughter to Constantine VII, and was soon proclaimed co-emperor, thus 
annulling the conditions of the 913 peace. Symeon retaliated by ravaging the 
outskirts of Constantinople. He may have had greater things in mind, as he 
established contact with the Fatimids in northern Africa and, perhaps, with 
the emir of Tarsus, with whom he wanted to coordinate the attacks on the city.74 
Meanwhile, however, the Serbs obtained a major victory against Symeon’s 
troops led by two generals, Marmaim and Theodore Sigritzis. Zacharias, the 
prince of Serbia, defeated the Bulgarians, killed the two generals and sent their 
heads to Constantinople.75 In retaliation, Symeon rounded up the Serbian zhu-
pans and forcefully moved them to Bulgaria.

In the summer of 924, he appeared again under the walls of Constantinople 
and demanded a meeting with Emperor Romanus I. This time, the war was 
one of political symbols and gestures. At the carefully choreographed meeting 

71   Todorov, “The value of empire,” p. 323; Nikolov, “20. VIII. 917 godina”; Balogh, “917. évi 
anchialosi csata.”

72   Leszka and Marinow, Carstwo, pp. 123–24.
73   Leszka, “Obraz wojny” and Nikolov, “Making a new basileus,” pp. 101–103.
74   Krăstev, “Bălgariia,” pp. 371–78. See also Krăstev, “Bălgariia, Vizantiia” and “Bălgaro-

arabskite otnosheniia.”
75   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 32, pp. 158–59. 

Theodore Sigritzis was Symeon’s kavkhan (Giuzelev, “Kavkhanite,” pp. 117–21).
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that took place on a specially constructed jetty built on the Golden Horn, 
Symeon appeared surrounded by soldiers hailing him in Greek as emperor. 
Romanus accepted to reinstate the tribute for Bulgaria, but not the imperial 
title that Symeon had assumed. In the subsequent correspondence, Romanus 
referred to him simply as “spiritual brother.”76 But in total disregard to that, 
Symeon appears to have styled himself “emperor of the Romans” at this mo-
ment, but it is unlikely that that was meant as a claim to the imperial throne in 
Constantinople.77 Besides representing his quality of ruler over “Romans” in-
side Bulgaria, he may have intended to force the imperial government to recog-
nize him as an equal.78 He may have also wanted to distract attention from the 
clear signs of physical and psychological exhaustion caused by the intensive 
military campaigns of the previous years.79 In the end, he obtained the eleva-
tion of his senior churchman (most likely the archbishop of Bulgaria residing 
in Preslav) to the rank of patriarch.80 Perhaps he was planning to create thus 
a legal basis for the proclamation of Bulgarian emperors by their own means 
and through leaders of their own church. But he died in that same year, during 
preparations for yet another expedition to Constantinople.

2 Emperor Peter

His successor was his eldest son from his second marriage to the sister of a 
powerful boila named George Sursuvul. Peter and his uncle acting as regent 
continued Symeon’s aggressively anti-Byzantine policies. The Bulgarian troops 
raided the theme of Macedonia, and the Thracian towns that had been under 
Bulgarian occupation for several years were deserted and razed to the ground.81 
However, faced with problems at home, including an invasion of locusts, Peter 
was forced to negotiate. The peace of 927 was based on a compromise: Peter’s 
title was shortened to just “emperor of the Bulgarians” (possibly the idea be-
hind Romanus’ “spiritual brother” as a description of Symeon), while Romanus 
I agreed to reinstate the tribute to be paid to Bulgaria, albeit at a much-reduced 

76   Theodore Daphnopates, epp. 5–7, pp. 57, 69, 77, 79, and 85.
77   Iordanov, “Pechati na Simeon”; Trendafilov, “Car-simeonoviiat gastrol”; Nikolov, “‘Velikiiat 

mezhdu carete’”; Iordanov, “Pechatite na car,” pp. 98–104.
78   Todorov, “The value of empire,” pp. 324–25. Symeon most likely saw himself as imitating 

God, exactly as the Byzantine emperor (Angelov, “Cariat-bogopodrazhatel”). For a differ-
ent interpretation, see Vachkova, Simeon Veliki, pp. 84–86.

79   Todorov, “Voennite kampanii.”
80   Kochev, “Obiaviavaneto” and Leszka, “Kwestia.”
81   Zvezdov, “Dogovorăt,” pp. 265–66.
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rate. To seal the alliance, Peter married Romanus’ granddaughter, Maria, whose 
name, according to Liudprand of Cremona, was appropriately changed for the 
occasion to Irene, “because through her a solid peace was established between 
Bulgarians and Greeks.”82 According to the oration “On the treaty with the 
Bulgarians,” which Theodore Daphnopates most likely wrote for the occasion, 
this was not a peace arranged by earthly rulers, but a gift from God. To disre-
gard it would be a mortal sin.83 To be sure, Peter was determined to respect the 
terms of the peace treaty of 927. Maria, his wife, appears on his seals, some-
times holding a cross above her husband’s hand, a symbol of seniority.84 This 
could hardly have been done without Peter’s tacit approval.

Disappointingly little is known about Peter’s reign of 42 years, which is lon-
ger than that of his father. In the 960s, a Jewish traveler from Spain, Ibrahim 
ibn Yaqub, compared Peter with the great monarchs of his day and noted 
that he enjoyed great authority, had secretaries, head of offices, and senior  
functionaries.85 Indeed, there are more seals of Peter than of any other ruler of 
Bulgaria.86 The general impression of this long reign is one of economic and 
institutional growth. The former is particularly visible in the continuation of 
Symeon’s building programs in Preslav as well as elsewhere. Next to nothing is 
known about court life in Preslav, but a hoard of gold and silver found in 1975 in 
Kastana, near Preslav may serve as an illustration for the degree of sophistica-
tion of some members of the Bulgarian aristocracy. The find includes 150 pieces 
of gold and enamel furnishings, silver objects, ancient gems, and 15 silver coins 
struck in 959 for the emperors Constantine VII and Romanus II.87 The exqui-
site necklace with medallions is clearly a Byzantine work. The same is true for 
the diadem plates with scenes from the life of Alexander the Great, which were 
clearly associated with the self-image of the Macedonian dynasty in power in 
Constantinople since the late 9th century. The diadem was certainly meant 

82   Liudprand of Cremona, Retribution III 38, p. 92; English translation, p. 129. For the 
marriage of Maria/Irene and Peter, see Shepard, “A marriage too far” and Todorov, “Za 
motivaciiata.”

83   Duichev, “On the treaty,” p. 260; Marinow, “Peace in the house of Jacob,” pp. 90–93; 
Marinow, “Living in peace,” pp. 274–76. For Byzantine attitudes towards Peter, see Leszka, 
“Car Piotr.”

84   Grigorov, “Novootkrit pechat.”
85   Kowalski, Relacja, pp. 51 and 148.
86   Popkonstantinov, “Neizvesten pechat”; Stankov, “Novootkrit pechat”; Nesbitt, “An un-

published seal”; Nikolov, “Neizvesten molivdovul”; Zhekova, “Nepublikovani pecha-
ti”; Iordanov, “Neizvesten pechat”; Dimitrov, “Nepublikuvani pechati”; Nikolov, “Nov 
molivdovul.”

87   Totev, The Preslav Treasure. See also Bosselman-Ruickbie, “Der Schatz” and “Goldener 
Glanz.”
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for a member of the royal family in Preslav, and the spherical pendants of gold 
with enamel ornamentation may have been part of a long, gem-studded scarf 
worn only by members of the imperial family in Constantinople. The hoard 
may well have been the possession of one of Peter’s two daughters, who may 
have acquired the furnishings during a visit to Constantinople, perhaps in 940 
in the company of her mother, Maria. If true, this would indicate a close adap-
tation of the position of power of the ruler in Preslav to the means of represen-
tation until then reserved only for emperors in Constantinople.

Several Magyar (see chapter 13) and Pecheneg raids directed at Byzantium 
crossed Bulgaria during Peter’s long reign. Nothing is known about the pos-
sible destruction caused in Bulgaria during those raids, and some historians 
have even suggested that Peter may have granted free passage to the Magyars 
to avoid their depredations in Bulgaria.88 On the other hand, the Stone Dike 
in Dobrudja, the largest work of fortification in 10th-century Bulgaria, may 
well have been associated with those raids.89 Running from the Danube to the 
Black Sea, this is a 37-mile-long earthwork (twice as large as the Danevirke), 
the largest medieval monument in Southeastern Europe. The earthwork con-
sists of a ditch to the north and a rampart to the south, the latter surmounted 
by a stone wall, which gave the name to the dike. In addition to spolia from an-
cient buildings in the Roman city of Tomis (present-day Constanţa, Romania), 
the wall was built with stone from several quarries in central Dobrudja, one 
of which was at Murfatlar, some 10 miles west of the Black Sea shore, and 20 
miles east of the Danube River. Associated with the dike is a series of 26 forts 
built against the rampart, one every 2 or 3 miles. One of them produced a 
fragmentary Cyrillic inscription referring to the attack of an unknown enemy 
against the “Greeks” in the year 6451 (AD 943), “when Demetrius was zhupan.” 
The attack in question may have been carried out either by Magyars or by 
Pechenegs, and the inscription may have celebrated a victory that Demetrius, 
the commander of a military district on the frontier, won against the invaders  
(Fig. 12.3).90 Some forts also produced evidence of buildings and rooms, others 
were associated with clusters of extramural houses built in stone.

88   Ziemann, “Der schwächelnde Nachbar,” pp. 374–76.
89   Fiedler, “Zur Datierung,” p. 461; Curta, “The cave and the dyke,” p. 146. While Romanian 

archaeologists insist on dating all three dikes in Dobrudja to the Roman age (see, more re-
cently, Bogdan-Cătăniciu, “I valli di Traiano”), Bulgarian archaeologists typically date the 
Stone Dike to the reign of Symeon, without any evidence whatsoever (see, more recently, 
Rabovianov, “Kamenniiat val”).

90   Bogdan, “Dobrudzhanskaia nadpis’”; Bozhilov, “L’inscription”; Dimitrov, “Săbitiiata”; 
Mikhailov, “Ũber die Dobrudža-Inschrift.”
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The most impressive discovery associated with the Stone Dike is a monastic 
site consisting of several churches, galleries, and cells, all cut into the northern 
slope of a solitary crag near Murfatlar. The archaeological evidence suggests 
that occupation of the site began only after work had ceased in the limestone 
quarry. The best-preserved church is a single-naved, well-cut construction with 
a longitudinally barrel-vaulted narthex and a small nave. There are runic and 
Cyrillic inscriptions, as well as graffiti on all walls. A second, partially destroyed 
church was found about 6 feet beneath the first one. Its narthex was separated 
from the nave by three arcades with rock-cut pillars covered with Cyrillic in-
scriptions and graffiti, especially images of elongated horses, horsemen and 
crosses. A rock-cut gallery connected this church with another one under-
neath. The gallery produced grave pits carved into the rock with few skeletal 
remains. The walls of the gallery were also covered with graffiti, mostly images 
of ships. A few fragments of limestone rock bearing traces of red paint suggest 
that the third church had a different kind of decoration. The most spectacular 

figure 12.3  The Cyrillic inscription found in 1950 at Mircea Vodă. The text reads: “[against] 
the Greeks in the year 6451 [AD 943] by Demetrius … zhupan.”
After no author, “Inscripţie,” p. 129
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church of all, however, was that cut on the lowest level of the monastic com-
plex. Unlike the other three, this is a large, three-aisled construction, with the 
narthex separated from the nave by three arcades with rock-cut pillars cov-
ered with inscriptions and graffiti. A crypt with skeletal remains was found 
on the western side of the nave. Above the entrance into the crypt was a large,  
labyrinth-like graffito, and the image of a saint identified as St. John the Baptist 
on the basis of the accompanying runic inscription. Another saint, identified 
as St. Theodore (either Stratelates or Tyron) by the accompanying Greek in-
scription, is depicted with the lance in his hand on the eastern arcade separat-
ing the apse from the nave. Outside the cave complex, archaeologists found an 
above-ground, small house very similar to those in clusters around the forts of 
the Stone Dike. No less than 20 graves have also been found in Murfatlar, two 
of which were of women.91

At least three churches must have been in use simultaneously. The graffiti are 
images with explicit Christian symbolism—church plans, saints and prophets, 
crosses, ships, ladders, trees, dragons, or plows, all known from other graffiti on 
the blocks of city walls, churches, or civilian buildings in Preslav, Pliska, and 
Ravna. Murfatlar is definitely the most impressive of all archaeological monu-
ments associated with the presence of anchorites in northeastern Bulgaria, 
where the ridges and canyons resulting from the erosion of stratified limestone 
provided suitable sites for the excavations of caves.92 What makes Murfatlar 
stand out among all those sites is the fact that no large cenobitic community 
is so far known to have existed on the northeastern frontier that was similar to 
the royal monasteries in the hinterland of Preslav. In other words, the commu-
nity of anchorites at Murfatlar was isolated from the religious centers farther to 
the south, even though several other, much more modest caves of hermits have 
been recently discovered in the vicinity.93 Relying on support from the military 
district along the Stone Dike, the community of anchorites at Murfatlar may 
have well been organized as a lavra, i.e., a cluster of cells of hermits, with one 
or multiple churches between them. For reasons that remain unclear, the lavra 
attracted pilgrims. This results among other things from the frequent presence 
among graffiti of boots and other images linked to pilgrimage.94 To pilgrimage 

91   Damian et al., “Complexul rupestru.” See also Atanasov, “Influences”; Kostova, “Skalniiat 
manastir pri Basarabi”; and Agrigoroaei, “Trois techniques.”

92   Atanasov, “Les monastères rupestres” and “Koloniiata”; Iordanov, “Khristiianskite skalni 
manastiri”; Nikolov, “Skalnite manastiri”; Nekhrizov et al., “Skalen kompleks.”

93   Chiriac, “Un monument”; Chiriac and Papasima, “Un străvechi aşezământ”; Holubeanu, 
“The Byzantine monachism,” pp. 275–76.

94   Kostova, “Boot-graffiti.”
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may also be associated another feature of the Murfatlar site, namely the use of 
several languages—Greek, Old Church Slavonic and, probably, Bulgar.95

The monastic practices in Murfatlar are very different from those associ-
ated with John of Rila, the prime figure of Bulgarian monasticism in the 10th 
century. Born in 880 in a village near Sredec (Sofia), not far from the region 
later assigned to Clement of Ohrid as bishop of Dragvista, John was a shep-
herd who “owned nothing but a brother and an ox.” He felt called to remove 
himself from the village, and he initially chose a great oak “in the field called 
Murdishta.”96 His brother and the other villagers tried to convince him to re-
turn, but to no avail. At some point in time, John took the vows in a monastery 
“under the Ruen mountain in the locale called Scrino.”97 After a while, he felt 
that he was called to the ascetic life. He first went into the wilderness of the 
Rila Mountains and lived in a cave for three years and six months.98 Later he 
moved to a rock, “forty sazhens [280 feet] high and as wide as a large shield,” 
on top of which, like a true stylite, he lived for seven years and four months.99 
Looking all the time for new places of seclusion, he chose another rocky place 
near the Upper Struma, at a place called Perig, then “went to the mountain of 
Vitosha, and made a resting place there as well.”100 But he eventually returned 
to Rila, where he began preparing “with his holy hands, his own tomb.”101 He 
died in 946 and was immediately recognized as a saint by the population in the 

95   There are three inscriptions in Greek, 20 in Old Church Slavonic written in Cyrillic, anoth-
er in the same language written in Glagolitic, and about 60 runic inscriptions. The use of 
multiple languages and scripts is also documented at Ravna (Granberg, “Literacy,” p. 16). 
The reading of the runes is based on the assumption that their language was Turkic, most 
likely the language spoken by the Bulgars. See Damian et al. “Complexul rupestru,” p. 123; 
Beshevliev, “Beobachtungen”; Tryjarski, “Alte und neue Probleme”; Popkonstantinov, “Les 
inscriptions,” pp. 141 and 143; Ivanov and Minkova, “Za cheteneto.” By contrast, Georgiev, 
“L’écriture,” believes them to be Gnostic inscriptions of Syrian-Palestinian origin.

96   Ivanov, “Zhitia,” p. 30; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 164.
97   Ivanov, “Zhitia,” p. 33; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 168. Ruen is the 

highest peak (2,251 m) in the Osogovo range located on the present-day border between 
Macedonia and Bulgaria, to the west from Kiustendil. John of Rila’s village (and birth 
place) may have well been in that region.

98   Ivanov, “Zhitia,” pp. 31–32; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, pp. 165 and 167. The 
cave is described as having “no sunshine in it, nor did the wind enter it.” John fed on the 
manna brought to him by an angel. The Rila range is located to the east from Kiustendil 
and the Upper Struma River, between the sources of the Iskăr and Mesta rivers, south of 
Sofia.

99   Ivanov, “Zhitia,” p. 32; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 167.
100   Ivanov, “Zhitia,” p. 33; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 168. Vitosha is a volca-

nic mountain massif on the southern outskirts of Sofia.
101   Ivanov, “Zhitia,” p. 33; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 168.
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region of the Upper Struma.102 His life and activities are known from 9 differ-
ent biographies—seven in Old Church Slavonic and two in Greek—in itself an 
indication of the popularity that his cult enjoyed in later centuries. The earliest 
vita, commonly known as Popular (or Folk) Life, was written by an unknown 
author in the late 11th or during the 12th century (before 1185).103 Scholars have 
traditionally placed much emphasis on John’s Testament, but that document is 
most likely a late 19th-century forgery.104 Although the figure of St. John came 
to be associated with the Rila monastery, one of the most important in medi-
eval Bulgaria, there is no indication either that any monastery came into being 
on that site during John’s lifetime, or that he was in any way involved in the 
creation of a cenobitic community, be that a true monastery or a lavra. The 
Popular Life insists upon his total commitment to an extreme form ascetic life. 
The symbol of that commitment—the cave or the pillar-like rock—is a central 
theme in the Popular Life. Another 10th-century Bulgarian ascetic, St. Prohor 
of Pčinja, followed in his spiritual father’s footsteps, and lived in a cave, “as if 
in a tsar’s palace.”105

But not everybody at that time agreed with the form of ascetism champi-
oned by John of Rila and Prohor of Pčinja. In a treatise against the Bogomils 
(see chapter 25), a priest named Cosmas railed against hermits who, followed 
by their disciples, lived in small communities in which the only rule was the 
example given by the elder, his behavior and habits.106 He disliked those who 
left their families to join monasteries and strongly believed that going into the 
wilderness without struggling against one’s passions was of no use. What upset 
Cosmas was especially the wealth and influence that hermits wielded, which 
in his eyes was against the ideals of prayer and ascetism. To him, the “excel-
lent monks” are those who “enter the monastery and for Christ’s sake sub-
mit” themselves to the abbot and the discipline of cenobitic rule.107 Cosmas  

102   Stepanov, “Planina”; Bakalov, “Sv. Ioan Rilski”; Podskalsky, “Der herausragende Gründer”; 
Dobrev, Sveti Ioan Rilski; Kanev, “Nasochenostta.”

103   Ivanov, “Zhitia”; English translation in Petkov, The Voices, pp. 163–71. For the date of its 
composition, see Nikolova, “The Testament,” p. 10. The occasion may well have been the 
translation of the saint’s relics to Sredec, an event that took place at the time when gover-
nor of the region was the future emperor Romanus IV Diogenes (1068–1071).

104   Nikolova, “The Testament,” pp. 25–41; Nikolova, “Zavetăt.” An English translation of the 
Testament is available in Thomas and Hero, Byzantine Monastic Foundation Documents, 
pp. 129–34.

105   Ivanov, Bălgarski starini, p. 401; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 178.
106   Cosmas, Sermon Against the Bogomils, pp. 364–65. Cosmas was outraged that some of 

those elders even attracted female disciples.
107   Cosmas, Sermon Against the Bogomils, pp. 354, 359, and 361; English translation from 

Petkov, The Voices, p. 79. Cosmas also praised those of whom the world was not worthy 
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condemned the involvement of monks in worldly affairs, buying and selling 
land, exchanging letters with powerful patrons, some even from foreign coun-
tries, perhaps a hint at Byzantium.

3 The Byzantine-Rus’ War for Bulgaria

The hostility to things Byzantine suggests that Cosmas wrote at some point 
after the death of Emperor Peter. Three years before that, his envoys had shown 
up in Constantinople, as usually, to collect the annual tribute established by 
the peace of 927. However, in 966 they were met with an angry rejection from 
Emperor Nicephorus II Phokas, who had just returned from a victorious cam-
paign against the Arabs. He had only contempt for Peter, who, in the words 
attributed to him by Leo the Deacon, was a “leather-gnawing ruler […] clad 
in a leather jerkin,” who ruled over a “particularly wretched and abominable 
Scythian people.”108 According to Leo the Deacon, who employs at this point 
a Homeric citation, the emperor quickly conquered the Bulgarian fortress-
es on the border, but did not dare to advance into Bulgaria, “surrounded on 
every side by impassable mountains,” as he did not want to provide sheep “to 
be slaughtered by the Mysians.”109 It has therefore been suggested that there 
was no military action in 967, and the conquest of the Bulgarian fortresses on 
the frontier is Leo the Deacon’s invention, which never happened in reality.110 
Instead, the emperor bribed Prince Sviatoslav of Kiev (see chapter 14) to attack 
Bulgaria.111 The Rus’ arrived at the Danube in the summer of 968, crushed the 

and who “wandered in deserts and in mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth” 
(Hebrews 11:39; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 80–81).

108   Leo the Deacon, History IV 5, pp. 61–62; English translation, p. 110. The real reason for 
Nicephorus’ anger remains unknown. On the other hand, Liudprand of Cremona, The 
Embassy 45, p. 199 (English version, p. 266) knew of 500 imperial subjects being captured 
by 300 Magyars near Thessaloniki, and being driven to Hungary. The raid took place in 963 
and the Magyars may have been given free passage through Bulgaria by Peter.

109   Leo the Deacon, History IV 5, p. 62; English translation, p. 111. The Mysians have been lifted 
from the Iliad, but the reference to Romans being slaughtered by Bulgarians is a clear hint 
at historical events, namely the disaster inflicted in 811 upon Emperor Nicephorus I and 
his army. For the (Stara Planina) mountains as the conceptual frontier between Bulgaria 
and Byzantium, see Marinow, “Hémos,” p. 453, and “The Haemus,” p. 27.

110   Ivanov, “Vizantiisko-bolgarskie otnosheniia.” Even without any demonstration of force, 
Peter was ready to offer a warranty of his good intentions, when he sent his two sons, Boris 
and Romanus to Constantinople as hostages. But he also dispatched envoys to Emperor 
Otto I in Magdeburg, perhaps in an attempt to rally support against Byzantium (Kowalski, 
Relacja, pp. 148–49; Giuzelev, “Bălgarskite pratenichestva,” pp. 388–89).

111   Leo the Deacon, History IV 6, p. 65; Poppe, “Svjatoslav the glorious.”
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Bulgarian army, and blockaded the remaining troops in Dristra (now Silistra, 
northern Bulgaria). According to the Tale of Bygone Years, Sviatoslav “took up 
his residence” in Bulgaria and began ruling from “Pereiaslavec,” most likely the 
Rus’ name for Preslav.112 Peter dispatched envoys to Constantinople to ask for 
peace. Nicephorus demanded his deposition and replacement with his son 
Boris. Like his grandfather Boris, Peter retired to a monastery near Preslav, 
where he died soon after that on January 30, 969. A special service was cre-
ated for him by his fellow monks, who first used the epithet “saint” in relation 
to the former emperor. The first clear evidence for his cult appears in the 11th 
century.113

The reign of Boris II (969–971) began under good auspices, as the Rus’ with-
drew from Bulgaria upon receiving the new news of the Pecheneg assault on 
Kiev (see chapter 11). Once he defeated the Pechenegs, however, Sviatoslav re-
turned to Bulgaria, this time in the company of Pecheneg and Magyar allies. 
He put under siege “Pereiaslavec,” which had meanwhile been reoccupied by 
the Bulgarians, and after much carnage, the latter’s resistance was broken and 
the Rus’ took the city. Dristra and several other towns fell to them as well. The 
presence of the Rus’ warriors in the region has been recently associated with a 
number of archaeological finds, such as swords, chapes, battle axes, and spear 
heads.114 In Preslav, Sviatoslav left Boris in power, apparently in an attempt to 
rally Bulgarian support for his now openly anti-Byzantine presence in Bulgaria. 
Nicephorus unsuccessfully attempted to entice Boris to come over to his side 
by offering the grandsons of Constantine VII, Basil and Constantine (the future 
emperors Basil II and Constantine VIII), in marriage to two Bulgarian prin-
cesses, no doubt members of the imperial family still ruling in Preslav.115 The 
new emperor, John Tzimiskes, had a much more aggressive approach. First, he 
sent to Thrace the domestic of the East, Bardas Skleros, who obtained a major 
victory against the Rus’ near Philippopolis.116 Then, in the spring of 971, the 
emperor himself led an army of 40,000 across the Stara Planina range, while 
a Byzantine fleet of some 300 ships entered the Danube through the Delta to 

112   Russian Primary Chronicle AM 6475, p. 65; transl., p. 85. The chronicler also mentions 
the tribute Sviatoslav received from the “Greeks,” no doubt the “gifts and honors in abun-
dance,” which, according to John Skylitzes, Synopsis, transl., p. 277, Nicephorus’s em-
bassy had promised in 967. For Pereislavec as Preslav, see Madgearu, Byzantine Military 
Organization, p. 92.

113   Biliarski, “Nebesnite pokroviteli” and “St. Peter,” p. 178. For the date of canonization, see 
Biliarski and Iovcheva, “Za datata.”

114   Iotov, “Traces.” See also Raev, “The participation”; Atanasov, “O chislenosti”; and Petrukhin, 
“Rus’, Scandinavians, and the Balkans.”

115   Leo the Deacon, History V 3, p. 79.
116   Stanev, “Bitkata.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   239 3/21/2019   5:07:46 PM



240 chapter 12

attack the Rus’ from the north.117 Taking advantage of the fact that no moun-
tain pass seems to have been guarded, Emperor John quickly reached Preslav, 
where he defeated the Rus’ and surrounded the city. The Byzantine troops 
stormed the Inner Town, killing more Rus’ and capturing Boris and his family. 
Preslav was renamed Ioannopolis after the emperor, and a certain Katakalon 
was named military governor there, as attested by his seal.118

In Dristra, fearing a local uprising, Sviatoslav had ordered the execution of 
300 boilas (boyars) when the Byzantine troops appeared under the city’s strong 
walls. Emperor John put Dristra under siege for three months, before defeating 
the Rus’ in a fierce battle that forced Sviatoslav to sue for peace.119 The em-
peror agreed to let the Rus’ prince withdraw to Kiev with a supply of grain, but 
on his way back home, Sviatoslav was attacked and killed by the Pechenegs.120 
The Byzantines occupied Dristra, which they renamed Theodoropolis, after 
St. Theodore the Stratelate, who is said to have appeared in full military array 
on his white horse in the middle of the final battle with the Rus’, to help the 
Byzantines. A man named Sisinios was named katepano of Theodoropolis, 
as attested by four seals found in Preslav.121 He was soon followed by Leo 
Sarakenopoulos, the former commander of the Hikanatoi, one of the leading 
regiments of the standing army. However, much like his followers, Leo had the 
lower rank of general (strategos), not katepano of Dristra, the new name ad-
opted for the city and the theme (province) created around it.122

John Tzimiskes’ triumphal return to Constantinople was carefully staged 
to symbolize the end of Bulgaria. According to Leo the Deacon, following the 

117   Leo the Deacon, History VIII 1 and 3, pp. 129 and 132. For Leo’s account of John Tzimiskes’ 
campaign as based on a now lost source that modeled some episodes on passages in 
ancient historiography dealing with the Roman Republic, see Kaldellis, “The original 
source.”

118   Iordanov, Pechatite, pp. 134–35. For John Tzimiskes’ march to Preslav, see Maistorski, 
“Pătiiat.” For the Byzantine occupation of Preslav, see Iordanov, “Vizantiiskoto prisăstvie.”

119   Leo the Deacon, History IX 9, pp. 153–54; John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 301. See also Busetto, 
“Giovanni Tzimisce”; Tősér, “A 971. évi dorostoloni hadjárat”; Ioannidou, “Ho polemos”; 
Avar, “The Balkan campaigns.” For Leo’s account of the battle of Dristra as favoring the 
imperial propaganda, see McGrath, “The battles of Dorostolon” and Kozlov, “Rasskazy.”

120   Leo the Deacon, History IX 12, p. 157. For the location of the Pecheneg attack on Sviatoslav 
and his men, see Komar, “Mesto gibeli.”

121   Iordanov, Corpus, p. 426. For the katepano of Theodoropolis, see also Krsmanović, The 
Byzantine Province, p. 139. A katepano was a senior officer in the Byzantine army, a rank 
superior to that of strategos (general).

122   Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, pp. 59–60. No less than 18 seals of Leo 
Sarakenopoulos as military governor of both Dristra and Ioannopolis have been found in 
Preslav (Iordanov, Pechatite, pp. 136–37). For his followers, see Iordanov, Corpus, p. 415 and 
Iordanov, “Srednovekovniiat Drăstăr,” p. 81.
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emperor on a white horse was a wagon with an icon of the Holy Virgin and the 
Bulgarian imperial regalia captured in Preslav. Boris followed Emperor John on 
his own horse. In the Forum of Constantine, he was stripped of the symbols of 
imperial authority. Emperor John dedicated Boris’s crown to God in the Hagia 
Sophia church, and Boris, now a simple aristocrat of Bulgarian origin, received 
in exchange the dignity of magistros.123 As part of the restoration of Byzantine 
rule over the territories to which Leo the Deacon refers as “Mysia” as a reminis-
cence of the old Roman province of Moesia inferior, the patriarch of Bulgaria 
(who probably had until then resided in Dristra) was replaced with a metro-
politan of Ioannopolis subject to the patriarch of Constantinople.124 Another 
bishop was established in Dristra, where the cathedral was restored ca. 1000.125

4 Emperor Samuel

For the first time since the 7th century, the northern frontier of the Byzantine 
Empire was established on the Danube River. Fearing the return of the Rus’ 
warriors, the Byzantines restored and augmented all fortresses in northern 
Bulgaria, and added harbor installations to the powerful fortress previously 
erected on an island in the Danube not far from Dristra, called Păcuiul lui 
Soare.126 The annexed territory was divided into military provinces. A katep-
anate called “Mesopotamia of the West” was created in northern Dobrudja.127 
Not long after 971, two other provinces (themes) were created in the northern 
Balkans—Dorostolon/ Dristra and Ioannopolis/ Preslav. Leo Sarakenopoulos 
was the first general (strategos) of the latter theme, but he was at the same 
time the military governor of the theme of Thrace. Two other generals of both 
themes are known aft er him.128 The combination of offices may have been 
a response to the raids from western Bulgaria, where Byzantine control was 
lost to local rebels shortly after John Tzimiskes’ death in 976. The leaders of 
the rebellion were the four sons of a Bulgarian commander known as Count 

123   Leo the Deacon, History IX 12, p. 158; John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 310.
124   For the Byzantine notion of recuperating the territories long lost to the Bulgars, see 

Gjalevski, “Byzantine ‘just’ war.”
125   Madgearu, “The church organization.” For the restoration of the cathedral in Dristra, 

which is mentioned in a Greek inscription with the names of the Byzantine emperors 
Basil II and Constantine viii, see Angelova, “Die Ausgrabungen” and “Durostorum-
Dorostol(os)-Drastar/Dristra-Silistra,” p. 564.

126   Damian, “Repere,” pp. 150–53; Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, p. 110.
127   Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, pp. 39–43.
128   Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, pp. 59 and 86.
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Nicholas, who may have been of Armenian origin.129 Because of their father’s 
rank, the sons came to be known as Comitopuls (“the sons of the count”).130 By 
973, they had already established contact with the Emperor Otto I to build an 
anti-Byzantine alliance.131 Two of the four brothers died before 976; the other 
two defeated a Byzantine army near Triadica (Sofia), and then took Preslav 
from the Byzantines in 986, before one of them died in 987 or 988.132 By that 
time, the rebellion had already expanded into central Bulgaria and eastern 
Thrace, and the only surviving son, Samuel, had become its uncontested lead-
er. In the words of John Geometres, who wrote a poem on the occasion of the 
disaster near Triadica, “the Ister has taken the crown of Rome,” for “the bows of 
the Moesians are stronger than the lances of the Ausonians.”133 Boris and his 
brother Romanus, the sons of the late emperor Peter, managed to escape from 
Constantinople to join the rebels. A Bulgarian sentry, however, accidentally 
killed Boris, while Romanus eventually reached Macedonia.134 By 980, there 
was apparently a new Bulgarian patriarch whose see was initially in Triadica 
(Sofia) before moving to Ohrid in ca. 990.135

129   Seibt, “Untersuchungen” and Pavlov, Vekăt, p. 75. The only source that explicitly as-
cribes an Armenian origin to Samuel (without mentioning his father, Count Nicholas) 
is Stepanos of Taron, who wrote his World History in the second half of the 10th or in the 
early 11th century (Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bulgarians by Birth, p. 165).

130   Atanasovski and Sarakinski, “Koi bile komitopulite.” All sources regarding the Comitopuls 
have been gathered and commented upon in Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bulgarians by Birth. For 
the beginnings of the Comitopuls, see also Moutsopoulos, “Gegonota.”

131   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle II 31, p. 76. See Giuzelev, “Bălgarskite pratenichestva,” 
pp. 391–92.

132   Leo the Deacon, History X 8, pp. 171–73; transl., pp. 213–15, The battle may have taken 
place in the Gate of Trajan pass near Ihtiman (western Bulgaria). See also Stephenson, 
Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier, p. 59; Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, pp. 46–47; 
Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, p. 36; Petrov, Samuil, pp. 61. The second brother who died in 987 
or 988 was Aaron, who, according to John Skylitzes, Synopsis, transl., p. 313, was killed by 
Samuel, together with his family, “because he was said to be pro-Roman.”

133   John Geometres, Poems 91 p. 312. For Geometres’ views of Samuel’s Bulgarians, see Panov, 
“Samuilovata drzhava” and Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, p. 37.

134   Skylitzes Continuatus (Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bulgarians by Birth, p. 108) makes Romanus 
a participant in the Bulgarian victory near Triadica (Sofia), but mentions that he had 
entered the territory controlled by the rebels through Vidin (Pavlov, Vekăt, pp. 103–104). 
According to John Skylitzes, Synopsis, transl., p. 313, Romanus had been “deprived of his 
genitals by Joseph [Bringas], the former parakoimomenos.” He was therefore not eligible 
to be proclaimed emperor. Nonetheless, as Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, p. 32 points out, in 
the later Middle Ages, Romanus was remembered as emperor ruling before Samuel in the 
memorial books of the Boyana Church (near Sofia, Bulgaria) and the Zograf Monastery at 
Mount Athos.

135   Zajkovski, “Okhridskata patarishija.”
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The Byzantine expedition led by the young emperor Basil II, which has 
ended in the disaster at Triadica in 986, seems to have been organized as retali-
ation for the Bulgarian attack on Thessaly. The attack took place in 985, and 
Samuel conquered Larisa, after a long siege that drove the population of the 
city to starvation.136 Samuel transferred the relics of the local saint, Achilleus, 
to Prespa, where he had meanwhile moved his headquarters.137 Another 
Byzantine raid into Macedonia took place in 991, but nothing is known about 
its outcome. The raid signals the transfer of the center of power from Triadica 
to Prespa, closer to the Byzantine regions that Samuel’s troops would raid al-
most every year during the subsequent decade. In 996, the emperor moved 
together with some of his troops to the eastern front, leaving behind Gregory 
of Taron, the duke of Thessaloniki, as commander of the Balkan armies. 
Gregory’s son was captured by Samuel a year later in a raid into the region of 
Thessaloniki, and Gregory himself was ambushed, and “fell fighting nobly and 
heroically.”138 As a consequence of Samuel’s extraordinary military success, a 
number of important political figures appear to have defected to his side. First 
among them was a leading man of Thessaloniki, the magistros Paul Bobos, who 
may well have been the man mentioned in a judicial judgment of November 
996 as having his property seized by the imperial fisc.139 Another defector was 
John Malakenos, the strategos of Hellas, a man “in the first rank not only” in 
Sparta, “but in all Hellas and the land of Pelops.”140 The strategos and judge of 
the theme of Peloponnesos, Basil Apokaukos, who “was guarding the Isthmus 
there against the Bulgarian attack,” feared the worst, but was eventually reas-
sured by St. Nikon the Metanoiete that the destruction of the Bulgarians was 
imminent.141 Most historians believe that the prophecy refers to the victory 
that the Byzantine forces reorganized by Nicephorus Ouranos, the new domes-
tic of the West, obtained in 997 against Samuel in the valley of the Spercheios 
River in Thessaly. Samuel and his son, Gabriel Radomir, escaped alive only 

136   Philippou, “To A’ boulgariko kratos.”
137   Kekaumenos, Strategikon, pp. 169–70; Loparev, “Opisanie,” p. 364. For the date of the 

attack, see Holmes, Basil II, p. 402; Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, p. 33. Samuel built a new 
church in Prespa for the relics of St. Achilleus (Moutsopoulos, He basilike).

138   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, transl., p. 321.
139   Holmes, Basil II, p. 108.
140   Life of St. Nikon 43, p. 148. Going over to Samuel’s side seems to have been on the minds 

of a sufficiently large number of people for Kekaumenos’ paternal grandfather, who was 
also strategos of Hellas, to simulate a defection in order to allow the inhabitants of Larisa 
to harvest. Kekaumenos’ maternal grandfather, Demetrios Polemarchios, actually fought 
with Samuel against Basil II (Kekaumenos, Strategikon, pp. 76 and 169).

141   Life of St. Nikon 43, p. 142. For Basil Apokaukos’ seal as general and judge, see Davidson, 
The Minor Objects, no. 2764.
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after hiding among the corpses of the slain, and managed to return to Prespa 
with few survivors.142

But the defeat on the Spercheios River did not diminish Samuel’s de-
termination. By 997, Romanus, who had meanwhile been captured by the 
Byzantines, died in captivity in Constantinople, and Samuel proclaimed him-
self emperor of the Bulgarians. Judging from the little evidence there is on the 
organization of his empire, Samuel’s power was based on a network of large 
forts operating as central places for the surrounding regions, each under the 
rule of a fort governor who often had as subordinates commanders of smaller 
forts.143 Many of the ranks and titles in existence under Symeon and Peter re-
mained in use during Samuel’s reign, and like the Bulgarian court aristocrats 
who owned “manors” in the Outer Town of Preslav, some fort governors owned 
estates in the surrounding districts. The two most important towns in Samuel’s 
Bulgaria—Ohrid and the settlement on the St. Achilleus Island in the middle 
of Lake Prespa—functioned as nodal points within the network of bishoprics, 
especially after the patriarch moved to Ohrid in about 990.144

Samuel’s power extended over a large portion of Dalmatia after his 997 cam-
paign against the Byzantine clients on the Adriatic coast, between Dyrrachion 
and Zadar.145 According to the Chronicle of the Priest of Duklja, a much later 
source, Samuel captured the prince of Duklja, John Vladimir, who was brought 
to Macedonia, married to Samuel’s daughter, Kossara (Theodora), and later ap-
pointed Bulgarian governor of Dyrrachion.146 Just as in the case of his other 

142   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, pp. 340–42; Krsmanović, The Byzantine Province, p. 53; Pirivatrić, 
Samuilova drzhava, pp. 103–04; Holmes, Basil II, p. 409; Petrov, Samuil, pp. 74–76.

143   Mitrev, “Samuilovata krepost-dema” and Rujak, “Sistemot.” This is true even for the region 
of northern Greece, in which Samuel may have been responsible for the building of the 
forts at Longas, Setina, and Moglena (Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 175).

144   For Ohrid, see Mitreski, “Okhrid.” For the network of bishoprics, see Zajkovski, 
“Okhridskata patriarshija” and Angelichin-Zhura, “Samuilovata Okhridska patrijarshija.”

145   Živković, “Pohod.” According to Shepard, “Communications,” one of the main reasons for 
Samuel’s expansion to the west was the desire to get under his control the westernmost 
segment of the old Via Egnatia and to establish contact with Venetian and Amalfitan mer-
chants on the Adriatic coast.

146   Gesta Regum Sclavorum 36, 124–30; Pirivatrić, “Duklja”; Giakoumis, “Contesting the sa-
cred in space.” Theodora was Samuel’s daughter by Agatha, whose father, John Chryselios 
was the proteuon (magistrate) of Dyrrachion (Gjalevski, “Za brakot”). According to John 
Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 342, the one sent to Dyrrachion to be Samuel’s governor was Asotios 
(Ašot), the son of Gregory of Taron, with whom Samuel’s other daughter by Agatha, 
Miroslava, had fallen in love. At about the same time, Samuel arranged the marriage of 
his son Gabriel Radomir to the daughter of the Hungarian duke Géza (John Skylitzes, 
Synopsis, p. 350; Révész, “Die Ehe,” pp. 52–53; Mladjov, “Bulgarians and Magyars,” p. 74). 
Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, p. 54 even believes that Gabriel Radomir’s 
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245The Long 10th Century of Bulgaria

campaign into Thessaly, Samuel transferred the relics of St. Tryphon from 
Kotor to Ohrid in an attempt to turn the two centers of his empire into the 
religious capitals of the central region of the Balkans.147 Besides the Church 
of St. Achilleus in Prespa, several other churches are known in Ohrid (St. 
Sophia) and Strumica (the Church of the Fifteen Martyrs of Tiberiopolis), the 
plans of which follow the models that inspired the 10th-century architecture 
of Bulgaria before its conquest by the Byzantines.148 The strong influence of 
the fashions of mid-10th-century Bulgaria is also visible in the large number 
of dress accessories, especially bronze earrings and glass bracelets, associated 
with female burials, such as those that have been found in Zadna Reka and 
Mariovo, near Prilep (Macedonia).149 Cave monasticism and the graffiti phe-
nomenon so strongly associated with 10th-century Bulgaria are both attested 
in Macedonia and western Bulgaria.150

The main source for the Balkan war between Basil and Samuel is John 
Skylitzes’ Synopsis of Byzantine history, which was written between 1079 and 
1096, almost a century after the events narrated. Skylitzes’ account is sometimes 
confused, with considerable gaps in the narrative, but it is still clear that the 
conflict cannot be described either as Basil’s methodical conquest of Bulgaria, 
or as a series of razzias without any overall strategy. Judging by the order of 
events in Skylitzes’ narrative, Basil’s tactics changed, and became very flexible, 
always ready for last-minute alterations of plans and for shifts in operations 
from central or northeastern Bulgaria to the southern front in Thessaly.151 The 
emperor’s return to the Balkans from the eastern front, in 1001, resulted in the 
conquest of Triadica and some of the neighboring forts. Byzantine troops also 
reoccupied Preslav, Pliska, and Dristra in northeastern Bulgaria, as indicated 

later repudiation of his pregnant, Hungarian wife was the casus belli that brought Samuel 
in conflict with King Stephen I of Hungary. For the Bulgarian-Hungarian relations, see, 
however, Stojkovski, “Samuilovo carstvo.”

147   Gelsich, Storia documentata, pp. 84–85; Pirivatrić, Samuilova drzhava, p. 107; Nikolov, 
“Bălgarskiiat car Samuil i negovoto vreme,” p. 15.

148   Koco, “Crkvata”; Koco and Miljković-Pepek, “Rezultatite”; Stričević, “La rénovation”; 
Nikoloska, “Poteklo,” pp. 275–82. While the church cathedral in Ohrid is a domed basilica, 
the church of the Fifteen Martyrs of Tiberiopolis is a cross-in-square building (Čurčić, 
Architecture, pp. 398–399 and 412; see also pp. 285–292 for corresponding examples from 
10th-century Preslav).

149   Kepeska and Kepeski, “Srednovekovna nekropola”; Kepeska, “Slovenska nekropola”; 
Kepeska, “Naodi.”

150   Georgievski, “Rannovizantiiski skalni obiekti”; Ilievski, “Grafitite.”
151   Ivanov, “Tsar Samuel”; Gjalevski, “Vizantiskata voena strategija”; Stoichev, “Voenata 

strategija.”
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246 chapter 12

by the seals of new military governors found in Preslav.152 A brief campaign 
into northern Greece led to the capture of several other fortresses, includ-
ing Servia and Vodena (now Edessa), both of which fell after the surrender of 
their respective governors, duly rewarded with high-ranking dignities for their 
prompt submission. In 1002, the target area of the Byzantine attack shifted to 
northern Bulgaria, as Basil took Vidin after a prolonged siege. The land troops 
were greatly assisted by the intervention of the Byzantine fleet moving swiftly 
up the Danube River and by its expert use of the “Greek fire,” even though 
the besieged were able to extinguish it.153 Elsewhere, Basil was not so success-
ful. Krakras, the Bulgarian governor of Pernik (near Sofia), stubbornly refused 
any offers from Basil, when the emperor brought the troops under the walls of 
that fortress, and successfully defended its strong ramparts against Byzantine 
attacks.154

Samuel’s strategy was not much different from that of Emperor Basil, for his 
response to the Byzantine operations in northwestern Bulgaria was a surprise 
attack on Adrianople in the summer of 1002.155 However, the raid had little ef-
fect on the movements of the Byzantine armies in the northern Balkans. As in 
northeastern Bulgaria, garrisons were stationed at such key points as Sirmium 
(Sremska Mitrovica) or Braničevo. The empire was now a neighbor of Hungary. 
In 1003, emperor Basil moved the theater of operations to Macedonia. Samuel 
was defeated near Skopje, and the fortified town was sacked by the Byzantine 
troops.156 Other forts fell without much fighting, as in the case of Veroia (south 
of Edessa, in northern Greece). Dobromir, the governor of that fort, was re-
lated by marriage to Samuel, but decided to turn the fort over to Basil II, in 
exchange for a military command over Byzantine troops stationed in Thrace 
and the Mesopotamia of the West.157 But besides attacking key points around 
the heartland of Samuel’s empire, Basil was not interested in conquering any 
large tracts of land. Moreover, no further campaigns were organized during 
the subsequent decades and both sides seem to have accepted the status quo. 

152   Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, p. 51.
153   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 346; Holmes, Basil II, p. 496; Strässle, Krieg, pp. 168 and 275; 

Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, pp. 49–50.
154   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 347. For Krakras, see Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, pp. 86–87.
155   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 346. The idea of Karagiannopoulos, “L’attaque,” according 

to which Samuel attacked Drynopolis (near present-day Gjirokastër, in Albania), not 
Adrianopole (present-day Edirne, in Turkey) is not convincing.

156   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, pp. 346–47.
157   Dobromir appears on seals found in Preslav as duke of Thrace and Mesopotamia 

(Madgearu, Byzantine Military Organization, pp. 40–42).
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Skylitzes has nothing to report about further developments in the Balkans 
until 1014.

In that year, Samuel barricaded the Kleidion pass across the Belasica range 
of mountains between the Struma and the Vardar rivers (along the present-
day border between Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Greece), and sent troops against 
Thessaloniki under the command of a general named David Nestorica.158 
The Bulgarians, however, were defeated by the local duke, Theophylact  
Botaneiates.159 To break through the fortified pass, Emperor Basil had to rely on 
troops under the command of the duke of Philippopolis, Nicephorus Xiphias, 
who crossed the mountains through difficult terrain and fell on the Bulgarian 
rear-guard causing panic and terror. On July 29, 1014, Basil obtained a major 
victory against the Bulgarians, but did not follow up with new conquests.160 
When Theophylact Botaneiates attempted to secure the road between western 
Macedonia and Thessaloniki, in order for the field army to return safely for the 
winter, he was ambushed and killed together with most of his troops. Basil de-
cided to return to Thessaloniki, “destroying nothing on the way, except that he 
burnt the palace of Gabriel at Voutele” (Bitolj, in southern Macedonia).161

Samuel died in October 1014, allegedly after an apoplectic attack caused 
by the news of Basil’s victory at Kleidion. He was buried in the Church of St. 
Achilleus in Prespa and his may be one of the four graves excavated inside 
the basilica and associated with a gilded bronze-chain mail and a vestment 
of silk woven with gold thread.162 His son proclaimed himself emperor under 
the name of Romanus Symeon, a coronation apparently opposed by his cousin 
John Vladislav.163 The process of disintegration of the Bulgarian Empire, which 
had already begun under Samuel, continued during Romanus Symeon’s brief 
reign (1015–1016). In 1016, sapping operations under the walls of Moglena (near 
Edessa) led to the surrender of the fort by its Bulgarian governor, Ilica, and 
kavkhan Dometian, one of Romanus Symeon’s high-ranking dignitaries who 
resided there. The fort was demolished and a Byzantine garrison stationed 

158   Cvetanov, “Voeno-strategichesko znachanje”; Nesheva, “Voennooporni punktove”; Rujak, 
“Sistemot.” The fortifications seem to have extended to the north of the Belasica range, 
and across the Strumešnica River, reaching the southern slopes of the Ogražden range of 
mountains, between the modern villages of Kliuch and Borovichene (Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat 
car, p. 53). For David Nestorica, see Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, pp. 87–88.

159   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 351; Holmes, Basil II, pp. 412–13.
160   For the battle in the Kleidion pass, see Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car, pp. 52–56; Petrov, Samuil, 

pp. 95–104; Strässle, “Kriegführung”; Tomov, “Bitkata.”
161   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, pp. 348–49; transl., pp. 330–31.
162   Moutsopoulos, “Le tombeau.”
163   Ilinikina, “Nov izvor.” For Gabriel Radomir’s short reign, see Nikolov, Bălgarskiiat car,  

pp. 63–66; Petrov, Samuil, pp. 106–11; Pavlov, Vekăt, pp. 176–84.
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nearby at Enotia.164 The Bulgarian emperor was assassinated in that same year 
by John Vladislav, the son of Samuel’s brother Aaron, who seem to have been 
initially inclined to cooperate with Basil.165 Disgruntled, perhaps, at the lack of 
imperial generosity towards him, John Vladislav later turned against Basil, who 
raided the lands around Lake Ostrovo (now Vergoritida, in northern Greece) 
and took Ohrid, where he sacked the imperial palace. Barricaded in Bitola 
(Bitolj), John Vladislav proclaimed himself Emperor of the Bulgarians, a title 
mentioned in an inscription dated to 6522 (AD 1014/5), which commemorates 
the construction of the fortress “to provide refuge and save Bulgarian lives.”166 
He gathered some support from powerful magnates, such as Krakras, the lord 
of Pernik, who was again besieged unsuccessfully by Basil in 1015. Krakras 
may have rallied the Pechenegs on the side of John Vladislav in 1017, but the 
Byzantines managed to bribe them into deserting the Bulgarians.167 Moreover, 
John Vladislav died during an attack on Dyrrachion in February 1018, and many 
Bulgarian magnates who resented his assassination of Gabriel Radomir quick-
ly surrendered to Emperor Basil, in exchange for Byzantine titles.168 Among 
the first was John Vladislav’s ichirgu boilas named Bogdan, who surrendered 
near Serrai (Strumica, in Macedonia).169 He was followed by the governor of 
that fort, Dragomăzh, as well as other fort commanders, such as Nikolica, the 
governor of Skopje; Krakras, the lord of Pernik, together with the commanders 
of 35 other forts; and Elemag, the governor of Belgrade (now Berat, in Albania), 
together with his “co-governors.”170 However, none of these men was allowed 
to remain in the lands that they owned in the Balkans, and several were 
moved either to Constantinople or to the Byzantine provinces in Anatolia. 
Some were later involved in acts of rebellion against the Byzantine emperor.171 
Others were capable of blending in and were successfully assimilated into the 
Byzantine aristocracy. Elemag (also known as Elinag Frantzes), for example, 
was sent to Thessaloniki after being granted the title of patrikios. He may well 
be the same as a certain (S)frantzes, who was a donor of the Monastery of St. 

164   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 352.
165   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 357; Lupus Protospatharius, Annals, p. 57.
166   Zaimov and Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bitolski nadpis, pp. 33–34; English translation from Petkov, 

Voices, p. 39. The authenticity of the inscription has been disputed, but with no solid argu-
ments. See Stojkov, “Bitolskata plocha.”

167   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 356.
168   For John Vladislav’s death see Nikolov, “Gibelta.”
169   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 357, transl. p. 338 calls Bogdan “the governor of the interior 

fortresses.”
170   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, pp. 357–58 and 364.
171   For example, Elemag who organized a conspiracy in Thessaloniki in 1019 (John Skylitzes, 

Synopsis, p. 364).
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Panteleimon on Mount Athos.172 One of the daughters of Samuel’s old general 
Demetrius Polemarchos, who surrendered to Basil in 1018, is the mother of the 
Byzantine writer Kekaumenos.173 Christopher, who was probably the son of 
Boris II, served in the Byzantine army in Italy between 1028 and 1029.174 In 
Ohrid, Basil also received the wives and children of Samuel, Gabriel Radomir, 
and John Vladislav. The latter’s surviving sons, Presian, Alusian, and Aaron, 
submitted to Basil in Prespa.175 The Bulgarian Empire had ceased to exist. In 
the words of Yahya of Antioch, the emperor “made the sons of the Romans 
marry the daughters of the Bulgarians and the sons of the Bulgarians to marry 
the daughters of the Romans. By bringing them into union, he thus put an end 
to the ancient hatred.”176

172   Nikolov, “The Bulgarian aristocracy,” p. 150.
173   Nikolov, “The Bulgarian aristocracy,” p. 145.
174   Bozhilov, Bălgarite, pp. 273–75.
175   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, pp. 360–63. Ekaterina, the daughter of John Vladislav, married 

the future emperor Isaac I Comnenus (Angelov, “The Bulgarians,” p. 21).
176   Yahya of Antioch, History, p. 407; English translation from Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bulgarians 

by Birth, p. 171.
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chapter 13

New Migrations: Magyars and Vikings

A few decades before 900, a new group from the East European steppe lands 
made its appearance on the eastern frontier of the East Frankish Kingdom. In 
Byzantine sources, its members are called Turks, and their land Turkia. Expelled 
by the Pechenegs, according to Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus, the 
Turks

came and settled in the land which they now dwell in. In this place are var-
ious landmarks of the olden days: first, there is the bridge of the emperor 
Trajan, where Turkey begins; then … is the renowned Sirmium by name, 
a journey of two days from Belgrade; and beyond lies great Moravia, the 
unbaptized, which the Turks have blotted out, but over which in former 
days Sphendoplokos used to rule.1

The crown that Emperor Michael VII Dukas sent in 1074 to the new Hungarian 
king, Géza I (now incorporated into the Holy Crown, the royal crown used for 
the coronation of the Hungarian kings) includes a portrait of the king, com-
plete with an inscription, the translation of which reads “Jeuvitsa, the faith-
ful king of the Turks.”2 Ibn Hayyan, who wrote about the Magyar raid into  
al-Andalus in 942 also employed the term “Turks” and so did the Andalusi 
historian al-Bakri, who, writing shortly before King Géza received his crown 
from Emperor Michael VII, referred to Hungary as the land of the Turks.3 The 
same is true for Ibrahim ibn Yaqub, the Jewish merchant or diplomat from al- 
Andalus who visited Prague, Cracow, and other cities in the 960s. All three au-
thors seem to have employed the term as used in the Caliphate of Córdoba, no 
doubt in imitation of the Byzantine usage.4 However, non-Andalusi authors 

1   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 40, p. 177. For Emperor 
Constantine’s use of the term “Turks” for the Magyars, see Zimonyi, “Constantinus 
Porphyrogenitus”; Kristó, “Konstantinos Porphyrogennetos”; Takács, “De administrando 
imperio”; Tóth, “The political organization.” For the sources of his account, see Shepard, 
“Byzantine writers,” pp. 108–15.

2   Csomor, “Die drei Herrscherdarstellungen”; Ludvig, “Untersuchungen”; Kiss, “La ‘couronne  
grecque’”; Péter, “The holy crown”; Kiss, “La Sacra Corona”; Uhrman, “Állítólagos zománcképek.”

3   Vásáry, “Hungarians and Mongols,” p. 539. For the “land of the Turks,” see also Makk, 
“L’ensemble.” For Turks in Latin sources, see Polgár, “The ethnonyms.”

4   Zimonyi, Medieval Nomads, pp. 111–17 and Muslim Sources, p. 101.
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writing in Arabic also employed the collective term “Turk” for Magyars, but 
only in reference to people living in the lands to the east from the river Volga.5 
That is also why several Muslim sources identified the Magyars in those lands 
as Bashkirs, which led some to the conclusion that the earliest Magyars lived in 
what is now Bashkortostan, the western Ural region around Ufa.6 A Dominican 
mission sent in the 1230s by the future king Béla IV is believed to have actu-
ally reached the western parts of Bashkortostan, where a friar named Julian 
is said to have met pagan Magyars, whose language he could understand.7 
However, serious doubts have recently been cast about the authenticity of 
this account.8 Earlier Latin sources, especially those of the first half of the 10th 
century, refer to Magyars as Huns or Avars. They most likely called themselves 
Magyars, a word indicating that the language they spoke was not Turkic, but 
Finno-Ugrian, related to a number of languages spoken in Western Siberia and 
the southern Ural region.9 The modern word—Hungarian—derives from the 
Slavic word for those people, U(n)gri, which is another indication of Ugric 
roots.10 This has encouraged the search for the origin of the Hungarian people 
in the lands to the east from the Ural Mountains, in western Siberia, where the 
Hungarian language is believed to have emerged between 1000 and 500 BC.11 

5    That that nomenclature has much more to do with geography, than with ethnicity re-
sults from the fact that the same authors writing in Arabic never designated the Khazars 
or the (Volga) Bulgars as Turks (Vásáry, “Hungarians and Mongols,” p. 538). For Magyars 
in Muslim sources, see also Polgár, “Kereskedelem”; Honti, “Research”; Szíj, “Research”; 
Bakró-Nagy, “Módszerek”; Honti, “Milyen lehetett anyanyelvünk.”

6    Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, pp. 80–83, who notes that Bashkirs were also the Hungarians 
in Hungary, as described by Abu Hamid al-Gharnati, who travelled to that country from 
Volga Bulgaria in the mid-12th century.

7    Dörrie, “Drei Texte,” pp. 131–62; Györffy, Julianus barát; Pylypchuk, “Bashkyrs’ko-ugors’ka”; 
Usmanov, “K problem,” p. 456.

8    Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 68–70.
9    The closest to (modern) Hungarian are Mansi and Khanty, now spoken in the Tiumen 

region and the Khanty-Mansi autonomous district of Russia (Zimonyi, Medieval Nomads, 
p. 87). For the Hungarian language and its origins, see also Loránd, “The Hungarian lan-
guage.” The idea of a Finno-Ugrian family of languages has been recently disputed by 
Marcantonio, The Uralic Language Family, who suggests instead a continuum of dialects.

10   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 103 repeat the orthodoxy (expressed, among others by 
Munkácsi, “Az ‘ugor’ népnevezet”), according to which the name “Hungarians” ultimately 
goes back to “Onogur,” but believe that the Magyars were called so by the Slavs in the 
Carpathian Basin, not in Eastern Europe. Others have rightly pointed out that Slavic-
Magyar relations pre-date the Magyar settlement in the Carpathian Basin (Zoltán, “A 
magyar-szláv nyelvi kapcsolatok”).

11   Makkay, “A magyar őstörténet” and “The secondary homeland”; Zimonyi, “Vom Ural ins 
Karpaten-Becken,” p. 262. The now exemplary work on Hungarian ethnogenesis based 
on the linguistic evidence, which led to absurd historical conclusions, is Róna-Tas, 
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252 chapter 13

There is, however, a great deal of uncertainty in the chronology advanced by 
linguists. Moreover, exactly how the speakers of Hungarian ended up in the 
lands between the Ural Mountains and the Volga is currently a matter of much 
debate, since that is the area in which the Magyars were first mentioned in the 
written sources during the 8th or 9th century.12

1 Migration

Archaeologists employ a mode of reasoning similar to that of the linguists—
the retrospective method. In looking for the Magyar primordial homeland, 
they draw comparisons with the assemblages found in Hungary that have been 
dated to the 10th century and attributed to the Magyars. Some of those com-
parisons had extraordinary results. For example, the excavation of the burial 
mound cemetery recently discovered near Lake Uelgi, in the Cheliabinsk re-
gion of Russia (Fig. 13.1), has produced rosette-shaped harness mounts and 
silver objects ornamented with palmette and floral designs arranged in reticu-
lated patterns, which are very similar to those of Hungary.13 But Uelgi is not 
dated to prehistory, and many finds from that site coincided in time with those 
found in burial assemblages in Hungary. In other words, although there can be 
no doubt about the relations between Uelgi and the sites in Hungary attributed 
to the first generations of Magyars, those relations indicate a migration directly 
from the Trans-Ural lands, and not gradually, with several other stops in the 
forest-steppe and steppe zones of Eastern Europe. In the lands west of the Ural 
Mountains, the Magyars are now associated with the Kushnarenkovo (6th to 
8th century) and Karaiakupovo (8th to 10th century) cultures, and with such 
burial sites as Sterlitamak (near Ufa, Bashkortostan) and Bol’shie Tigany (near 

Hungarians. For a survey of the abundant literature on Magyar prehistory, all based on 
linguistically driven research, see Tóth, “The past and present”; Múcska, “Migracja”; Türk, 
“A korai magyar történelem”; Rastoropov, “Voprosy.”

12   For the debate, see Zimonyi, “Vengry”; Pastushenko, “Vozmozhno govorit’”; Krylasova, 
“Ob ‘ugorskoi epokhe’”; Goldina, “Nekotorye zamechaniia”; Mazhitov, “Eshche raz”; 
Ivanov, “Finno-ugorskaia tematika”; Pylypchuk, “Predystoriia”; Zimonyi, A magyarság 
korai történetének. For an excellent survey of the literature pertaining to the Magyars in 
the lands between the Ural Mountains and the Volga River, see Ovchinnikova and Gyóni, 
Protovengry.

13   Botalov, “Problema”; Boldog et al., “From the ancient homelands,” p. 2. As Langó, “Uelgi-
Geszteréd-Bodrogszerdahely,” p. 373 notes, Uelgi is unique among all sites in Eastern 
Europe, because of the many similarities with the material related to the Magyars in 
Hungary.
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figure 13.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text
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Chistopol, Tatarstan).14 However, the same problem with chronology makes 
it difficult to draw the model of a migration from the lands along the Middle 
Volga. Many parallels for the so typically Magyar sabretache plates found in 
Hungary are from that region. They have traditionally been dated to the 9th 
century, but more recent studies point to the coincidence in time between 
specimens found in Eastern Europe and those from Hungary.15

When the Magyars entered the radar of the Byzantine sources, how-
ever, they did so in association with the Khazars. According to the Emperor 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus, “the nation of the Turks had of old their dwell-
ing next to Khazaria, in the place called Lebedia … They lived together with 
the Khazars for three years, and fought in alliance with the Khazars in all their 
wars.”16 While the exact location of Lebedia remains unknown, many linguists 
trace back to that period of Khazar-Magyar co-existence the heavy Turkic in-
fluence upon the Hungarian language.17 Archaeologists have long pointed to 
a number of remarkable parallels between the archaeological record of the 
first generations of Magyars in Hungary and materials from sites in eastern 
Ukraine attributed to the Saltovo-Mayaki culture associated with Khazaria (see 
chapter 9).18 Wherever the Magyars may have lived inside (or rather next to) 

14   Ivanov, Drevnie ugry-mad’iary; Ivanov and Ivanova, “Uralo-sibirskie istoki”; Boldog et al., 
“From the ancient homelands,” p. 3; Ivanov, “Similarities.” Ivanov, “Similarities,” p. 562 
points out that the migration out of the lands along of the Middle Volga is implied by the 
disappearance of both cultures (Kushnarenkovo and Karaiakupovo) in the mid-9th cen-
tury. For the Kushnarenkovo culture, see Kazakov, “Kushnarenkovskie pamiatniki.” For 
the Karaiakupovo culture, see Mogil’nikov, “K probleme.”

15   Türk, “Archäologische Daten,” pp. 177 and 181.
16   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 38, p. 171. The duration 

of the Khazar-Magyar co-existence has been the topic of much debate: it is not altogether 
clear when began that three-year-long co-existence, and when it ended.

17   According to Constantine Porphyrogentius, On the Administration of the Empire 39,  
p. 175, the Kabars who joined the Magyars “taught [them] also the tongue of the Chazars, 
and to this day they have this same language, but they have also the other tongue of the 
Turks.” Benkő, “La situation linguistique,” p. 126 notes that, despite Emperor Constantine’s 
testimony, there is no indication of Magyar-Turkic bilingualism, most Turkic loans in 
Hungarian showing a strong cultural influence, but not code-switching by speakers of 
Hungarian. For the Turkic lexical influence upon the Hungarian language, see also Berta 
and Róna-Tas, “Old Turkic loan words” and Agyagási, “A magyar-török nyelvi kapcsolatok.” 
For Lebedia, see Rudenko, “Velikaia Vengriia.” For Magyars and Khazars, see Róna-Tas, 
“The Khazars.”

18   Bálint, “A szaltovo-majaki kultúra”; Belik, “Poiasni nabory”; Türk, “A szaltovói kultúrkör.” 
For molecular anthropology as applied to the relations between the Magyars and the 
Saltovo-Mayaki culture, see Csősz et al., “Arkheogeneticheskie issledovaniia.” For caution-
ary tales regarding the results of such studies, see Mende, “Archeogenetika” and Bálint, 
“Some problems.”
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Khazaria, a war with the Pechenegs forced a great number of them to move 
“in the western region, in places called Atelkouzou.”19 Besides mentioning that 
Atelkouzou was where the Pechenegs were still living during his own lifetime, 
Emperor Constantine claimed that the name of those places derived from “the 
name of the river that runs through it, Etel and Kouzou.”20 Since “Etel” is be-
lieved to be the Hungarian name for Itil (Volga), while the lands called Etelköz 
(Atelkouzou) are said to be the “the western region,” they must have been lo-
cated to the west from that river.21 A number of finds in the Middle Dnieper 
region (in both Right- and Left-Bank Ukraine) have remarkable parallels in 
the archaeological record of the lands between the Ural Mountains and the 
Volga River.22 This has recently prompted the Ukrainian archaeologist Oleksyi 
Komar to locate Etelköz in the Middle Dnieper region.23 All finds in question 
are from burial assemblages, in which the skull and the legs of a horse are typi-
cally placed by the feet of the human skeleton. Named the “Subottsi group” 
after one of the most important sites, this group of finds is characterized by 
the deposition in both male and female burials of cast belt sets decorated with 
figurative ornaments inspired by the 7th- to 9th-century Soghdian metalwork.24 
Given that the Magyars are first mentioned in relation to events taking place 
in the Lower Danube area in the 830s (see chapter 6), the Magyar sojourn in 
Etelköz must have been no longer than 60 years or so—a generation.25

19   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 38, pp. 171 and 173. 
According to Emperor Constantine, another group of Magyars “went eastwards and set-
tled in the region of Persia,” which has been interpreted as pointing to a Magyar settle-
ment in Transcaucasia (Bubenok, “Savarty-asfaly” and Torgoev, “Vengry”).

20   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 40, p. 177. Most com-
mentators seem to have ignored the fact that Etel and Kouzou, according to Emperor 
Constantine, are two names for the same river.

21   Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, pp. 281–84; Makk, “Etelköz” insists that those lands must have 
been located between two rivers.

22   Prykhodniuk and Churilova, “The Korobčino find,” p. 191 mention finds of burial masks, a 
category of finds without any parallel or antecedents in the archaeological record of the 
Middle Dnieper region.

23   Komar, “Drevnie mad’ary.” The westernmost finds associated with this group may well 
be those discovered in 1994 at Slobozia, on the Middle Dniester River, in what is now the 
Republic of Moldova (Boldog et al., “From the ancient homelands,” p. 4).

24   Komar, “Poiasnye nabory.” Bollók, Ornamentika, pp. 363–77 believes that it was in the 
steppe lands north of the Black Sea that the Magyars abandoned the figurative ornaments 
inspired by the Soghdian metalwork and adopted the palmette style associated with the 
Magyars in Hungary. For the palmette style, see also Bollók, Ornamentika, pp. 243–62 and 
Mesterházy, “Die Palmette.”

25   Vavruš, “Prvá maďarská generácia,” p. 186, who nonetheless believes that no relevant ar-
chaeological finds may be associated with the Magyar presence in Etelköz.
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2 Conquest and Raids

In his attempt to fight against Frankish pressure from Louis the German, 
Rastislav of Moravia called for help from the Magyars. This was in fact their first 
involvement in political affairs in East Central Europe, which, within 40 years 
or so, led to the collapse of Great Moravia. By that time, a center of Magyar 
power was already established in the Upper Tisza valley of present-day north-
eastern Hungary.26 Power at that time was in the hands of Arpad, who, accord-
ing to Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus, was the first prince appointed 
by the qagan of Khazars to rule over the Magyars.27 Writing in the mid-10th 
century, the emperor knew that all princes of the Magyars came from Arpad’s 
family, but also that each clan had its own prince. In addition, there were two 
other “dignities”—the gyula and the harka—“who have the rank of judge.”28 
Arpad appears to have initially been one of two princes of the Magyars, the 
other being later killed by Bavarians.29 Following the battles of Bratislava in 
907, in which the Magyars crushed the Bavarians, leadership passed to Arpad, 
with his relative, Bogat becoming gyula, and Bulcsú (Emperor Constantine’s 
“Boultzous”) becoming harka.30 Historians believe that at this moment, the 
Magyar raids, which had until then concentrated on Great Moravia and the 
neighboring lands, were redirected toward southwestern Germany and Italy. 
When King Henry I (919–936) obtained a major victory against the Magyars at 
Riade in 933, the raids were redirected one more time towards France and the 

26   The migration to the (northeastern) Carpathian Basin is commonly dated to 896, but the 
many Magyar raids into East Central Europe before that date suggest that the migration 
did not happen at once, and definitely not in a single year. Moreover, the year 896 was 
decreed in 1894 to be the “official” date of the Magyar “land-taking” by the Parliament in 
Budapest (Takács, “Die ungarische Staatsgründung,” p. 169; Kristó, “A magyar honfoglalás”; 
Tóth, “A 890-es évek”). For Magyar power centers in the early 10th century, see Szegfű, 
“Néhány X–XI. századi magyar hatalmi jelvénről” and Gáll, “The question of centres of 
power.” For the history of “land-taking,” see Erdélyi, A magyar honfoglalás.

27   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 38, p. 173. For this 
account of Arpad’s rise to power as mimicking the appointment of local rulers by the 
Byzantine emperor, see Szabados, “Államszervezési modell.”

28   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 40, p. 179. See Kristó, “A 
Magyar fejedelmség”; Szabados, “Az eslö magyar nagyfejedelmről”; Szabados, “Egy steppe-
állam”; Szabados, “Magyar államszervezet.” The title of gyula is also attested in Muslim 
sources, along with that of kende (for the prince), see Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, pp. 118–20.

29   For dual kingship among the Magyars, see Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, pp. 120–25.
30   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 40, p. 179. For the sys-

tem of power of the early Magyar polity, see Tóth, “Princes and dignitaries”; Engel, The 
Realm, p. 20; Szabados, Magyar államalapítások; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 106. For 
the battles at Bratislava, see Hiestand, “Pressburg” and Marsina, “Bitka.”
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Lower Countries, reaching as far west as al-Andalus.31 But more recent studies 
have demonstrated that at least some of those raids are learned constructions 
of later authors writing to justify claims of religious houses to property or land, 
the loss or destruction of which was attributed to the Magyars, who, in the 11th 
century, had already been stereotyped as savage barbarians.32

A thoroughly critical approach to the written sources pertaining to the 
devastation brought by Magyar raids nicely dovetails with archaeological 
observations regarding the presence of the Magyar warriors in Central and 
Western Europe. With the exception of the warrior grave in Aspres-lès-Corps 
(southeastern France), all other evidence of death and destruction by Magyar 
raids is problematic.33 This applies to skeletons on cemetery sites in Austria, 
Slovenia, or the Czech Republic, which have clear signs of trauma or were ac-
companied by particular kinds of arrow heads (some of them still stuck into 
the spine) believed to be typically Magyar.34 Some have noted the small quan-
tity of silver and gold found in burial assemblages attributed to Magyars in 
Hungary, which suggests an equally small plunder resulting from the raids.35 
Others have rightly noted that church furnishings or artifacts used by eccle-
siastical and secular elites, after falling into the hands of the Magyar warriors, 
were typically hacked up and melted down in order to provide raw material 
for the Magyar goldsmiths. What survived was re-cycled and re-adapted to the 
needs of the Magyar culture.36 This is also true about fragments of silk and 
linen found in 10th-century burial assemblages in Hungary.37 A recycling of the 
West European coins that some of the Magyar warriors may have received as 
payment for their mercenary services in Italy is also evident in the use of those 

31   Tóth, “Les incursions”; Hermann, “Az Annales”; Makk, “Incursiò.” For the battle at Riade, 
see Bowlus, The Battle, pp. 66–71.

32   Haenens, “Les invasions hongroises”; Bácsatyai, “Basilea ab Hunis expugnata.” For exam-
ple, Engel, The Realm, 14, as well as Biró and Langó, “‘Deo odibilis gens Hungarorum’,”  
p. 311 mention a Magyar raid into Burgundy in 935. As Mouillebouch, “Les Hongrois,” has 
demonstrated, that raid never happened.

33   For the Aspres-lès-Corps burial, see Schulze, “Das ungarische Kriegergrab.” It remains un-
clear why was the young man buried with a saber and a quiver full of arrows in a valley of 
the western Alps.

34   Korošec, “Ungarische Elemente”; Profantová, “Problém interpretace”; Schulze-Dörrlamm, 
“Die Ungarneinfälle.”

35   Révész, Aranyszántás Balotán, p. 40.
36   Bollók, “From Carolingian Europe.”
37   Bollók et al., “Textile remnants”; Nagy et al., “Byzantine silk fragments.” With two excep-

tions (the graves discovered in Jánosszállás and Szabadkígyós), all pieces of silk were (re-)
used as small attachments to clothes.
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coins to adorn the mortuary shroud or the clothes onto which they were sewn 
after being perforated.38

An earlier generation of scholars regarded the victory that Otto I obtained 
against the Magyars on the Lechfeld in 955 as a “decisive encounter in world-
historical terms,” because it “brought a permanent halt to the incursions of 
predatory warriors from the Eurasian steppes into the Latin West” and because, 
after that, “the importance of the warrior culture on the steppes of Nyriség 
declined.”39 Other historians have pointed out that the first sign of true accep-
tance of the Magyars as trustworthy partners in the politics of Central Europe 
cannot be dated before 973, the year in which 12 Magyar notables showed up 
in Otto I’s court in Quedlinburg, along with the rulers of Bohemia and Poland.40 
However, it is equally clear that the warriors who fought on the Lechfeld did 
not come from the Eurasian steppe lands, and that the battle did not end the 
Magyar raids, since several are known to have taken place against Byzantium in 
959, 961, 967, and again in 968.41 To be sure, prior to those raids and to the bat-
tle on the Lechfeld, no less than three Magyar chieftains—Bulcsú, Termacsu, 
and Gyula—came to Constantinople, where they were baptized with Emperor 
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus as sponsor at the baptismal font. Termacsu is 
specifically mentioned as a “friend,” which implies the forging of a political alli-
ance in which the Magyar chieftain became the client of the emperor.42 Bulcsú, 
on the other hand, received the title of patrikios and a large subsidy, most likely 
paid in golden coins.43 The last visitor, Gyula, left the Byzantine capital in the 
company of a monk named Hierotheos, whom Patriarch Theophylact (933–
956) had consecrated as Bishop of Turkia.44 The largest number of Byzantine 

38   For Carolingian coins in 10th-century burial assemblages excavated in Hungary, see 
Coupland and Gianazza, “The context.” For Muslim coins, which, by contrast, are typi-
cally interpreted as an indication of trade, not raids, see Kovács, “Muslimische Münzen.”

39   Bowlus, “Der Weg”; Weitlauff, “Das Lechfeld”; Bowlus, The Battle, pp. 170 and 172. By 
Nyriség, Bowlus most likely means the Upper Tisza region in northeastern Hungary, 
where the 10th-century center of Magyar power was located.

40   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle II 31, p. 76.
41   Antonopolous, “Byzantium” and Grigoriou-Ioannidou, “Hoi Oungroi.”
42   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 40, p. 179; Révész, “Die 

ersten byzantinischen Oberpriester,” p. 55. Madgearu, “Misiunea episcopului Hierotheos 
în contextul diplomaţiei,” p. 76 has dated the first visit to 943 and the second to 948.

43   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 239. Bulcsú was killed after Lechfeld.
44   John Skylitzes, Synopsis, p. 239. Gyula may not have been the name, but the rank of 

the third chieftain. For Hierotheos, see Madgearu, “Misiunea episcopului Hierotheos. 
Contribuţii,” Révész, “A magyarok és a kereszténység,” and Révész, “Die ersten byzan-
tinischen Oberpriester.” Hierotheos is said to have successfully converted a great number 
of Magyars, but as Bollók, “Byzantine missions” has pointed out, there is no archaeologi-
cal evidence of Christianization in the second half of the 10th century.
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gold coins found in Hungary are those struck between 945 and 969, and they 
have rightly been associated with gifts or bribes for Magyar chieftains, includ-
ing, possibly, the three visitors to Constantinople.45

Ever since the discovery in 1834 of the first burial assemblage attributed 
to the “conquering Magyars”—the 10th-century grave in Benepuszta (now 
in Ladánybene, in central Hungary)—the material culture, society, and reli-
gion of the Magyars is typically discussed on the basis of finds from graves  
(Fig. 13.2).46 Some 30,000 burials have so far been found in cemeteries that 
could be dated between the 10th and the 11th centuries.47 Their locations and 
clusters have sometimes been used to delineate centers of power, but the in-
terpretation of this relatively large body of archaeological evidence is fraught 
with multiple problems.48 One of the most egregious is chronology. Unlike his-
torians, who believe that a true Magyar settlement in the Carpathian Basin 
began shortly before or shortly after the year 900, archaeologists have long 
postulated a two-wave model, with the first phase dated to ca. 870.49 However, 
there is so far no clear evidence of such an early phase, and recent attempts 
to verify the dating of burial assemblages with coins on the basis of radiocar-
bon analysis has demonstrated that the earliest assemblages cannot be dated 
before ca. 900.50 Equally problematic has been the attempt to date the sup-
posed transformation suddenly taking place in Magyar society after Lechfeld 
by means of a switch from sabers (the supposedly preferred weapons of the old 
Magyar warriors) to double-edge swords (the weapons with which the Saxon 
heavy cavalry supposedly defeated the Magyars in 955). The assumptions on 
which such a model of understanding Magyar tactics is based, as well as the 

45   Langó, “Notes,” pp. 58–59. By contrast, the bronze coins struck for emperors Leo VI, 
Constantine VII, and Romanus I between 886 and 9121 may have been brought to Hungary 
by Magyar mercenaries serving in the Byzantine army or imperial guard. Bronze coins 
dated to the last third of the 10th century, however, have been interpreted as evidence of 
trade (Prohászka, “Bemerkungen,” pp. 77 and 80).

46   Langó, “Archaeological research,” pp. 183 and 193; Langó, “The study,” p. 404; Bollók, 
“Excavating early medieval material culture,” p. 283.

47   Langó, “Archaeological research,” p. 188. For the most recently excavated cemetery attrib-
uted to the first generations of Magyars, see Špehar and Strugar Bevc, Batajnica-Velika 
khumka.

48   For cemeteries and centers of power, see Szalontai, “A Szeged-öthalmi avar- és honfo-
glalás kori lelőhelyekről.” For the interpretation of 10th-century cemeteries in Hungary, 
see Erdélyi, “Novaia koncepciia”; Révész, “Remarks”; Florek, “‘Obcy’”; Koppány, “Vopros 
etnicizma”; Oţa, The Mortuary Archaeology; Révész, “A Kárpát-medence 10–11. századi 
temetőinek.”

49   Schulze-Dörrlamm, “Untersuchungen.”
50   Révész, “Zur absoluten Datierung” (grave 52 in Karos II is so far the earliest burial coin-

dated to the first quarter of the 10th century).
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dates of the earliest swords in burial assemblages attributed to the Magyars, 
have been the object of much criticism.51 Composite bows deposited in graves 
with intentionally mutilated, ruptured, or broken tip plates are not necessarily 
an indication that the Magyar army was made of mounted archers. Instead, the 
custom seems to point to the removal of social status as part of an elaborate 
funeral.52 Most belt mounts found in 10th-century graves were cast, but the 
small size of most sets suggests that the belts onto which they were attached 

51   Biró, “Dating.” The utterly wrong idea that the Otto I’s horsemen armed with double-
edged swords won the battle on the Lechfeld against the Magyars armed with sabers is 
widespread in the literature written in English, e.g., Bowlus, The Battle, p. 164. At the same 
time, Bowlus maintains that the operational capabilities of the Magyars rested on their 
sturdy horses and on composite bows. In other words, the Magyars were first and fore-
most mounted archers (Bowlus, The Battle, pp. 20–21).

52   Biró, “Notes.” For the questionable idea that the deposition of composite bows in graves 
can explain the tactics that Magyars employed in warfare, see Mesterházy, “Taktika”; 
Költő and Hegyi, “Vörs-Majori dűlő”; Sudár, “Hogyan lettünk.” For composite bows in 10th-
century graves in Hungary, see also Biró and Bencsik, “Régészeti” and Tihanyi, “A honfo-
glalás kori íjak.”

figure 13.2  Principal sites mentioned in the text
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were narrow and thin—all for display during the funerary ceremony, and not 
“functional belts” for daily activities.53 Ribbed belt mounts, long believed to 
be characteristic for early (and typically) Magyar burial assemblages, and of 
East European origin, are now regarded as of Byzantine inspiration, since such 
mounts were found in great numbers, and were most certainly produced in 
10th-century Bulgaria.54 The Tiszabezdéd sabretache plate, which ever since its 
discovery in 1896, has become a symbol of the “early Magyar art,” possibly even 
before the late 9th-century “land-taking,” is now regarded as an example of 
late Carolingian art.55 The simplistic idea must also be rejected that the earlier 
cemeteries were the burial grounds of the aristocracy, while later, and larger, 
so-called row-grave cemeteries represented the commoners, thus supposedly 
illustrating the “democratization” of the burial customs during the late 10th 
and throughout the 11th century.56

However, the most impressive changes in the understanding of Magyar 
society are those resulting from the excavation of settlement sites. Ever since 
the unearthing, in the mid-20th century, of the open settlement in Tiszalök-
Rázom, the number of 10th- and 11th-century settlements in Hungary has in-
creased steadily to more than 100.57 It has become obvious by now that one’s 
impression of the Magyars as “Easterners” and “steppe-like” was (and still is) 
primarily based on grave finds, while the settlement material is considerably 
more aligned with what is otherwise known from other contemporary settle-
ment sites in Central and Southeastern Europe. The dominant feature on the 
10th- and 11th-century settlements in Hungary is the sunken-floored building 
of rectangular plan, with a stone oven in a corner. Similarly, the pottery result-
ing from the excavation of settlement sites is very similar to that known from 
many other such sites in Eastern Europe. Moreover, while clear changes taking 
place in burial customs between ca. 900 and ca. 1100 are visible in the archaeo-
logical record from cemeteries, there are no substantial differences between 
10th- and the 11th-century settlements in Hungary. The nature and function 

53   Bollók, “Megjegyzések,” pp. 435–39.
54   Langó and Patay-Horváth, “Hungarian belt.” For more parallels between 10th-century 

Bulgarians and Magyars, see Langó, “Bulgarian connections.” For another example of a 
creative adaptation of Byzantine ornamental motifs, see Bollók, “The birds.”

55   Bollók, Ornamentika, pp. 492–98.
56   For an excellent example of a combined high-resolution dating techniques and molecular 

archaeology to identify the cemetery of a population of married slaves, see Balogh, “Kora 
Árpád-kori szállási.”

57   For Tiszalök-Rázom, see Méri, “Beszámoló.” For the current state of research on 10th- and 
11th-century open settlements in Hungary, see Kovalovszky, “Honfoglalás kori települ-
ések,” Takács, “Dörfliche Siedlungen,” Takács, “The settlement archaeology,” and Takács, 
“A honfoglalás kor és a településrégészet.”
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of those settlements is the object of much debate. Recent salvage excavations 
(primarily because of the building of highways) have brought to light settle-
ments with few sunken-floored buildings, but with a great number of pits and 
ditches, which are believed to be the campsites that László Kovács has linked 
to small cemeteries dated to the 10th century.58 Elsewhere, the excavation of 
sunken-floored buildings have produced artifacts otherwise known only from 
richly furnished burials, which suggests that the 10th-century Magyar aristoc-
racy lived in buildings that looked just like those of commoners.59 There are 
no remains of so-called yurts, and nothing indicates that the Magyar chieftains 
who led the raids against Western Europe or Byzantium lived in felt tents. As a 
matter of fact, the increasing quantity of paleobotanical and zooarchaeologi-
cal data from 10th-century settlements strongly suggests that the economy of 
the first generations of Magyars in Hungary was anything but nomadic.60 To 
call those Magyars “half-nomad” is not only wrong, but also misleading, as it 
implies that they were half-way toward civilization, with social changes taking 
place that must have had material culture correlates otherwise visible in the 
burial customs.61

Comparatively less revisionism has affected studies of Magyar religious be-
liefs before the conversion to Christianity. Gyula László firmly believed in the 
religious symbolism of the Magyar art of the 10th century, that is of the decora-
tion on metal or bone artifacts found in burials.62 One of his students, István 
Dienes went a step farther when identifying the palmette ornament so typical 

58   For the campsite discovered near Kiskundorozsma, see Bálint, “Korai Árpád-kori objektu-
mok.” For campsites and small cemeteries, see Kovács, “A Kárpát-medence honfoglalás és 
kora Árpád-kori szállási.”

59   Wolf, “10. századi település”; Takács, “Die Lebensweise der Ungarn,” p. 173. For unwar-
ranted assumptions about the settlements of the aristocracy, see Makk, “A vezéri törzsek 
szálláshelye.”

60   Gyulai, “Honfoglalás és Árpád-kori növénytermesztés” and “Újabb eredmények.” For 
zooarchaeology, see Bartosiewicz, “A honfoglaló magyarok húsfogyasztása.” While paleo-
botanical samples from 10th-century settlement sites include such cereals as wheat, the 
constant presence of bones of pig in zooarchaeological assemblages from the same settle-
ments precludes a nomadic (pastoralist) economy. That the Magyars had “sown fields” 
even before moving into the Carpathian Basin results from the testimony of ibn Rusta and 
al-Marwazi, for which see Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, pp. 306–08. For economic changes in 
the 10th century leading to a supposed sedentization of the nomads, see Fodor, “A magyar 
gazdálkodás.”

61   For the inadequacy of the term “half-nomads,” as applied to the Magyars, see Ecsedy, 
“Nomadic society,” pp. 137–38. For the impossibility of nomadic pastoralism in the 
Carpathian Basin on the same scale and in the same manner as in the steppe lands north 
of the Black Sea, see Fodor, “Über die Voraussetzungen,” p. 30.

62   László, A honfoglaló magyarok művészete and A népvándorlás lovasnépoeinek ősvallása.
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for the Magyar art of the 10th century with the “Tree of Life” (or “World Tree”), 
and on that basis advanced the idea that the interpretation of the 10th-century 
art in Hungary is not possible without an understanding of the pre-Christian 
Magyar religion.63 Such unwarranted assumptions are largely responsible for 
the persistence, well into the 21st century, of the tendency to use archaeologi-
cal sources (primarily sabretache plates, Fig. 13.3) to illustrate preconceived no-
tions of Magyar paganism.64 This historiographic cul-de-sac may also explain 
the lack of an adequate research into the process of conversion to Christianity.65 
A commonplace of the earlier historiography was that the Magyars were 
caught in the competition between Constantinople and Rome for the conver-
sion of East Central Europe.66 The baptism of the chieftains in Constantinople 
around the middle of the century has also been taken as an indication of an 
early conversion of some of the Magyars to the form of Christianity favored 
in Byzantium.67 Finds of pectoral crosses are supposed to signal “a kind of 
mass conversion.”68 Although the existence of Orthodox Christians within the 
kingdom of Hungary is well documented from the 11th century onwards, most 
pectoral crosses found in burials cannot be dated before ca. 1000.69 There are 
no 10th-century church buildings anywhere in Hungary, and the ecclesiastical 
hierarchy that Hierotheos may have established left no traces.70

63   Dienes, “Die Kunst” and “Archäologische Beweise.”
64   E.g., Fodor, István. “Über die vorchristliche Religion.” Particularly dubious from a theoreti-

cal point of view is the attempt to illustrate what little is known about Magyar shaman-
ism with archaeological or ethnographic sources. See Diószegi, “Die Überreste,” Hoppal, 
“Shamanism”; Balázs, “Elementi orientali”; Windhager, “Az ősmagyar mitológia mítosza.”

65   For Magyar paganism and Christianity, see Szegfű, “Pogányság és kereszténység” and 
Bollók, “Pogányság és kereszténység.” For the conversion to Christianity, see the thought-
ful remarks of Múcska, “Boj” and “Uhorsko.”

66   Bator, “Początki chrześcijaństwa,” Makk, “A l’ombre,” Makk, “Róma vagy Mainz” and Makk, 
“ La Hongrie entre l’Empire Allemand et Byzance.” For a critique of such views, see Bálint, 
“Választás kelet és nyugat között.”

67   Bozsóki, “Les premières rencontres.”
68   Madgearu, “The mission of Hierotheos,” p. 128. As Éva Révész has pointed out, the pectoral 

crosses represent only one of the elements of the archaeological record most often cited 
in relation to the existence of Eastern (Orthodox) Christianity in Hungary. The others are 
the use of tile or brick (cist) inhumations, the deposition of coins, and of torcs (Révész, 
“Régészeti,” pp. 216–22).

69   Bollók, “Byzantine missions,” p. 134, who nonetheless does not exclude the possibility that 
those who buried people (particularly children) with a few 10th-century pectoral crosses 
may have in fact been Christian.

70   The only 10th-century church known from the entire Carpathian Basin is that recently 
found in front of the St. Michael’s Cathedral in Alba Iulia (Romania), for which see Marcu 
Istrate, “Biserica din secolele X–XI.”
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figure 13.3  Rakamaz, the gilt silver sabretache plate from a grave accidentally found 
in 1974
Photo: Attila Linzenbold. Courtesy of the Jósa András 
Museum in Nyíregyháza
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265New Migrations: Magyars and Vikings

3 Conversion to Christianity

Others see the adoption and consolidation of Christianity as a key component 
of the rise of the kingdom.71 The latter is increasingly regarded as the result of a 
particular political developments during the last third of the 10th century, and 
not necessarily as the final stage in an evolutionary process. Whether or not 
Taksony, who was appointed kende after 955, was responsible for initiating a 
pro-German (and pro-Latin) orientation of the Magyar polity, the earliest West 
Christian mission arrived in Hungary shortly before or within the same year as 
that in which the Magyar noblemen came to Otto I’s court in Quedlinburg.72 
Géza, the only descendant of Arpad known to have ruled over the Magyars 
at that time, is said to have converted, together with several members of his 
household and, perhaps, a great number of warriors.73 Whether his son, the 
future king Stephen (István) converted at that time as well or, perhaps, later, 
contemporary sources suggest that Géza’s own conversion was superficial, as 
he continued the pagan practices of his ancestors.74 Stephen’s own conversion 
may have accompanied his marriage to Gisela, the sister of Henry IV, the duke 
of Bavaria (who later became emperor as Henry II) shortly before Géza’s death 
in 997.75

Exactly what kind of state Géza and his son’s polity was has recently been a 
matter of some debate. An earlier generation of scholars believed that (current) 

71   Érszegi, “The emergence of the Hungarian state”; Kristó, “Géza fejedelem megítélése”; 
Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 131.

72   Berend et al., “The kingdom of Hungary,” pp. 328–30.
73   In a letter addressed to a pope named Benedict (either Benedict VI [973–74] or Benedict 

VII [974–983]), Bishop Pilgrim of Passau (971–91) claims that, in response to requests from 
the Magyars themselves, he has sent a mission to them, which succeeded in converting a 
great number of noblemen (Marsina, Codex, pp. 42–43). As if fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy 
(either Isaiah 42:1–9 or Isaiah 49:6), according to Pilgrim, the Christian prisoners (pre-
sumably, those living among the Magyars) were now able to achieve something that had 
hitherto not been possible, namely to build churches and praise the Name of God. Pilgrim 
was therefore asking the pope to ordain a certain number of bishops for those people. 
Pilgrim’s letter was never sent out, for it is known only from 12th-century copies preserved 
in German manuscripts. Although Sághy, “Aspects de la christianisation,” pp. 57–60 takes 
the letter at face value, others have rightly seen this document as little more than Pilgrim’s 
exaggerated claims to authority over the lands in Moravia and Hungary (Berend et al., 
Central Europe, pp. 136–37; Michałowski, The Gniezno Summit, p. 57).

74   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle VIII 4, p. 496 (who calls Géza “Deuvix”). Thietmar 
(Chronicle IV 59, p. 198) mentions Stephen’s name as Waic (Vajk), which implies that he 
had been a pagan for a while before conversion. For Géza and Christianity, see Érszegi, 
“Géza fejedelem” and Halmágyi, “‘Kettős hitű’ fejedelmek.”

75   For Gisela and her marriage to Stephen, see Szántó, Das Leben and “Szent Adalbert 
közreműködése.”
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place names in Hungary indicate the settlement areas of the various Magyar 
tribes.76 But there is nothing to substantiate the idea that the Magyar polity 
was divided into “tribes,” and even less to support the notion of a “nomadic po-
litical structure.”77 Some historians imagine a relatively rapid change in the last 
quarter of the 10th century from a loose confederation of tribes under Géza to 
a fully-fledged kingdom under his son Stephen.78 Others call the pre-Christian 
Magyar polity a “steppe empire” or a “grand principality.”79 The latter concept 
may explain Stephen’s rapid success at extending his personal power, and in-
troducing the first dioceses, counties, laws, and charters.80 He also expanded 
the territory under his control to Transylvania, although a Magyar presence in 
that territory can clearly be dated to the second half of the 10th century, and 
probably pre-dates the reign of his father, Géza.81 Crowned king in 1000 or 1001, 
Stephen began a large-scale, but forceful conversion of the Magyars, which se-
cured his popularity in the subsequent decades. He was in fact canonized in 
1083, soon to become the prototypical royal saint.82

76   Engel, The Realm, p. 23; Makk, “Le pays des Hongrois.”
77   Sinor, “The first change of regime,” p. 157.
78   Kristó, A magyar állam megszületése, “Géza fejedelem,” “A magyar nomád államtól,” and 

“A magyar állam.” Kristó, “L’An Mil,” even calls that a “regime change.”
79   Szabados, “Egy steppe-állam” and “Magyar államszervezet.”
80   Kristó, “Die Entstehung”; Thoroczkay, “The dioceses and bishops”; Zsoldos, “A 

megyeszervezés kezdetei”; Szilagyi, “István király törvényei”; Stojkovski, “The Greek 
charter.”

81   For the Magyar archaeology of Transylvania, see Gáll, “The question of centres of power” 
and “A periferikus 10. századi Erdélyi-medence.” The question of pre-Magyar polities in 
Transylvania is one of the most vexing, as all arguments in favor of that idea area are 
based on the much later Gesta Hungarorum (written ca. 1200). Romanian historians claim 
that the anonymous author of the Gesta relied on now lost information about the politi-
cal configuration in early 10th-century Transylvania, while Hungarian historians deny any 
historical value of that information. See Váczy, “Kunok és vlachok”; Györffy, “Anonymus 
Gesta Hungaroruma”; Madgearu, “Voievodatul”; Kristó, “Der ungarische Anonymus”; 
Sălăgean, Ţara lui Gelou; Pop, “Formirovanie,” pp. 58–63. The issue is obviously tainted 
by nationalist concerns, much like the question of the Magyar conquest of the lands now 
in Slovakia (see Homza, “The theory”). Equally problematic is the question of the origin 
of the Szeklers (the current, Hungarian-speaking inhabitants of eastern Transylvania) 
and their earliest settlements. See Kordé, “Kabars, Sicules et Petchenègues” and “Über die 
Herkunft der Szekler”; Klima, “Székelyek”; Benkő, “A székely népnév”; Kristó, “Quelle est 
l’origine des Sicules?”; Fejes, “A székely nemzet mítoszváltozatai.”

82   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 123–47. See also Török, “Szent István tisztelete a középkori mag-
yar liturgiában” and “Szent István tisztelete a liturgiában”; Povedák, “Mitizált történelem.”
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4 Vikings

Very similar transformations were taking place at that time in the northern 
parts of East Central Europe, as well as in Eastern Europe. Such transforma-
tions are linked to the appearance in those lands of a new group of population, 
to which the Tale by Bygone Years refers as Varangians, people “from beyond 
the sea.” According to the chronicler, three Varangian brothers named Rurik, 
Sineus, and Truvor were invited to settle in northwestern Russia by the local 
Chuds, Slavs, Merians, Ves’, and Krivichians, and they “took with them all the 
Russes and migrated.”83 The early 12th-century chronicler explains that those 
Varangians “were known as Russes, just as some are called Swedes, and others 
Normans, English, and Gotlanders.”84 The reference to Normans and English is 
particularly important. Indeed, the coming of the Varangians is placed chrono-
logically in the years AM 6368–6370 (AD 860–862), less than 70 years after the 
first recorded raids of Scandinavian pirates on monasteries and settlements in 
northwestern Europe. In that part of the continent, those Scandinavians re-
ceived the name Northmen, but are otherwise known to historians as Vikings.85 
The Varangians, on the other hand, are called Rhos in Byzantine sources of the 
9th and 10th century, while contemporary Arab sources refer to them as ar-Rus 
or ar-Rusiyyah.86 In both cases, those are most likely names derived from the 
self-designation of the “Varangians,” as Rus’ is a cognate of ruotsi and root’si, 

83   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 20 and transl., p. 59. For the names of the peoples that the 
Varangians forced to pay tribute, see Lopatin, “K etnografii.” For the Chud’, see also Mägi, 
“The origin of Rus’,” pp. 242–45. For Krivichians, who are also mentioned in Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus’ De administrando imperio, see Shchavelev, “Slavianskie ‘plemena’,” pp. 
117–19. Both Merians and Ves’ appear for the first time in the Tale of Bygone Years. For the 
origin of the word Varangian, see Lugovoi, “K voprosu” and Romanchuk, “Variagi i variazi.”

84   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 21 and transl., p. 59.
85   That, of course, cannot in any way confirm the historicity of the story in the Russian 

Primary Chronicle. The legendary character of the story is discussed in Shakhmatov, 
Skazanie, a position reinforced by the Soviet historiography (e.g., Likhachev, “The leg-
end”; Grinev, “Legenda”). However, the issue has recently been the subject of much 
discussion among Russian historians. The reason for such a sudden interest is that the 
year 862 in which, according to the Russian Primary Chronicle, Rurik, Sineus and Truvor 
came to Russia is now viewed as the founding date for the Russian state (see chapter 14). 
See Froianov, “Istoricheskie realii”; Kirpichnikov, “Istoricheskie danny”; Sakharov, “860 
god.” For a middle position, which regards the legend as a Rus’ origo gentis or as the dy-
nastic myth of the Rurikid dynasty, see Mel’nikova and Petrukhin, “Legenda”; Pchelov, 
“Letopisnyi rasskaz”; Stefanovich, “Skazanie”; Nikolaev, “Legenda.”

86   For Byzantine sources, see Bibikov, Byzantinorussica; Akent’ev, “Drevneishie svidetel’stva”; 
Mel’nikova, “Rhosia and the Rus.” For Arab sources, see Montgomery, “Ibn Fadlan” and 
“Arabic sources”; Hraundal, “New perspectives”; Lajoye, “Les Rous d’Ibn Fadlan.”
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the names for Swedes in modern Finnish and Estonian, respectively.87 In the 
Western Finnic languages, the name may in turn derive from the Norse word 
for rowing (róðr). The Rus’ may have initially been “oarsmen,” people coming 
by boat from beyond the sea, a meaning clearly understandable to the author 
of the Tale of Bygone Years in the early 12th century.88

For almost a century before the moment at which, according to the Tale of 
Bygone Years, Rurik and his brothers came to Russia, Scandinavian merchants 
have already been present on several trading sites on the southern shore of the 
Baltic Sea. Strong Scandinavian cultural and, perhaps, political influences on 
the eastern coast of the sea may be traced back to the early Middle Ages. For 
example, the exotic artifacts from the late 5th- and 6th-century cremation cem-
etery excavated in Proosa (near Tallinn, Estonia) and the 7th-century picture 
stone from Grobiņa (near Liepaja, in Latvia) have analogies only in southern 
Scandinavia.89 Such an influence continued well into the 9th and 10th cen-
tury, as illustrated by the extraordinary finds from several sites in the Sambian 
Peninsula, particularly the cemetery excavated in Mokhovoe (Kaliningrad re-
gion, Russia).90 Whether or not such cultural influences also imply the migra-
tion of people from Scandinavia to the eastern and southern Baltic area, very 
different developments in the late 8th century brought a new dimension to the 
Scandinavian presence in the area.91

During the last few decades of that century, a number of settlements ap-
peared, which were neither fortified, nor villages. Such sites are typically lo-
cated on the coast, with access to the sea, but may have well been also on the 
border between various polities or ethnic groups. Following Karl Polanyi, some 
have called such sites “ports of trade,” others prefer the term “emporia.”92 Both 
terms are meant to emphasize the essentially commercial nature of such sites, 

87   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 28.
88   Ekbo, “Finnish Ruotsi.” See also Trubachev, “Rus’. Rossiia”; Dukhopel’nikov, “Evoliuciia”; 

Bonarek, “Pojecie”; Klein, “‘Rus’.”
89   Franzén, “The image of Loki”; Petrenko, “A picture stone.” For the large number of artifacts 

of Scandinavian manufacture found in the burial mounds near Grobiņa, see Petrenko and 
Urtāns, The Archaeological Monuments; Valk, “The Vikings,” p. 488; Bogucki, “Grobiņa.” 
Kazanski, “Skandinavskaia mekhovaia torgovlia,” pp. 42–60 attributes both sites to an 
early medieval fur trade network.

90   Besides finds of clearly Gotlandic provenance, Mokhove produced artifacts with excellent 
parallels on sites from eastern Sweden and Denmark (Ibsen, “On Prussians and Vikings”).

91   Sindbæk, “Scandinavian settlement.” Sindbaek, “Viking-age Wolin” has initially rejected 
the idea of Wolin being an emporium during the 9th century.

92   Polanyi, “Ports of trade” and “Trade, markets.” See also and Dulinicz, “Uwagi o początkach”; 
Bogucki, “Viking-age ports of trade”; Barford, “Silent centuries,” pp. 74–76; Hodges, Towns 
and Trade; and Jagodziński, “Wczesnośredniowieczne miejsca centralne.”
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which were visited by traders from afar. Many, however, were also production 
centers for artifacts that were either sold on the local market, or taken farther 
inland. Among the earliest emporia on the southern shore of the Baltic Sea 
now in Poland was Wolin, located on the lower reaches of the Odra River. The 
earliest occupation has been dated to the late 8th century, but a settlement 
must have existed in the area earlier than that. However, the settlement that 
grew from the late 8th to the mid-10th century on the left bank of the river 
Dziwna was very different from the early medieval occupation of the site. 
Wolin was a production center, as indicated by finds of iron slag, and had a 
harbor, built successively between the late 9th and the late 10th century. No 
less than 7 shipwrecks have been found in the harbor, in addition to fragments 
of ships re-used in buildings inside the settlement. One of the boats was built 
in 860–870, mended in 910, and re-built in Wolin in the mid-10th century, be-
fore being dismantled around 966. Inside the settlement, houses built on piles 
were found, as well as a street running at a right angle to the river right up to a 
timber jetty. A small wooden figurine with four faces (long believed to be the 
Slavic god Svantevit) was found in the southwestern part of the settlement, 
where a pagan temple is known to have been in existence. Long-distance trade 
relations are documented by such finds as Frisian combs and Tating ware pro-
duced in the Rhineland in the 8th century.93 Goods from the south were also 
traded in Wolin, as indicated by the large number of whetstones (locally) made 
of phyllite quarried from the eastern range of the Sudetes, along the present-
day border between Poland and the Czech Republic.94 There were two satellite 
settlements, one north of the modern town, on the Silver Hill, and another 
to the south. The latter was included inside the area enclosed by a rampart 
dated between 904 and 924 by means of dendrochronology.95 The excavations 
in Wolin produced a great number of typically Scandinavian artifacts, such as 
steatite vessels, as well as several pieces of carved wood and bone, including 
a wooden stick with runic inscription.96 Some have actually identified Wolin 
with Jómsborg, the legendary stronghold inhabited by Jomsvikings, but the 
strong Scandinavian influence in the material culture of the emporium does not 
necessarily indicate the physical and permanent presence of a Scandinavian 

93   Stanisławski, “Norse culture,” p. 196.
94   Kowalska, “Original or imitation?” p. 248. Szydłowski, “Wstępna analiza kamiennych 

osełek” has demonstrated, however, that at least some of the whetstones discovered in 
Wolin were made of phyllite from Norway. He has also suggested that hones made of phyl-
lite were used as commodity money (Szydłowski, “The use of stone artifacts”).

95   Filipowiak, “Wolin”; Krüger, Wolin; Ważny, “Badania dendrochronologiczne.”
96   Stanisławski, “Norse culture,” pp. 216–18 and 216 fig. 35 (for the stick with runic inscrip-

tion); Wojtkowiak, Skandynawskie wpływy kulturowe.
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270 chapter 13

population, much less of a group of warriors.97 Nonetheless, runic inscriptions 
imply that someone at least could understand them in Wolin, even though the 
object may have been brought there from elsewhere.

Even stronger is the presence of Scandinavian artifacts in the emporium 
recently discovered at Janów Pomorski, on the southern outskirts of Elbląg and 
on the eastern shore of Lake Drużno, near the mouth of the Vistula.98 Unlike 
Wolin, there was no harbor in Janów Pomorski. As the 9th-century settlement 
was located on the shore of the Bay of Vistula, with direct access to the sea, 
ships probably landed directly on the beach. This emporium seems to have 
been pre-planned, for its layout is very regular, with ditches separating house 
plots. Most buildings found within the settlement were timber longhouses of 
Scandinavian tradition, each divided into three parts. There is, however, a great 
amount of evidence of local production, primarily blacksmithing, amber work-
ing, comb making, and boat building, but also glass making and weaving.99 A 
large number of jeweler’s tools, crucibles, and moulds suggest that goldsmith-
ing was an important local activity, and both wasters and finished ornaments 
indicate that the jewels in question were of Scandinavian type. Fragments of 
more than 1,000 dirhams, 13 West European coins, scales, and weights of differ-
ent type bespeak the importance of international trade for the existence of the 
emporium in Janów Pomorski (Fig. 13.4).100 The site has actually been identi-
fied with the “Prussian” town of Truso mentioned in Wulfstan’s account of his 
travels across the Baltic Sea, which was preserved in King Alfred the Great’s 
Old English translation of Orosius’ History Against the Pagans:

Wulfstan said that he travelled from Hedeby, arriving in Truso after 
seven days and nights, the boat running under the sail the whole way … 
“Wendland (Weonodland) was to starboard the whole of the way to the 
mouth of the Vistula.” This Vistula (Wisle) is a very large river which sepa-
rates Witland and Wendland. Witland belongs to the Este. The Vistula 
flows out of Wendland into Estmere which is at least fifteen miles wide. 

97   Jómsborg is mentioned in the Jómsvíkinga saga, written around 1200, as having been 
founded by the Viking leader Pálna-Tóki. See Morawiec, “Wolin/Jómsborg”; Stanisławski, 
“‘Jómsvikinga saga’”; Duczko, “Viking-age Wolin.” For objects decorated in the Borre, 
Mammen, and Ringerike styles and found in Wolin, see Stanisławski, “Norse culture,”  
pp. 203–13; Sindbæk, “Scandinavian settlement,” p. 171.

98   Powierski, “Truso”; Jagodziński, “Roots of Truso,” Truso, Truso. Legenda Bałtyku, Janów 
Pomorski/Truso, and “Janów Pomorski/Truso: 34 lata”; Brather, “The early medieval empo-
rium” and “Janów.” The site was first discovered in 1981.

99   Bogucki, “On Wulfstan’s right hand,” p. 101.
100   Bogucki, “Coin finds” and “Some oriental finds.” See also Steuer, “Truso.”
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figure 13.4  Coin hoard found in 1986 in Janów Pomorski, selected coins: 1, 2—Sassanian 
drachms (1 struck for Khusro II in Sigistan); 3–8: dirhams, as follows: 3—al-
Mansur, struck in al-Muhammadiya, 150 H. (767/8); 4—al-Mansur, struck in 
Madinat as-Salam, 151 H. (768/9); 5—al-Mahdi, struck in Madinat as-Salam, 
160 H. (776/7); 7—al-Mahdi, struck in al-Basra, 165 H. (781/2); 8—Harun al-
Rashid, struck in Madinat Zaranj, 181 H. (797/8)
Photo: Marek F. Jagodziński. After Bogucki, “Coin finds,” p. 86 
fig. 5a
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The Elbing (IIfing) flows into Estmere from the lake on the shore of which 
Truso stands …101

However, Janów Pomorski does not seem to have truly become an emporium 
before the mid-10th century, when most finds of Scandinavian origin may 
be dated: swords, oval (tortoise) brooches, amulets, and even hnefatafl game 
stones.102 Initially, the activity on the site may have been seasonal, as suggested 
by the concentration of the earliest features on the shore, with few permanent 
structures. The growth of the settlement probably involved the immigration of 
men and women from Scandinavia.103

Wolin and Janów Pomorski were not the only emporia on the southern 
shore of the Baltic Sea.104 There is, in other words, plenty of evidence of a sud-
den interest, shortly before 800, in the trade potential of the region. Merchants, 
if not settlers from Scandinavia seem to have been deeply involved in those de-
velopments, perhaps because of the significant improvements in ship-building 
and the introduction of the sail.105 But why was there such a sudden interest in 
trading on the southern shore of the Baltic Sea? Shortly after 800, an enormous 
amount of silver in the form of dirhams struck in Islamic mints (especially in 
Central Asia) began to enter Russia and the Baltic region in the direction of 

101   Old English Orosius I 1, p. 16 9; modern English translation by Christine E. Fell in 
Lund, Two Voyagers, pp. 22–23. See also Bately, “Wulfstan’s voyage,” pp. 15 (text) and 
19–18 (for Weonodland) and 22 (for Weonodland). The identity of Truso and Janów 
Pomorski is emphatically affirmed in Jagodziński, “The settlement of Truso.” For the 
trip from Haithabu (Hedeby, in Schleswig-Holstein, Germany) to Truso, see Filipowiak, 
“Wczesnośredniowieczna ‘linia żeglugowa’.” An experiment organized in 2004 by the 
Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde (Denmark) showed the entire voyage between Hedeby 
and Truso may have taken as many as 4 days and a few hours. Wulfstan’s account, howev-
er, gives 7 days and nights (Englert and Ossowski, “Sailing”). Three of the coin finds from 
Janów Pomorski are early 9th-century, so-called “Hedeby coins” (Bartczak et al., “Monety,” 
pp. 32–45). For a reconstruction of the 10th-century hydrography of Lake Drużno, which 
communicated with the Vistulian Bay by mean of the Ilfing, see Urbańczyk, “On the reli-
ability,” pp. 46 and 47 fig. 2.

102   Jagodziński, “Zagadnienie obecności Skandynawów,” “Wikingowie,” and “Amulet”; 
Gardeła, “Amulety.” Hnefatafl was a board game.

103   Sindbæk, “Scandinavian settlement,” p. 170. Jagodziński, “The settlement of Truso,” p. 193 
believes that the immigrants came from Denmark.

104   For other sites in what is now Poland, see Bogucki, “On Wulfstan’s right hand,”  
pp. 94–99 (Szczecin, Kamień Pomorski, and Kołobrzeg-Budzistowo) and 102–107 (Puck 
and Gdańsk). For eastern shore of the Baltic Sea, see Valk, “The Vikings,” pp. 489–90.

105   Bill, “Viking ships”; Rulewicz, “Wrak”; Indruszewski, Man, Ship, Landscape; Litwin, 
“Slav boatbuilding”; Karlina, “Couronian ship building”; Filipowiak and Filipowiak, 
“Korabnictwo.” A sun-compass used in navigation was found in Wolin (Stanisławski, 
“Dysk drewniany”).
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Scandinavia. Most 9th-century hoards of such coins that have been found in 
Poland cluster along the Baltic coast.106

The Islamic silver did not flow into the region all at once, but in waves. The 
earliest were the coins that entered the hoards dated to the first quarter of the 
9th century, even though the first coins may have entered the area as early as 
the 770s or 780s.107 By 830, the silver supply has dried up, most likely because 
of political troubles within the Caliphate. A second wave has been dated be-
tween 840 or 850 and the end of the 9th century. Hoards deposited during this 
period include a few newly minted coins and large numbers of old (late 8th- or 
early 9th-century) coins. Most hoards of the second wave have been found in 
western Pomerania, away from the lower course of the Vistula River.108 By the 
late 870s, the flow of silver stopped again, but the reasons for this interruption 
are unclear. A third wave, which probably began as early as the 890s brought 
again a great number of freshly minted coins, mostly from the first half of the 
10th century. Soon after 970, the number of new coins petered out. The last 
wave of dirhams did not start before 990 and lasted only two or three decades. 
No dirhams came into the region of the Baltic Sea after ca. 1030. Those waves of 
monetary activity bespeak the cyclical nature of the long-distance exchanges 
in the region. Many of the goods that were supplied to the local markets in em-
poria—furs, salt, and slaves—left few, if any archaeological traces.109 For the 
procurement of such, as well as many other goods, the Viking-age merchants 
visited the emporia on the southern shore of the Baltic Sea. Some of them 
came from as far west as the North Sea, like Wulfstan, others probably trav-
eled from the nearby islands of Bornholm, Öland or Gotland. However, none 
of them seems to have been interested in the interior, and the trade activity 
responsible for the rise of the emporia had little impact on societies farther 
inland. By contrast, the Scandinavian presence in Eastern Europe was based on 
a deep penetration of the vast lands now in Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine. The 
goal of those merchants who ventured across the landmass of Eastern Europe 
was to reach the rich markets in the Muslim and, later Byzantine world in the 
south. In doing so, they in fact facilitated the integration of the entire Baltic 
Sea region into a major trade network extending as far east as the Caspian and 
the Black Seas, and as far west as Ireland and Iceland.

106   Łosiński, “Chronologia”; Khan, “O postuplenii”; Brather, “Silver”; Piniński, “Coins in 
Pomerania.”

107   Bogucki, “Nachalo”; Brather, “Early dirham finds.”
108   Barford, “Silent centuries,” pp. 71–72.
109   Leciejewicz, “Salz und Hering”; Pranke and Siemianowska, “Handel solą”; Jankowiak, 

“Wer brachte.”
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chapter 14

The Rise of Rus’

The name that locals gave to the Scandinavian merchants visiting emporia 
like Wolin and Janów Pomorski is unknown, but a Russian scholar has recently 
proposed that the word Varangian originated from the South Baltic region.1 
The Rus’, therefore, were not from Scandinavia, but from Poland.2 This is the 
most recent salvo in a long debate most typical for the Russian historiogra-
phy and known as Normanism. As Lev Klein has pointed out, the debate had 
three outbreaks separated by decades of historiographic torpor.3 The first dis-
pute took place in mid-18th century Russia, not long after the Great Northern 
War (1700–1721) between Peter the Great and Charles XII, King of Sweden. 
Ever since 1735, Gottlieb Siegfried Bayer (1694–1738), a professor of Greek and 
Roman Antiquities at the Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, claimed that 
the Varangians of the Rus’ chronicles were Scandinavians of Swedish origin. 
A few years later, Gerhard Friedrich Müller (1705–1783), a German ethnogra-
pher turned historian, traced the origin of the people and the name of Rus’ 
to Scandinavia. The reply he received from Mikhail V. Lomonosov (1711–1765), 
who regarded Müller’s work as detrimental to the Russian state, and the sub-
sequent ban on Müller and his works, established the Norman theory (so 
called because the Varangians were regarded as “Normans”) as a political issue. 
Lomonosov, a polymath and a scientist most famous for the law of mass con-
servation in chemical reactions, had no historical training, but he claimed that 
the Varangians were Western Slavs and that the name of the Russians derived 
from that of the Roxolans, one of the Sarmatian tribes known from ancient 
sources. The debate between Müller and Lomonosov had no further conse-
quences, but its terms were again brought to the fore in the 1860, when Mikhail 
P. Pogodin, the leading Moscow historian at that time, challenged Nikolai I. 
Kostomarov (1817–1885), at that time a professor of history at the University 
of Kiev, who wanted to defend Lomonosov’s anti-Normanist position. By the 
early 20th century, the explosion of archaeological research (especially in 
northwestern Russia) shifted the emphasis from historical and linguistic argu-
ments to those based on the archaeological evidence.

1   Romanchuk, “Variagi i variazi.” Romanchuk’s is the latest response in a polemic debate with 
Lev Klein (see Klein, “Eshche raz”).

2   Fomin, “Iuzhnobaltiiskoe proiskhozhdenie.”
3   Klein, “Normanism,” p. 407. See also Klein, “The Russian controversy.”
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While Normanist arguments were favored in the early decades of Bolshevik 
Russia, the use of such arguments by the Nazi propaganda turned the Norman 
theory into a hot potato. Between 1950 and 1980, the archaeological evidence 
was reinterpreted as pertaining to a so-called “retainer culture” and the em-
phasis shifted from the Scandinavian origin of the Rus’ to the rise of the Rus’ 
state on a native, Slavic basis following the “laws” of historical materialism, 
the predominant ideology at that time in Soviet Russia. But by the late 1980s, 
the results of very large archaeological excavations in Staraia Ladoga, Rurik’s 
Stronghold near Novgorod, Gnezdovo, Sarskoe, and Kiev have turned the tide 
(Fig. 14.1).4 The significance of the trade between the Baltic and the Caspian 
Sea to the rise of the first political entities in Russia was widely accepted, along 
with the contribution of Scandinavians to the organization of that trade and 
to the creation of the state. But since anti-Normanism is a historiographic phe-
nomenon linked to nationalism, the debate has erupted again in recent years.5 
Two political issues have shaped the recent resurgence of anti-Normanism. 
First, Ukraine’s declaration of independence in 1991 effectively removed Kiev 
from the core of Russian national history. Second, the great emphasis placed 
on political factors, particularly the role of the state, has made the ethnic ques-
tion irrelevant in the era of the CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States, or 
Russian Commonwealth): whoever the Varangians initially were, they even-
tually turned into Russians, much like the Slavs and the Finno-Ugrians who 
invited them in the first place.6

Both factors have in addition shifted the emphasis of the recent research on 
the northwestern region of present-day Russia, specifically the area of modern 
St. Petersburg, and especially the southern shore of Lake Ladoga. That is now 
viewed as the area in which the first urban centers of Eastern Europe emerged, 

4   Ironically, both the first and the last decades of the Soviet Union witnessed a great open-
ness towards the so-called Norman theory. See Scholz, Von der Chronistik; Mordovin, “A 
normann-elmélet.”

5   Fomin, Variagi and “Variago-russkii vopros i puti”; Gedeonov, Variagi; Grot, “Put’ norman-
izma”; Romanchuk, “Variago-russkii vopros”; Tomsinskii, “Leningradskii neonormanizm”; 
Gubarev, “Neonormanizm”; Klein, “Leningradskii neonormanizm.” For an anti-Normanist 
perspective on the history of the debate see Fomin, Variago-ruskii vopros and “Variago-russkii 
vopros v otechestvennoi i zarubezhnoi istoriografii.”

6   In that respect, Hillerdal, “Vikings, Rus, Varangians” misses the point: anti-Normanism is not 
just about ethnicity. A tendency to move away from an ethnocentric point of view has led 
to the adoption of the phrase “Viking-age” to replace either “Varangian” or “Norman” (e.g., 
Lebedev, Epokha vikingov). Meanwhile, the question has taken racist overtones (Sankina, 
“The Norse problem”).
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figure 14.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text
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and where the first capital of Rus’ (long before Kiev, of course) was established.7 
Increasingly compared to the emporia on the southern shore of the Baltic Sea, 
(Staraia) Ladoga is now viewed as the northern terminal of an enormous com-
mercial trade network linking the Baltic to the Caspian Sea, across the vast 
swathe of land in Eastern Europe.8 But how did that network come into being?

1 Trade

The Swedish archaeologist Johan Callmer first pointed out the importance 
of beads for the understanding of the beginning of the trade connections 
between Scandinavia and the Islamic world across Eastern Europe.9 Around 
800, a great number of glass, carnelian, and crystal rock beads (all of them 
of foreign, “exotic” origin) appeared in cemeteries of central Russia and Left-
Bank Ukraine. A century later, however, the bead finds moved away from the 
major rivers into territories not readily accessible by water. The conclusion can 
only be that between ca. 800 and ca. 900, some sort of cultural change has 
taken place which was associated with contacts with the remote place of ori-
gin of these beads—the lands within the Arab Caliphate and beyond it, to the 
southeast. Analyzing the great number of hoards of Islamic silver (dirhams) 
found in Eastern Europe, the American numismatist-cum-historian Thomas 
S. Noonan came to a similar conclusion.10 Viking trade across Eastern Europe 
(and, to a greater degree than Noonan envisioned, with Eastern Europe as well) 
began around 840. True, the earliest coins known from Russia are those of 
Staraia Ladoga (the earliest dated to 786/787), not those of Scandinavia, which  

7    Kuz’min, “Ladoga”; Machinskii, “Pochemu”; Kirpichnikov and Sarab’ianov, Staraia Ladoga. 
The significance of Ladoga for Putin’s Russia is emphatically stressed in Kirpichnikov, 
“Istoricheskie cennosti.” For a critique of such ideas, see Selin, “Staroladozhskii mif.”

8    Kirpichnikov, “Ladoga”; Sherman, “Staraia Ladoga.”
9    Callmer, “Pragmatic notes”; “The beginning,” pp. 25–29; “The influx”; “Oriental beads.” See 

also Callmer, “Beads and bead production” and “Rannie busy.”
10   Noonan, “When and how dirhams first reached Russia”; “Andalusian Umayyad dirhams”; 

“Ninth-century dirham hoards”; “Ninth-century dirham hoards from northwestern 
Russia”; “Why dirhems first reached Russia”; “The regional composition”; “The first major 
silver crisis”; “Khwarazmian coins”; “Why the Vikings first came to Russia”; “Dirham ex-
ports”; “Scandinavian-Russian-Islamic trade”; “The Vikings and Russia”; “Fluctuations in 
Islamic trade”; “The Vikings in the East”; “Coins, trade”; “Zachem” Many of those studies 
have been republished in Noonan, The Islamic World. Historians were quick to incorporate 
Noonan’s ideas into their reconstruction of early Rus’ history, e.g., Franklin and Shepard, 
The Emergence of Rus, p. 25; Martin, “Coins, commerce”; Raffensperger, Reimagining 
Europe, pp. 119–20.
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suggests that from their bases in northwestern Russia, Viking merchants 
traveled south across the major river system of Eastern Europe.11 An experi-
ment organized in 1995 by the Geographic Society of the Russian Academy of 
Sciences, using 10th-century means of transportation such as dugouts repro-
ducing those found in rivers or along the Baltic Sea shore, has demonstrated 
that the entire distance between the Baltic and the Black Sea could be covered 
in just one season of navigation, from March to late August.12 The experiment 
indirectly confirmed the conclusions of the archaeological research. The situ-
ation in Eastern Europe was very different from that on the southern shore of 
the Baltic Sea, where Viking merchants stuck to the coastal emporia. Taking 
advantage of the stabilization of the political situation inside the Arab caliph-
ate under the Abbasid dynasty, as well as the consolidation of Khazar power in 
the lands between the Crimea and the Volga (see chapter 9), in Eastern Europe 
Viking merchants moved into the interior, because they needed to be as close 
as possible to the Muslim (and, later, Byzantine) markets in the south. The 
earliest Viking-age finds are therefore those of northwestern Russia, particu-
larly the region of the lakes Ladoga and Il’men.13 The gradual movement to the 
south, and the accompanying foundation of new settlements is illustrated by 
the mapping of later Viking-age finds. After ca. 900, they appear everywhere 
along the major rivers, while by 1000 they cluster at the mouth of the Dnieper 
River, south of the rapids of that river.14 It would be very difficult to explain 
such changes in the material culture and its distribution without the migration 
of a large number of people from Scandinavia to Eastern Europe, even though 
the exact nature of that “colonization” remains a matter of debate.15

11   Sherman, “Staraia Ladoga,” p. 57.
12   Sorokin, “Nekotorye rezul’taty.” The distance from Ladoga to the Khazar outposts on the 

Donets’ is over 700 miles, as the crow flies, but the actual distances traveled on the ground 
must have been at least 30 percent longer. A one-way trip took about six weeks (Callmer, 
“From West to East,” p. 65). For finds of dugouts, see Stalsberg, “Scandinavian Viking-age 
boat graves”; Dzigovskii and Ostroverkhov, “Lad’a”; Chubur, “Drevnerusskaia lad’a-odno-
derevka”; Dubrovin, “Water transport.”

13   Stalsberg, “The Scandinavian Viking age finds” and “O Ladoge.”
14   Callmer, “From West to East,” pp. 62 and 64. For early Scandinavian finds in the region 

between the Dvina and the upper Dnieper, see Callmer, “At the watershed,” pp. 58–59. For 
Varangians in the southern parts of Eastern Europe, see Tolochko, “Variagi” and “Variagi 
v Kieve”; Androshchuk and Zotsenko, Skandinavskie drevnosti. Scandinavians continued 
to come to Rus’ even in the 11th century, as shown by the Yngvar Saga, as well as Olaf II 
of Norway (St. Olaf) and Harald Hardradi, both of whom came to Rus’ as political refu-
gees. See Shepard, “Yngvarr’s expedition”; Palsson and Edwards, Vikings in Russia; Martin, 
Medieval Russia, p. 50.

15   Jansson, “Warfare, trade or colonisation”; Fetisov, “K diskusii”; Musin, “‘Stoletniaia 
voina’.” That the merchants came with their women, presumably to establish themselves 
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2 The Rus’ and Their Towns

The presence of Scandinavians somewhere in northern or northwestern Russia 
is confirmed by the earliest mention of the Rus’ in sources written in Latin. 
Under the year 839, the Annals of St. Bertin mention Rus’ envoys coming from 
the Byzantine emperor Theophilus to Louis the Pious, who “discovered that 
they belong to the people of the Swedes.”16 Writing in 846, the Arab geographer 
ibn Khurradadhbih knew about the al-Rus that they lived among the as-Saqal-
iba (presumably, the Slavs), and came to the shores of the “Roman [i.e., Black] 
Sea” to sell beaver and black fox furs, as well as swords. He also mentioned the 
Rus’ traveling sometimes as far as Baghdad, where they used Slavic eunuchs 
from Muslim households as translators, an indication that Varangians could 
speak Slavic.17 Ibn Rusta, who finished his Book of Precious Gems at some point 
between 903 and 913, mentions that the al-Rus’ attacked the as-Saqaliba from 
their boats, captured them and then sold them as slaves to the Khazars and to 
the Volga Bulgars.18 The latter detail is confirmed by ibn Fadlan’s account (see 
chapter 9), which claims that the al-Rus came to Bulghar to sell young Slavic 
female slaves and furs in exchange for glass beads and silver dirhams.19

Two main routes connected the Baltic to the Caspian and Black Sea, respec-
tively. Staraia Ladoga stood as the northernmost terminal for both. Excavated 

permanently in Eastern Europe, results from the relatively large number of finds pertain-
ing to the female dress (Stalsberg, “Visible women”).

16   Annals of St. Bertin, s.a. 839, pp. 19–20; transl. Nelson, p. 44. See also Franklin and Shepard, 
The Emergence of Rus, pp. 27–50. Much has been made of the mention of the chief of the 
Rus’ as chacanus. Most scholars have interpreted that as evidence that the Rus’ had bor-
rowed the title of qagan from the Khazars, which led to all sorts of speculations about the 
nature of the Rus’-Khazar relations in the early 9th century (Riasanovsky, “The embassy”; 
Shaskol’skii, “Izvestiia”; Schramm, “Gentem”; Galkina and Kuz’min, “Russkii kaganat”; 
Galkina, Tainy; Tolochko, “V poiskakh”). But, as Garipzanov, “The Annals,” p. 11 suggests, 
those Swedes operated in northern Russia, in which case chacanus was their king’s name 
(Hákon or Hákan), not his title.

17   Lewicki, Źródła, pp. 76–77; English translation from Pritsak, “An Arabic text,” p. 256. For 
the earlier version of ibn Khurdadbih’s Book of Routes and Kingdoms as finished in 846, 
see Konovalova, “K voprosu”; Montgomery, “Arabic sources,” p. 551; Zimonyi, Muslim 
Sources, p. 17.

18   Lewicki, Źródła, vol. 2, pp. 38–41; Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 40–41. 
For the date of the Book of Precious Gems, see Zimonyi, Muslim Sources, p. 18. For ibn 
Rustah’s account as based on the “Samanid geographical (and ultimately cosmographi-
cal) enterprise coordinated from the capital Bukhara,” see Montgomery, “Ibn Rusta’s lack 
of ‘eloquence’” and “Arabic sources,” p. 553.

19   Ibn Fadlan, Journey, pp. 64–65; Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 43–44; 
Kovalev, “The infrastructure,” p. 32. For the image of the Rus’ in ibn Fadlan’s Risalah, see 
Montgomery, “Arabic sources,” pp. 553–54; Murasheva, “‘Ia videl Rusov’.”
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since 1909, the site remains one of the most important for the archaeology of 
the Viking Age in Russia.20 The initial settlement had only a few houses, some 
of which may have been used as stables. By the mid-9th century, much larg-
er structures appeared on the site, which were most certainly used as dwell-
ings, as they produced pottery, amber artifacts, glass beads, and a wooden 
stick with a runic inscription (the so-called “twig runes” of the 8th century 
and early 9th century), which has not yet been deciphered.21 Less than half-a-
century later, a very large timber structure was built, the log joinery of which 
betrays Scandinavian traditions (Fig 14.2). Finds of weights, a gold finger-ring, 
fragments of glass vessels, gaming tokens, and combs suggest that this was a 
warehouse of a company of Varangian merchants, like the one visited by ibn 
Fadlan in 922.22 By 900, the trade activity was booming at Ladoga, as indicated 
by an increasing number of scales and weights.23 Around 925, a fortification 
was added, after which the site received its current name (Zemlianoe goro-
dishche—the Earthen Fort), and the settlement inside the ramparts was re-
arranged along two north-south streets.24 Judging from the area enclosed by 
those ramparts, (Staraia) Ladoga was a relatively large settlement by 1000, with 
anywhere between 1,700 and 2,800 inhabitants engaged in trade and indus-
trial activities. The excavation of a Viking-age smithy produced a set of tools 
(drills, hammers, shears, anvil, tongs, and a draw-plate), while the fragments of 

20   Kirpichnikov, “Issledovaniia Staroi Ladogi,” “Arkheologicheskie issledovaniia,” and 
“Istoricheskoe nasledie”; Senichenkova, “Zametki”; Lapshin, “Perspektivy.” Duczko, Viking 
Rus, p. 66 believes Ladoga to be the site named Aldeigjuborg mentioned in the Icelandic 
sagas.

21   Duczko, Viking Rus, p. 69; Androshchuk, Vikings in the East, pp. 17–18. For the inscription, 
see Mel’nikova, Skandinavskie runicheskie nadpisi, p. 202. Three runic amulets have been 
found in Staraia Ladoga, one of which is a locally produced copy of another (Mel’nikova, 
“The cultural assimilation,” p. 456).

22   Duczko, Viking Rus, p. 87; Androshchuk, Vikings in the East, p. 18. According to Riabinin 
and Chernykh, “Stratigrafiia,” pp. 91–92, parts of a boat were reused for the structure. The 
building has been dated to 894 by means of dendrochronology, and Riabinin, “Novye 
dannye,” p. 23 suggests that instead of a warehouse, it may have been the residence of 
a deputy of the prince, or even the prince’s palace. That at the time of the building of 
that structure, Staraia Ladoga was already the residence of powerful elites results from 
the excavation of the neighboring barrow cemeteries (Mikhailov, “Kurgannyi mogil’niki”). 
One of the female graves excavated at Plakun produced a jug of the so-called Tating ware, 
and a chamber grave most typical for southern Scandinavia was dated by means of den-
drochronology to 895 (Mikhailov, “Iuzhnoskandinavskie cherty”; Plokhov, “O sviazi”). For 
Plakun as a cemetery of the Scandinavian elite controlling the trade center in Staraia 
Ladoga, see Mikhailov, “Skandinavskie mogil’nik.”

23   Zukovskii, “Rannesrednevekovye nabory.”
24   Selin, “O vremeni stroitel’stva”; Skripinskaia, “Novye nabliudeniia.”
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red silk from the graves around Ladoga bespeak contacts with the Byzantine 
world.25

Similar developments were taking place on the northern shore of Lake 
Il’men to which Ladoga was linked by the river Volkhov. The site excavated 
on a hillock slightly more than a mile south of Novgorod, and now known as 
“Rurik’s Stronghold,” was apparently established ex novo shortly before 900.26 
Fortified from the very beginning, unlike Ladoga, Rurik’s Stronghold was none-
theless designed to operate as a trade post and as an industrial center, for 
there is clear evidence of blacksmithing.27 Not far from the site, a structure 

25   Riabinin, “Novye otkrytiia”; Duczko, Viking Rus, pp. 70–71. For brass casting in Staraia 
Ladoga, see Kirpichnikov, “A Viking period workshop.” For silk, see Androshchuk, Vikings 
in the East, p. 107.

26   Nosov, Novgorodskoe (Riurikovo) gorodishche; Nosov, “Ryurik gorodishche”; Nosov et al., 
“Novye issledovaniia”; Nosov et al., Gorodishche pod Novgorodom; Nosov et al., “Raboty”; 
Nosov, “Tridcat’ let”; Sedykh, “Riurikovo gorodishche”; Nosov, “New archaeological 
discoveries.”

27   Toropov, “Chernaia metallurgiia” and “Ferrous metallurgy”; Nosov and Khvoshchinskaia, 
“K voprosu”; Zav’ialov and Terekhova, “Stanovlenie remesla.” For bronze working in 
Rurik’s Stronghold, see Khvoshchinskaia, “Kamennye liteinye formochki” and “Bronze 
working.” The military function of the stronghold results from the numerous finds of 
weapons (Nosov and Khvoshchinskaia, “Predmety”).

figure 14.2  Remains of Viking-Age timber buildings (with a well on the right) from the 
1912 excavations in Staraia Ladoga
After Ravdonikas, Die Normannen, p. 21 fig. 8
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was found, which appears to have been built around the middle of the 10th 
century and has been interpreted as a pagan temple.28 But the most interesting 
evidence produced by archaeological excavations around Rurik’s Stronghold 
is that of satellite settlements designed to satisfy the needs of those residing 
in the fort.29 The establishment of the fort, ca. 900, seems to have been ac-
companied by drastic changes in the agrarian economy of the region. On the 
narrow strip of land between the northwestern shore of Lake Il’men and the 
river Verizaha, the slash-and-burn agriculture practiced by locals ever since 
the Neolithic was suddenly replaced by intensive agriculture. At Georgii, a 
satellite settlement on the Veriazha, plow furrows have been found under-
neath the foundations of the fortification erected at about the same time as 
Rurik’s Stronghold.30 Meanwhile, a large village came into being at Prost’, on 
the opposite bank of the river Volkhov from Rurik’s Stronghold. The excava-
tions revealed a large number of silos, some of them quite large, others still 
containing remains of charred seeds. The paleobotanical assemblage in one 
of them had over 3,000 seeds showing that the preferred cereals were farro 
(Triticum dicoccum) and spelt (Triticum spelta). Meanwhile, paleobotanical as-
semblages in Rurik’s Stronghold indicate barley (in the 9th century), rye and 
wheat (in the 10th century) as the preferred cereals. Those were clearly differ-
ent consumption patterns.31 But the absence of any arable land outside the 
ramparts of Rurik’s Stronghold imply that food was brought inside from the ag-
ricultural settlements in the northwestern region of Lake Il’men. Excavations 
in a sand dune at Kholopy Gorodok, a few miles to the northeast from Rurik’s 
Stronghold, have produced a 9th-century hoard of agricultural implements 
(plowshares, scythes, an axe and a mattock) and dirhams.32 Such dramatic 
changes in the economic profile of the region imply a reconfiguration of social 
relations, whether local elites consisted only of Scandinavians, or not. Such 
elites are conspicuously present outside the walls of Rurik’s Stronghold on sites 
long interpreted as centers for the collection of tribute from the surrounding 
countryside.

28   Sedov, “Novgorod.” Several amulets have been found inside Rurik’s Stronghold (Dorofeeva, 
“Amulety”).

29   Petrov, “Ladoga”; Curta, “The archaeology,” pp. 38–39.
30   Nosov, “Ein Herrschaftszentrum entsteht,” p. 30 fig. 12.
31   Alsleben, “Angebot,” pp. 361, 363–64, and 367. For Prost’, see Orlov, “Slavianskoe posele-

nie.” Given that both farro and spelt are hulled wheat species, hulling must have been 
performed on site, which suggests a local production.

32   Petrov, “O kharaktere kontaktov.” A scythe and a sickle have been found in Georgii as well 
(Nosov, “Ein Herrschaftszentrum entsteht,” pp. 32 and 34).
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There were elite residences just outside Rurik’s Stronghold as well. Around 
930, they merged into a new settlement on the site of present-day Novgorod, 
with the first streets laid out in the Liudin district.33 The commercial func-
tions of Rurik’s Stronghold were transferred to the new settlement, to which 
the prince’s residence moved also in the early 11th century.34 When a new for-
tification appeared at Detinec, on the opposite bank of the river Volkhov, the 
new name—Novgorod (“the new stronghold”)—began to apply to the new lo-
cation. Meanwhile, the ramparts of Rurik’s Stronghold were dismantled, and 
the settlement was gradually abandoned. That, however, must have been the 
“Novgorod” mentioned in the Tale of Bygone Years as the town to which Rurik 
moved.35 At any rate, by 862, the date assigned by the chronicle to the coming 
of Rurik and his brothers, there was no settlement on the site of the later me-
dieval city of Novgorod. According to the Tale of Bygone Years, Rurik’s brother 
Sineus settled in Beloozero. However, much like in Novgorod, there is no evi-
dence a 9th-century occupation on that site, which seems to have come into 
being only in the mid-10th century.36 There is, however, clear evidence of a 
late 9th-century presence of Scandinavians on the site of the present-day city 
of Pskov, on the river Velikaia, not far from the southern shore of Lake Pskov, 

33   Faradzheva et al., “Usad’by.”
34   Nosov, “Novgorodskii detinec”; Ianin, “O nachale.”
35   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 21 and transl. p. 59; Nosov, “Riurik-Ladoga-Novgorod.” The 

existence of Rurik is not confirmed by any other source, despite recent attempts to associ-
ate him (or at least his name) to Rorik, the Danish Viking who swore allegiance to Louis 
the German in 873. See Iamanaev, “Rorik Iutlandskii”; Rogozhin and Sakharov, “Riurik”; 
Voitovich, “Riurik”; Lushin, “Riurik.” Callmer, “From West to East,” p. 75 sees the story of 
Rurik as the blurred historical memory of a violent political change taking place in north-
ern Russia around 860, to which he associates the destruction by fire revealed by the den-
drochronological record of Staraia Ladoga and Pskov. For a discussion of the historicity of 
Rurik, see also Makarov, “Istoricheskie svidetel’stva,” p. 457.

36   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 21 and transl. p. 59; Makarov, “Istoricheskie svidetel’stva,” 
p. 457; Lopatin, “O fenomene”; Zakharov, “Beloozero na nachal’nykh etapakh” and 
“Beloozero.” The third brother, named Truvor, is said to have gone to Izborsk. However, 
no evidence of an early (9th-century) Scandinavian presence has been found on the site 
of the stronghold inside the present-day city, named “Truvor’s Stronghold” after “Rurik’s 
Stronghold” near Novgorod (Sedov, “O skandinavskikh nakhodkakh”; Lopatin, “Izborsk i 
Variazhskoe skazanie” and “Izborsk”). Beleckii, “Izborsk ‘Variazhskoi legendy’” has pro-
posed that Izborsk to which Truvor went, according to the Tale of Bygone Years, was in fact 
Pskov. This idea, however, has been refuted by Lopatin, “About the status.” For the archae-
ology of Izborsk, see Sedov, “Mezhdunarodnye kontakty,” “Izborsk,” Izborsk, protogorod, 
and Izborsk v rannem srednevekov’e; Lopatin and Kharlashov, “Novye dannye.”
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near the present-day border with Estonia.37 In addition to a stronghold, the 
site also produced a large cemetery with barrows with both cremations and 
inhumations.38

In the region of the Upper Dnieper around present-day Smolensk, the ear-
liest settlement was located about eight miles to the west from the city, in 
Gnezdovo.39 That settlement came into being around 900 and grew quickly on 
both sides of the river Svinec (a right-hand tributary of the Dnieper), with clear 
evidence of blacksmithing and bronze making dated to the 920s or 930s. The 
same date has been assigned to the first remnants of the anchorage, a clear in-
dication of trade moving up and down the Dnieper, perhaps through a portage 
linking the Dnieper valley to that of the Dvina or the Lovat (the latter flowing 
into Lake Il’men).40 During the second half of the 10th century, the anchorage 
seems to have been abandoned, perhaps because all commercial traffic was 
now directly on the Dnieper. A fortified site was established in the second third 
of the 10th century in the middle of the large settlement. Its southeastern part 
was occupied during the second half of the 10th century by an industrial quar-
ter, with bronze-making and bone-working workshops.41 More workshops, 
including several smithies, appear in the open settlement, outside the strong-
hold, by the end of the 10th and the beginning of the 11th century.42 Gnezdovo 
had several cemeteries, with over 4,000 burial mounds, only 1,200 of which 
have been excavated so far. The earliest graves under mounds are cremations, 
with the first inhumations appearing in the mid-10th century (Fig. 14.3). Many 

37   Duczko, Viking Rus, pp. 11–14; Androshchuk, Vikings in the East, p. 21. For direct connec-
tions, no doubt along the trade routes, between Pskov and Birka, see Ambrosiani and 
Bäck, “‘Our man in Pskov’.”

38   Iakovleva, “New burial finds”; Labutina et al., “Drevnerusskii nekropol’”; Mikhailov and 
Salmin, “Larec”; Ershova and Iakovleva, “Une population.”

39   Murasheva and Pushkina, “Excavations”; Duczko, Viking Rus, pp. 155–70; Murasheva, 
“Aktual’nye problemy”; Migai, K voprosu; Pushkina et al., “Gnezdovskii arkheologicheskii 
kompleks”; Pushkina et al., “Izuchenie.” According to Shchavelev, “‘V samykh zhe 
verkhov’iakh reki’,” Gnezdovo is the center of Rus’ settlement and power mentioned 
in Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 31, p. 184 (English 
translation at p. 185: “on the higher reaches of the Dnieper river live the Russians”). As a 
matter of fact, in chapter 9 of On the Administration of the Empire, p. 56, the emperor men-
tions Miliniska as a Rus’ center similar to Novgorod and Chernihiv. Miliniska is “trans-
lated” into English as Smolensk.

40   Murasheva, “V poiskakh.”
41   Eniosova, “Nakhodki-indikatory.” For evidence of production of silver jewelry, see 

Eniosova, “Tracing the routes.”
42   Rozanova and Pushkina, “Proizvodstvennye tradicii”; Murasheva et al., “Kuznechno-

iuvelirnaia masterskaia poimennoi chasti.” For the archaeological evidence of other 
crafts, see Fetisov and Murasheva, “Smolokurennoe proizvodstvo.”
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figure 14.3  Gnezdovo, selected dress accessories from 10th-century barrows excavated in 
1880. Upper row: oval brooches
After Sizov, Kurgany, pl. I
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burials have chamber graves, which are directly comparable to those at Plakun, 
near Ladoga, as well as those in southern Scandinavia.43 The associated burial 
assemblages have produced a large quantity of weapons.44 The variety of the 
parallels with east-central Sweden and Denmark offered by those weapons and 
many other artifacts found in Gnezdovo have long raised the question of what 
kind of settlement that was.45 Some have interpreted the site as a large town 
surrounded by farming communities, with a society that included people of 
Scandinavian origin.46 Russian scholars have long viewed Gnezdovo as a typi-
cal pogost, a center for the collection of tribute from the subject populations in 
the hinterland.47 Others believe that Gnezdovo was very different from Staraia 
Ladoga and Rurik’s Stronghold in that it consisted of a combination of strong-
hold, open settlement, harbor, and satellite farming communities.48 Finally, 
some have rightly pointed out that Gnezdovo was strategically located at the 
intersection of a north-south (from Rurik’s Stronghold and Ladoga) with an 
east-west trade route (leading to the Baltic Sea, along the Dvina).49 The very 
reason for the existence of Gnezdovo was to funnel the goods obtained from 
the markets in the south, particularly those of Byzantine origin, including silk 
and amphorae transporting wine.50

43   Mikhailov, “Drevnerusskie kamernye pogrebeniia”; Müller-Wille, “Zwei Grabfunde.”
44   Kainov, “Eshche raz”; Kirpichnikov and Kainov, “Mech”; Thunmark-Nylén, “Gnezdovskii 

mech”; Kainov, “Nakonechniki” and “Swords.” For horse gear associated with warrior 
graves, see Novikov, “Ornamentirovannoe stremia,” “Ogolov’ia,” and “Ogolov’e”; Novikov 
and Eniosova, “Snariazhenie.”

45   For Scandinavian artifacts, see Eniosova, “Skandinavskie relefnye fibuly”; Petrova, “Larec”; 
Pushkina, “Podveska-amulet”; Duczko, Viking Rus, pp. 170–74 and 179–87; Murasheva, 
“‘Idol’” and “Scandinavian god ‘idol’”; Avdusina, “Nakladka”; Eniosova and Zozulia, 
“Podveska.”

46   Jansson, “Scandinavian finds,” p. 51; Kir’ianova and Pushkina, “Sel’skokhoziaistvennaia 
deiatel’nost.” To be sure, excavations in Gnezdovo have produced agricultural imple-
ments, such as plowshares (Murasheva and Nefedov, “Soshniki”), as well as paleobotani-
cal assemblages with cereal seeds (Kir’ianova, “K voprosu”).

47   Platonova, “Drevnerusskie pogosty”; Bondar’, “Letopisny pogosty.”
48   Androshchuk, “What does material evidence tell us,” p. 99 regards Gnezdovo as the earli-

est evidence of Scandinavians in the Dnieper region.
49   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 102; Eniosova and Pushkina, “Gnezdovo.”
50   Murasheva et al., “Vizantiiskie importy”; Eniosova and Pushkina, “Nakhodki vizantiiskogo 

proiskhozhdeniia” and “Finds of Byzantine origin.” For silk, see Shcherbakova, “Tekstil’.” 
In addition to Byzantine coins found in Gnezdovo, the excavations on that site have pro-
duced evidence of local imitiations of Byzantine coins (Shevcov, “Podrazhaniia”). The 
commercial character of the settlement results also from the large number of dirham 
finds, some of them from hoards (e.g., Zozulia et al., “Klad”). For Gnezdovo as linked to the 
trade network controlled from Birka, see Androshchuk, “Gnezdovo.”
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Similar developments concomitantly took place in the lands farther to the 
east, in the Volga-Oka region (Sarskoe,51 Timerevo52), and to the south, along 
the Desna river (Shestovytsia,53 Chernihiv54). However, the most impressive is 
Kiev, on the right bank of the Middle Dnieper. According to the Tale of Bygone 
Years, the earliest Scandinavian presence on that site coincides in time with 
Rurik’s establishment in Novgorod. Askold and Dir, two men “who did not be-
long to his [Rurik’s] kin,” stopped in Kiev on their way to Byzantium, “and after 
gathering together many Varangians, they established their dominion over the 
country of the Polyanians at the same time that Rurik was ruling at Novgorod.”55 
But the earliest material that could be associated with a Scandinavian pres-
ence in Kiev cannot be dated before the 10th century.56 There were three open 
settlements in existence at that time, on the Old Kiev (Starokyivs’ka), Dytynka, 
and Kudriavets’ hills, respectively. The first fortifications were erected ca. 900 
to the west of Old Kiev, but by the early 11th century, all three settlements were 
integrated into a much larger area protected by ramparts—the so-called “town 
of Iaroslav.”57 One of the most spectacular finds associated with the earliest 
fortification phase is a hoard of golden, Scandinavian bracelets and several 
thousand dirhams (the latest dated to 905/906) found in 1913 in Old Kiev.58 
It is possible that the area enclosed by the 10th-century rampart (otherwise 
known as the “town of Vladimir”) became crowded with buildings already be-
fore the middle of that century.59 A smaller fortification existed on the Castle 
Hill (Zamkova Hora), while the open settlement below the cliff, on the Podil, 
produced clear evidence of 10th-century industrial activities and trade, includ-
ing a mould for strap ends and belt mounts with an Arabic inscription.60 The 
open settlement underneath the citadel in the Upper Town had streets and  

51   Leont’ev, “Skandinavskie veshchi”; Kainov, “Novye dannye.”
52   Sedykh, “Timerevo,” “Skandinavy,” and “Jaroslavl Volga area”; Zozulia, “Timerevo.”
53   Kovalenko et al., “Arkheologicheskie issledovaniia”; Androshchuk, “O pervoi arkheo-

logicheskoi nakhodke”; Khamayko, “Gral’nyy nabir”; Kovalenko, “Shestovytsia” and 
“Scandinavians.”

54   Androshchuk, “Černigov”; Kovalenko, “Černigiv”; Sitii, “Mogily”; Komar, “Chernigov.”
55   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 21, transl., p. 60. For Askold and Dir, see Lebedev, “Rus’ 

Riurika.”
56   Callmer, “The archaeology of Kiev”; Zotsenko, “Skandinavskie drevnosti”; Androshchuk, 

“Skandinavskie drevnosti”; Tolochko, “Kiev i Iskorosten’”; Komar, “Kiev.”
57   Koziuba, “Gorodishche”; Komar, “Kiev,” pp. 319 and 321.
58   Korzukhina, Russkie klady, pp. 83–84.
59   Callmer, “The archaeology of Kiev,” p. 38. A large stone building with frescoes and decora-

tions of slate and marble has been interpreted as the seat of Princess Olga, but is most 
likely of a later date.

60   Gupalo et al., “Doslidzhennia,” pp. 47–53.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   287 3/21/2019   5:07:52 PM



288 chapter 14

neighborhoods laid out already during the first half of the 10th century.61 Kiev 
had many barrow cemeteries, some included within the 10th- as well as the 
11th-century ramparts, others located farther to the east, on the Iurkiv’ska 
Street, the Kyrylovs’ka Hill, as well as on Lysa Hora. Some of the earliest ar-
tifacts of Scandinavian origin known from Kiev have in fact been found in 
graves.62 Judging from the distribution of similar burial assemblages with 
weapons, the power of the rulers of Kiev extended over the entire region be-
tween the Middle Dnieper and the Desna, from Kiev to Chernihiv.63

The expansion of the trade network, and with it, of the power structures as-
sociated with the Varangians is archaeologically mirrored by the distribution 
of some categories of artifacts of Scandinavian origin. Early Viking-age oval 
brooches, for example, appear in a few isolated locations, primarily in north-
western Russia, while later variants dated after ca. 900 are not only much more 
spread out, but also found in very remote locations, as far east, for example, as 
the Lower Obi River in western Siberia.64 Similarly, early and middle Viking-
age swords have been found in Staraia Ladoga, the Iaroslavl region of the Volga, 
near Smolensk, and in Kiev. Specimens of the late Viking Age appear on sites 
farther away from the major rivers and reach south as far as the northern Black 
Sea shore.65 The choice of oval brooches—female dress accessories—and 
swords—weapons typically used by males—as examples is meant to convey 
another point of great significance. During the 10th century, a remarkable ten-
dency towards cultural uniformity is visible in burial assemblages. Many be-

61   Komar, “Kiev,” p. 317.
62   Movchan, “A 10th century warrior grave”; Ievlev, “A remarkable 10th century warrior 

burial”; Taranenko, “Mogil’nyky”; Zotsenko, “Kievskii nekropol’ II”; Ivakin, “Elitarnye po-
grebeniia,” “Kievskie pogrebeniia,” and “Burial grounds.” As in Plakun, Gnezdovo, and 
Shestovytsia, there were several chamber burials in Kiev (Kleingärtner and Müller-Wille, 
“Zwei Kammergräber”).

63   Fetisov, “Formirovanie,” pp. 28–282. By the mid-10th century, that power may have ex-
tended already to the lands along the Teterev River to the west, and to those in Left-Bank 
Ukraine between the Desna and the Sula rivers.

64   Stalsberg, “Zu Datierungen”; Zotsenko and Vergun, “Oval brooches”; Minasian, “Lit’e 
vikingskikh oval’nykh fibul.” For the Siberian specimen, see Krenke and Makarov, 
“Skandinavskaia fibula.” For other types of fibulae, see Avdusina and Eniosova, 
“Podkovoobraznye fibuly” and Kulakov, “Horseshoe-shaped fibulas”; Nosov and 
Khvoshchinskaia, “Nekotorye aspekty.”

65   All those swords were produced in the Rhineland, exported to Scandinavia, and then 
re-exported to Eastern Europe (Stalsberg, “Swords”). The standard work on Viking-age 
swords in Eastern Europe remains Kirpichnikov, Drevnerusskie oruzhie. For more recent 
studies, see Zotsenko, “Vysokie nakonechniki”; Plavinskii, “Mechi” and Klinkovaia zbroia, 
pp. 8–12; Androshchuk, “Vikings and farmers”; Stasiuk, “Srednevekovye pogrebeniia”; 
Kainov and Zozulia, “Mech”; Komar, “Mechi.”
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lieve that to be the archaeological correlate of a new ethnic identity, that of 
the Rus’.66 But since the archaeological record in question derives primarily 
from the excavations of cemeteries, it is more likely that the uniformity trend 
is to be interpreted symbolically, perhaps in the political context of the rise of 
the Kievan state against the background of the competition between multiple 
centers of trade and power.67

3 The State of the Rus’

The process by which the Kievan state came into being is obscure, primarily be-
cause all the information about the political developments in 10th-century Rus’ 
derives from the much later Tale of Bygone Years.68 According to its account, 
Rurik’s successor and kinsman named Oleg came to Kiev from Novgorod, at-
tacked and killed Askold and Dir. He then established himself at Kiev, which 
he declared to be “the mother of Russian cities.”69 He nonetheless main-
tained control over the north, with two other “centers” at Rurik’s Stronghold/
Novgorod and Gnezdovo/Smolensk. Oleg is an almost legendary character in 
the Tale of Bygone Years, but he is brought in by the Kievan chronicler in order 
for him to shift the emphasis from Novgorod to Kiev, the center of Kievan Rus’.70 
In addition, the chronicle attributes to Oleg the submission of three Slavic 
tribes, the Derevlians, the Severians, and the Radimichians, who were forced 

66   Croix, “De l’art de paraître”; Hedenstierna-Jonson, “Creating a cultural expression.”
67   Makarov, “Nachalo,” pp. 501–502. For the accumulation of gold as a reflection of the aristo-

cratic settings of Gnezdovo, Kiev and Chernhiv, but not of the early towns of northwest-
ern Russia, see Eniosova, “Viking age gold.” For similar observations pertaining to burial 
chambers, see Mikhailov, “Chamber graves,” p. 206–207. For the Rus’ elites, see Pavlov, 
Praviashchaia elita; Mel’nikova, “‘Druzhinoiu nalăzu srebro’”; Grigor’eva, “Poisk.”

68   Korolev, Istoriia and Martin, “The first East Slavic state” are entirely based on the Tale 
of Bygone Years. Puzanov, Drevnerusskaia gosudarstvennost’ adds political anthropol-
ogy, while Shinakov, Obrazovaniia and Gorskii, “Vozniknovenie Rusi” rely on historical 
comparisons.

69   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 23, transl. p. 61. The chronology offered by the Tale of 
Bygone Years is completely unreliable. There is no sign of any Scandinavian presence in 
Kiev before 900, even though the chronicler places Oleg’s attack in the early 880s.

70   Zuckerman, “On the date,” pp. 256–68 advanced the idea that Oleg from the Tale of Bygone 
Years is the same as Helgu mentioned in the Cambridge Document as “king of Rus’” (Golb 
and Pritsak, Khazarian Hebrew Documents, pp. 116–17). This has caused some discus-
sion, but most historians are skeptical, primarily because of chronological problems. 
See Petrukhin, “Kniaz’ Oleg”; Platonova, “Oleg”; Semenov, “K interpretacii.” Franklin and 
Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 115–16 believe that Helgu to be another Oleg than that 
mentioned in the Tale of Bygone Years as having killed Askold and Dir.
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to pay tribute.71 The Derevlians are most likely one and the same group as that  
mentioned by Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus as Derevlenines, the 
neighbors of the Pecheneg clan Iabdiertim (see chapter 10).72 The Severians 
are also presented as paying tribute to the Rus’ in the same source, but about 
them the emperor has much more to say:

The severe manner of life of these same Russians in winter-time is as 
follows. When the month of November begins, their chiefs (archontes) 
together with all the Russians at once leave Kiev and go off on the “po-
liudia” (polydia), which means “rounds,” that is, to the Slavonic regions 
of the Vervians and Drugovichians and Krivichians and Severians and 
the rest of the Slavs who are tributaries of the Russians. There they are 
maintained throughout the winter, but then once more, starting from the 
month of April, when the ice of the Dnieper river melts, they come back 
to Kiev.73

In Kiev, the Rus’ from all the centers (Novgorod, Smolensk, and others) come 
together and get on dugouts provided by their Slavic tributaries, loaded with 
furs, slaves, wax, honey, and other goods collected as tribute. From Kiev, they 
then sail southwards along the Dnieper, pass the rapids by land, and re-embark 
south of that in order to get to Constantinople on the Black Sea.74 The descrip-

71   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 35, transl., p. 61. For the location of the three tribes, see 
Shchavelev, “Slavianskie ‘plemena.” According to Fetisov and Shchavelev, “Rus’ i rad-
imichi,” the submission of the Radimichians to the Rus’ power in Kiev could not have 
taken place before the 11th century.

72   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37, p. 169: “along 
with the Oultines … and Lenzenines and the rest of the Slavs,” the Derevlenines live in a 
“tributary territory of the country of Russia.” The parallel between names and historical  
situations—Derevlians paying tribute to the Rus’ power in Kiev—strongly suggests that 
what the Tale of Bygone Years presents as happening in the late 9th century is in fact the 
reality of the mid-10th century.

73   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37, pp. 62 and 63 
(English translation). Polydia is the Greek transcription of a Slavic word (most likely de-
rived from the word for “people”), which suggests that Emperor Constantine informant 
was a bilingual Rus’. That conclusion is substantiated by the double names (Slavic and 
Norse) that the emperor gives for the seven rapids of the Dnieper. For the Rus’ in On 
the Administration of the Empire, see Howard-Johnston, “The De administrando impe-
rio”; Sorlin, “Voies commerciales”; Melin, “‘Sambatás’”; Petrukhin, “The Dnieper rapids”; 
Nazarenko, “Territorial’no-politicheskaia struktura”; Fylypchuk, “Skhidnyy shliakh”; 
Mel’nikova, “Rhosia.”

74   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 37, pp. 57–63. The 
slaves “in their chains” are specifically mentioned in this context, the other commodities 
appear in other sources (both Arabic and Rus’).
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tion of the trip of the Rus’ from Kiev to Constantinople takes an entire chapter 
of On the Administration of the Empire, most likely because of the importance 
that the trade with the Rus’ has acquired in the mid-10th century.

However, the first time the Rus’ are known to have reached the capital of 
the empire, they were not doing it for commercial profit. In 860, a large fleet, 
said to be of 200 ships, arrived in the Bosporus taking the Byzantines by sur-
prise. The event is mentioned by Photius, the patriarch of Constantinople at 
that time, in his sermons.75 After plundering the suburbs of Constantinople 
and moving under the walls of the city with impunity, the Rus’ withdrew 
just as suddenly as they had appeared. The Tale of Bygone Years covers the 
same event under the years 863–866, but attributes the attack to Askold and 
Dir, and thus implies that the 200 ships were coming from Kiev.76 This is, of 
course, impossible, since there were no Scandinavians in Kiev by that date. 
Wherever the Rus’ returned after the attack of 860, according to Theophanes 
Continuatus, “an embassy from them reached the imperial city beseeching 
that they might become participants in divine baptism.”77 As a matter of fact, 
in a letter dated to 867, Patriarch Photius mentions that the Rus’ have accepted 
Christianity and a bishop, and were now showing zeal for Christian worship.78 
Forty years later, the first recorded Byzantine-Rus’ trade treaty regulated rela-
tions between Constantinople and the Varangian merchants. The latter were 
to remain at St. Mamas, when coming to the capital of the empire, until the 
Byzantine authorities would record all their names. The Rus’ were allowed to 
trade in the city without payment of taxes, provided that they would come to 
Constantinople unarmed and in groups no larger than 50.79 Six years later, a 
new treaty was adopted, which introduced a number of legal issues and set a 

75   Photius, Homilies III and IV, pp. 29 and 40; transl. p. 82 and 96. Photius compared the Rus’ 
raid to “irresistible lighting” and “a thunderbolt from heaven,” which Shepard, “Photios’ 
sermons” regards as “merely rhetorical tropes and exaggeration.” For the attack of 860 and 
its mention in Patriarch Photius’ homilies, see Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of 
Rus, pp. 50–52; Cvetkov, Pokhod; Kepreotes, “Faith.” Kazhdan, “Joseph the Hymnographer” 
has suggested that the Byzantine poet may have alluded to the Rus’ raid in his hymns.

76   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 21–22, transl. p. 60. Nothing indicates that the passage 
through the rapids described by Constantine Porphyrogenitus could apply to the second 
half of the 9th century. Androshchuk, “What does material evidence tell us,” pp. 97–98 
has suggested that the Rus’ came from the north along the rivers Donets’ and Don, then 
moved into the Sea of Azov, and through the straits of Kerch, into the Black Sea.

77   Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia IV 33, p. 279.
78   Photius, ep. 2, p. 50; Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 54–55; Majeska, 

“Patriarch Photius.”
79   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 31, transl. p. 65. For the treaty of 907, see Sverdlov, “Russkii 

kupec”; Rozhdestvenskaia, “Ob otrazhenii”; Simeonova, “Tărgovishte Rūs/Rhōs.”
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tariff of compensation for injuries and offences that could possibly take place 
in Byzantine-Rus’ relations. Like the treaty of 907, that of 911 mentions the 
names of five Rus’ as participants in the negotiations, presumably on behalf of 
Oleg, but adds ten more names.80 All of them are Scandinavian.81 The treaty 
mentions the Rus’ “professionally engaged in Greece under the orders of the 
Christian emperor,” an indication that by the time Kiev was established as a 
key commercial center in Eastern Europe, there already were Rus’ mercenaries 
in the Byzantine army.82

Despite or, perhaps because of the favorable terms of those treaties, Igor, the 
new prince in Kiev “attacked the Greeks, and … the Russes set out across the 
sea, and began to ravage Bithynia.”83 Unlike previous events, the coverage of 
the 941 attack of the Rus’ in the Tale of Bygone Years may be verified against sev-
eral other, Byzantine sources.84 The attack was eventually repelled by means of 
the Greek fire, the use of which was most likely prompted by the large number 
of vessels with which the Rus’ attacked, perhaps five times more than those 
of 860. Since nothing is reported about the Rus’ getting their hands on large 
amount of wealth, as in 860, but instead the sources insist on their atrocities, 
it has been suggested that the goal of Igor’s raid of 941 was political, namely to 
induce terror and to force a revision of the already favorable terms of the com-
mercial treaty.85 If that was Igor’s real intention, the plan did not really work. 
True, a new treaty was established with Byzantium in 944, but the agreement, 
while repeating the terms of the previous two treaties, introduced a number 
of changes that shed some light on the realities on the ground that may have 
prompted Igor to attack Byzantium three years earlier. First, there clearly were 
more Rus’ traders in 944 than in 911.86 Second, the Rus’ were not to spend the 

80   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 33, transl. pp. 65–66.
81   Mel’nikova, “The cultural assimilation,” p. 458; Mel’nikova “The lists.”
82   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 38, transl. p. 68. For the treaty of 911, see Tolochko, 

“Letopisnoe obramlenie”; Domanovskii, “‘O vzimaiushchikh kupliu Rusi’.” For Rus’ merce-
naries in 10th-century Byzantium, see Fylypchuk, “Skil’ky koshtuvav.”

83   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 44, transl. pp. 71–72.
84   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 113.
85   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 116. Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 44, 

transl. p. 72: “Of the people they captured, some they butchered, others they set up as 
targets and shot at, some seized upon, and after binding their hands behind their backs, 
they drove iron nails through their heads.”

86   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 46, transl. p. 73. There are 76 persons listed as “general en-
voys” and many of them, especially those of the members of the princely family, have 
Slavic or Finnish, not Norse names (Mel’nikova, “The cultural assimilation,” p. 459). 
Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 118–19 note that the list of names reflects 
a political structure revolving around the princely family, which did not however domi-
nate that structure.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   292 3/21/2019   5:07:52 PM



293The Rise of Rus’

winter at the mouth of the river Dnieper, an indication that permanent settle-
ments of the Rus’ were envisioned in dangerous proximity to the Byzantine ter-
ritories in the Crimea.87 Third, the Byzantines put restrictions on the quantity 
of silk that the Rus’ merchants could buy in Constantinople—no more than 
the value of 50 gold coins.88 This clearly indicates that by 944, the Rus’ engaged 
in re-exporting of silk to the northern parts of Europe in large quantities, as 
confirmed by archaeological finds in Birka and York.89 Fourth, the Rus’ mer-
chants, according to the text of the treaty transcribed in the chronicle, used to 
carry silver seals with them, most likely to guarantee their status as merchants 
(as opposed to spies). The treaty of 944 required that each one of them was to 
produce a “certificate” from the the Rus’ prince “to the effect that a given num-
ber of ships has been dispatched.”90 Leaving aside the fact that this stipulation 
implies the use of letters (written documents) by the Rus’, the prince in Kiev 
seems to be concerned with controlling the volume of trade taking place with 
Byzantium, no doubt in order to eliminate competitors. The treaty also men-
tions that, should the Byzantines be in need of military assistance from the 
Rus’, “they shall communicate with your Great Prince, and he shall send us as 
many soldiers as we require.”91 This suggests that Igor wanted to control more 
than just trade with Byzantium. He also wanted to monitor the recruitment of 
Varangian mercenaries for the imperial troops.

87   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 51, transl. p. 76. The concern with the Rus’ coming too close 
to the Crimea rhymes with the advice Emperor Constantine VII gave to his son to use the 
Pechenegs against the Rus’, if necessary: “Nor can the Russian come at this imperial city of 
the Romans [Constantinople], either for war or for trade, unless they are at peace with the 
Pechenegs, because when the Russians come with their ships to the barrages of the river 
[Dnieper] and cannot pass through unless they lift their ships off the river and carry them 
past by portaging them on their shoulders, then the men of this nation of the Pechenegs 
set upon them, and, as they cannot do two things at once, they are easily routed and cut 
to pieces” (Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 2, p. 31).

88   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 49, transl. p. 75. The silk purchased was then to be present-
ed to the “imperial officer” who was supposed to stamp it, probably in order to guarantee 
its quality. Unmentioned in the treaty, the Rus’ interest in Byzantine wine is betrayed 
by the numerous amphorae found on 10th-century sites in Russia and Ukraine (Koval’, 
“Vizantiiskie amfory”).

89   As Zhabreva, “Rus’” notes, Rus’ remained the “gate to Byzantium” for Scandinavia well into 
the 14th century.

90   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 48, transl. p. 74. See also Nikol’skii, “Vizantiiksie chinovniki.”
91   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 52, transl. p. 76. Rus warriors took part in several Byzantine 

military expeditions in the course of the 10th century, as far as Crete (949), Syria (954–
955), and Sicily (964–965) (Androshchuk, “What does material evidence tell us,” pp. 103 
and 105). For Rus’ and Byzantium in the 10th century, see also Alberti, “Bisanzio.”
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4 From Olga to Vladimir

Igor did not live long enough to enjoy the terms of the treaty of 944. In 945, he 
was killed in a conflict with the Derevlians, and power in Kiev passed onto his 
wife, Olga, who crushed the Derevlian rebels, burnt down their main strong-
hold in Iskorosten’ and imposed a heavy tribute upon them.92 To judge from 
the evidence of the Tale of Bygone Years, she also instituted a number of tribute 
collection centers (pogosty) in northern Rus’, the purpose of which appears to 
have been to increase the quantity of goods, which the Rus’ could now trade 
with Byzantium.93 Olga most certainly relied on local agents of the central 
power in Kiev, as shown by the silver trapezoidal pendant found in a burial 
chamber of the Viking-age cemetery in Pskov. The pendant shows on one 
side her “Christian falcon” emblem and, on the other, the emblem of her son 
Sviatoslav (the bident).94 Olga may have also struck special coins, imitations of 
Samanid dirhams bearing her “Christian falcon” emblem, which she probably 
distributed as medallions to friends, allies, and loyal followers.95 A cross was 
added over the bird’s head in the emblem, probably in reference to Olga’s inter-
est in Christianity.96 It was about that time (most likely in 957) that, in the com-
pany of a large retinue, which included a far greater number of merchants than 
those mentioned in the 944 treaty, Olga went to Constantinople in person.97 

92   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 59–60, transl. p. 81. The tribute in question was most cer-
tainly paid in furs and honey, to which one may add slaves on grounds of the Russian 
Primary Chronicle, p. 63, transl., p. 83. For the archaeology of Iskorosten’, see Androshchuk, 
Vikings in the East, pp. 65–89.

93   Dyba, “947 chronicle texts.” Dyba, “Administrative and urban reforms,” p. 65 attributes 
Olga’s initiatives to a desire to control the westernmost segment of the trade route from 
Volga Bulgaria to Regensburg, which crossed the lands of the Derevlians. However, to treat 
Olga’s initiatives as an attempt at the centralization of power in Rus’ (Zhikh, “‘Reform’”) 
is a stretch of the evidence available, and an illustration of the étatist tendencies of the 
Russian historiography in the era of Vladimir Putin.

94   Ershova, “Serebrianaia podveska” and “Pogrebenie 6.” Kovalev, “Grand princess Olga,” be-
lieves the falcon to be an indication that, prior to her conversion to Christianity, Olga 
has been a vǫlva (seeress) and supreme priestess of Freyja. Much of that is based on the 
legendary image of Olga in much later Norse sources, for which see Butler, “A woman.” 
The man buried in the burial chamber 6 was probably an agent of the princely power in 
charge with the collection of tribute from the Pskov area. The assemblage in the burial 
chamber 6 may be dated between the late 950s and the early 960s.

95   Kovalev, “Where did Rus’ Grand Princess Olga’s falcon find its cross,” p. 164 notes that 
those coins “appear to have been issued within a very short period of time … most prob-
ably between ca. 945 and ca. 950.”

96   Kovalev, “Where did Rus’ Grand Princess Olga’s falcon find its cross,” p. 161.
97   The date of Olga’s trip has been a matter of much discussion. See Featherstone, “Olga’s 

visit” and “Olg’as visit to Constantinople in De ceremoniis”; Poppe, “Once again”; Litavrin, 
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295The Rise of Rus’

She received baptism there, with Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus 
as sponsor at the baptismal font, and got a new name, Helena.98 Upon return-
ing to Rus’, however, she is reported to have contacted Otto, the East Frankish 
king, asking for the ordination of a bishop and for priests. Adalbert, the future 
archbishop of Magdeburg, was dispatched to Kiev, but he returned without 
much success.99

Many historians believe Olga’s conversion to Christianity to be a crucial mo-
ment in the history of early Rus’, and the event was certainly used as a key 
episode by the author(s) of the Tale of Bygone Years, who remembered her as 
“the precursor of the Christian land” and as “radiant among infidels like a pearl 
in the dung.”100 But why did Olga convert to Christianity? The Rus’ foothold on 
the Middle Dnieper cannot have been very firm in the mid-10th century. The ar-
chaeological excavations in Kiev and the surrounding region bespeak the small 
number of people, while the events surrounding the last years of Igor’s life 
point to the instability of the political situation. Olga may have chosen to as-
sociate herself with powerful, but distant, monarchs (in this case, Constantine 
VII and Otto I) in order to consolidate her position of power. There were ap-
parently no immediate consequences of her decision, for no Byzantine arti-
facts with Christian symbolism, and no church buildings could be dated to the 

Vizantiia, pp. 429–37; Zuckerman, “Le voyage d’Olga”; Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’, pp. 218–
310; Tinnefeld, “Zum Stand.” However, as Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus,  
p. 137 have noted, “it is of no very great consequence precisely when Olga visited Tsargrad.”

98   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 60–61, transl. p. 82; Rychka, “‘Znamian’ia.”
99   Adalbert, Continuatio Reginonis, in Bauer and Rau, Quellen, p. 218; Franklin and 

Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 137; Gordyienko, “The mission.” For Adalbert, see also 
Langenbahn, “Adalbert von Trier.” There is nothing in the sources to suggest that Olga had 
any “religious policies” (Kniaz’kov, “Religioznaia politika”).

100   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 68, transl., p. 86. For the role of Olga’s story in shaping 
the chronicle narrative, see Butler, “Ol’ga’s conversion.” For the oversized image of Olga 
in modern historiography, see Borkowska, “Reine évangélisatrice”; Rychka, Kniagynia; 
Bogdanov, “Kniaginia”; Giambelucca-Kossova, “Ol’ga”; Karpov, Kniaginia; Sherman, “Grand 
princess.” Although formally canonized only in the late 13th century, Olga appears in the 
11th-century frescoes of the St. Sophia Cathedral in Kiev (Nikitenko, “K ikonograficheskoi 
programme”). Homza, “St. Ol’ga” (reprinted in Homza, Mulieres, pp. 143–68) points out 
that in Rus’ the cult of St. Olga had three important functions. The folk tradition ren-
dered her as a personification of the Russian understanding of wisdom (something that 
Kovalev, “Grand princess Olga,” p. 504 takes at face value, namely as historical evidence of 
Olga as seeress). To churchmen, she was the Mary of Rus’, the tendency to associate the 
cult of St. Olga and the Marian cult being particularly evident in liturgical poetry (Bedina, 
“Obraz”). Finally, to chroniclers, Olga was the Helena of Rus’, because Vladimir was be-
lieved to be the new Constantine (Brzozowska, “The ideal Christian rulers”). In addition, 
the rise of Muscovy in the 15th century turned her into the “mother of all princes and 
tsars.” Meanwhile, her cult had spread to Bulgaria as well (Pavlova, “Pochitanie”).
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15 years or so that Olga spent in Kiev as a Christian.101 Meanwhile, the flow 
of Arab coins into the Middle Dnieper region began to peter out by the mid-
10th century (and stopped around 970), exactly when trade with Byzantium, 
particularly that in silk, appears to have picked up. Olga may have reacted to 
the reorientation of the trade routes from the Caspian to the Black Sea, a pro-
cess that may have been under way since the beginning of the century, if not 
earlier. The Byzantine connection offered many more political and economic 
opportunities, and Olga may have anticipated the changes that were expected 
to take place in Rus’. When her son Sviatoslav took over from Olga in the mid-
960s, the eastern trade route had long been abandoned. According to the Tale 
of Bygone Years, Sviatoslav “sallied forth against the Khazars,” and eventually 
sacked and destroyed their capital at Itil (see chapter 9).102 Now that the Rus’ 
replaced the Khazars in their hegemonic position in the forest-steppe belt 
north of Khazaria simply meant that Sviatoslav considerably expanded the 
catchment area of tribute-paying, subject population to the east, much in the 
same way his mother’s dealings with the Derevlians had opened a vast area 
to the north and northwest. In both cases, the ultimate goal was an increased 
volume of trade with Byzantium.103 As a matter of fact, Sviatoslav’s military 
feats may have attracted the attention of the Byzantines. For 1,500 pounds of 
gold, he was hired to attack the Bulgarians in the Balkans, and in 968, he in-
vaded Bulgaria (see chapter 12). He returned in 969 together with his men, but 
also women, perhaps in an attempt to settle in the region.104 He allowed the 
Bulgarian ruler, Boris II, to remain in Preslav and did not move beyond the 
Balkan Mountains, which the Byzantine armies crossed against him in 970. 

101   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 139; Dyba, “Khrystians’ke sakral’ne budi-
vnytstvo.” Nonetheless, the existence of Christians in Rus’ during the first half of the 10th 
century is clearly attested in the sources (Tolochko, “‘Varangian Christianity’”). For un-
convincing attempts to read Christian identities into the archaeological record of 10th-
century burials, see Petrukhin and Pushkina, “Old Russia” and Sitii, “Mogily.”

102   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 65, transl. p. 84; Rostkowski, “Wyprawa.” For the association 
between the attack on Khazaria and the shifting trade routes, see Konovalova, “Pokhod”; 
Petrukhin, “Transkontinental’nye sviazi.”

103   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 145 note that the campaign against the 
Khazars shows that Sviatoslav’s Rus’ were not footsoldiers, but horsemen fighting in the 
style of the steppe nomads, which is also why he allied himself with the Oghuz. Horse rid-
ing and horseback fighting is documented in the archaeological record as well (Zverugo 
and Vitsiaz, “Ryshtunak vershnika” and Novikov, “Uzdechnye nabory”).

104   According to the Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 67, transl. p. 86, Sviatoslav did “not care 
to remain in Kiev, but should prefer to live in Pereyaslavets on the Danube.” The idea 
of transferring the center of Rus’ power from Kiev to the Balkans bespeaks Sviatoslav’s 
intention to be as close as possible to the sources of revenue made possible by trade with 
Byzantium.
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He was eventually besieged in Dristra and forced to agree to a complete Rus’ 
withdrawal from the Balkans. Upon his return to Kiev, most likely in the region 
of the Dnieper rapids, the Rus’ were attacked by the Pechenegs, who killed 
Sviatoslav.105 Soon after that, his sons began to struggle among themselves for 
power, a long-drawn conflict that ended when Vladimir took control of Kiev in 
980.106 The state of which he was now the head had been a political organism 
based on the extraction of tribute from surrounding tribes by bands of war-
rior-merchants operating out of important trade centers—the earliest towns 
of Eastern Europe.107 Both Sviatoslav and his son Vladimir may have conceived 
of that organism as a family enterprise.108 The earliest evidence of a dynastic 
thinking derives from the use of a special symbol—the so-called bident for 
Sviatoslav, and the trident for Vladimir—as a Rurikid family emblem.109

Having eliminated a local Varangian prince in Polatsk (on the Western 
Dvina, to the northwest from Gnezdovo), who was not a Riurikid, Vladimir 
turned against his brother Iaropolk in Kiev. He moved quickly out of Novgorod 
(Rurik’s Stronghold may have been already abandoned at that time) with a 
motley army of Scandinavians, Slavs, and Finns from northwestern Russia. By 
978, he had eliminated Iaropolk and established himself in Kiev.110 As he lacked 
local ties, and the loyalty of his troops was fragile, he introduced a religious 

105   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 74, transl., p. 90: “The nomads took his head, and made a 
cup out of his skull, overlaying it with gold, and they drank from it.” For Sviatoslav’s death, 
see Paroń, “Śmierć.”

106   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 151–53.
107   Motsia, “Le rôle” and “‘Embrionnyy’ etap”; Nosov, “Proiskhozhdenie” and “Stanovlenie”; 

Nosov, “Pervye goroda”; Pushkina, “Viking-period pre-urban settlements”; Callmer, 
“Urbanisation”; Levko, “Drevneishie goroda”; Bondar’, “Ukreplennye punkty” and 
“‘Druzhinnye lageria’”; Nazarenko, “Gorodskie centry.” In Norse sources, the name for the 
land of the Rus’ is “Gardariki” (“the realm of towns”).

108   For the nature of the Rus’ “state” in the 10th century, see Gorskii, “Gosudarstvo”; Rychka, 
“La Russie”; Sverdlov, “Russkoe gosudarstvo”; Kotliar, “Dokhristianskaia Rus’”; Shchavelev, 
“‘Derzhava Riurikovichei’.” In that respect, 10th-century Rus’ cannot be compared to 
Norway (Litovskikh and Shchavelev, “Teritoriia”), the creation of which under the dynasty 
of Harald Finehair implied no major towns (Kaupang in Vestland, the core of Harald’s 
kingdom, was abandoned in the 10th century). For a comparison between Harald and 
Vladimir, see Raffensperger, “Shared (hi)stories.”

109   Mel’nikova, “‘Znaki Riurikovichei’”; Hedenstierna, “Rus’,” p. 171; Kovalev, “Grand Princess 
Olga,” pp. 470–73; Mikheev, “K probleme”; Beleckii, “Geral’dicheskaia podveska,” 
“Geral’dicheskie podveski,” and “Novye nakhodki”; Molchanov, “Die Zeichen.” The bi-
dent appears on trapezoidal pendants, such as that found in Pskov, but also as graffiti on 
Islamic dirhams.

110   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 151–55; Martin, Medieval Russia, pp. 1–6. 
For Vladimir’s Scandinavian connections, see Voitovich, “Skandinavs’ki goryzonty.” For 
the Polatsk, see Klimov, “Polackae kniastva.”
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reform, which aimed at associating regional cults with Kiev and the princely 
residence. According to the Tale of Bygone Years, “he set up idols on the hill 
outside the castle with the hall: one of Perun, made of wood with a head of 
silver and a mustache of gold, and others of Khors, Dazh’bog, Stribog, Simar’gl, 
and Mokosh’.”111 Since, with the probably exception of Perun, none of those 
deities seems to be Norse, it is likely that the reform was meant to appeal to the 
subject populations now incorporated into the political organism ruled from 
Kiev.112 Nonetheless, Vladimir maintained close relations with Scandinavia, 
and a late 12th-century saga claims that after his father was murdered by kins-
men, Olaf Tryggvason, the future king of Norway, remained with Vladimir “in 
the kingdom of Garda[riki] for nine years.”113 Olaf “grew up in the realm of 
Garda,” but refused to enter the temple of the pagan gods, where Vladimir took 
him often to worship. However, no structure has been so far discovered in Kiev 
that could match either the description of the presumed temple in the saga, or 
the setup of idols described in the chronicle.114

By the mid-980s, the political situation seems to have been under sufficient 
control for Vladimir to begin expanding the Rurikid domain in the manner of 
his father. He attacked the Volga Bulgars in 985 (see chapter 9), the Slavic tribes 
of the Viatichi and Radimichi, and the Baltic tribe of the Iatvingians, far to the 
west, between the Pripet and the Neman rivers. He moved to the southwest 
as well, and attacked the “Liakhs and took their cities, Peremyshl, Cherven, 

111   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 79, transl. p. 93. Very little is known about the gods men-
tioned in the text, other than Perun, who is invoked by the Rus’ as guarantor for the trea-
ties of 907 and 944. Dazhbog may have been a sun god, while the names Simar’gl and 
Mokosh are Iranian and Finno-Ugrian, respectively. For more details on those deities 
and Vladimir’s “religious reform,” see Vasil’ev, “Velikii kniaz’” and “Osobennosti”; Klimov, 
Religioznaia reforma.

112   Next to nothing is known about the religious life of those populations, as well as of the 
Varangians (Musin, “Les Scandinaves”). Besides artifacts, such as pendants, with figura-
tive decoration that could be interpreted, with the help of some imagination, in relation 
to Norse mythology, the only religious beliefs visible in the archaeological record of 10th-
century Russia and Ukraine are those associated with the bear cult (Kuraev, “Pogrebeniia”; 
Sedykh, “O proiavleniiakh kul’ta”). See Khamayko, “Vid.”

113   Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar I 47 and 57, pp. 94 and 106; English translation from Sephton, The 
Saga, pp. 56 and 67. The saga mentions Queen Allogia, who is believed to be Olga (regard-
ed as Vladimir’s mother, not grandmother). See Dzhakson, “Islandskie korolevskie sagi,” 
pp. 22–23, 30, 32–33, and 75–79; Kovalev, “Grand Princess Olga,” pp. 504–505; Kollinger, 
“Olaf Tryggvasson.”

114   The round structure discovered on the Old Kiev Hill in the early 20th century and long 
believed to be the sanctuary built by Vladimir for his religious reform is a much later 
building (Komar, “‘Dokhristians’ka’ monumental’na arkhitektura,” pp. 114–20; Kotyshev, 
“‘Iazycheskoe kapishte’”).
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299The Rise of Rus’

and other towns.”115 His military credentials established, Vladimir offered his 
assistance in 986 or 987 to Emperor Basil II, who badly needed a strong ally 
against two dangerous rebellions led by his two generals, Bardas Phocas and 
Bardas Skleros. According to the Tale of Bygone Years, in 988, the Rus’ prince 
“proceeded with an armed force against Kherson, a Greek city,” forced it to sur-
render, and then asked for Emperor Basil II’s sister in marriage.116 The emperor 
agreed upon condition that Vladimir would become Christian. Princess Anna 
was then dispatched to Cherson in the company of priests, serving as assistants 
to the local bishop who baptized Vladimir “in the Church of St. Basil, which 
stands upon a square in the center of the city, where the Khersonians trade.”117 
Then Vladimir married Anna, whom he took to Kiev, where he ordered the de-
struction of the idols. Mass baptisms in the Dnieper followed those measures. 
Vladimir “ordained that wooden churches should be built and established 
where pagan idols had previously stood” and erected a church dedicated to 
St. Basil on the site of the previous idols, “outside the castle with the hall.” This 
was most likely a timber church, soon to be replaced by a grandiose stone-and-
brick building, part of a large-scale building program in Kiev, of which the new 
church was the centerpiece. Dedicated to the Mother of God, but called the 
Tithe Church (Desiatinnaia, because Vladimir granted a tenth of his revenue to 
the associated clergy), this was a very large three-aisled church, the first of its 
kind in Eastern Europe (see chapter 29)118 It was planted in the middle of one 
of the oldest barrow cemeteries of Kiev, no doubt in order to give a new mean-
ing to an area until then used for burial.119 The architecture of the church is 
distinctly Byzantine, but Vladimir went farther than that in borrowing cultural 

115   Russian Primary Chronicle, pp. 81–82 and 84, transl. pp. 95–96; Golovko, “Pokhid.” For 
the Viatichi, see Nikol’skaia, Zemlia. For the Radimichi, see Fetisov and Shchavelev, “Rus’ 
i radimichi.” For the Yatvingians, see Tyszkiewicz, “Jaćwież”; Kibin’, “Iatviagi.” For the 
towns of the Liakhs, see Piotrowski and Wołoszyn, “Czermno/Cherven” and “Chervenskie 
grady”; Liaska, “Cherven”; Iusupovich, “‘Peremyshl’”; Wołoszyn et al., “Beyond boundaries” 
and “Cherven.”

116   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 109, transl., p. 111. See Polgár, “Kereszténység”; Romens’kyy, 
“‘Kogda pal Khersones?’” and “Kniaz’ Vladimir.” For the archaeology of late 10th-century 
Cherson, see Romanchuk, Studien, pp. 151–52 and 155–56; Sazanov, “Kreshchenie.”

117   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 111, transl., p. 113.
118   This is the church mentioned in the Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 121, transl. p. 119. 

For the archaeology of the Tithe Church, see Tolochko et al., Tserkva; Ioannisian et al., 
“Desiatinnaia cerkov’”; Ivakin, “Arkhiteturno-arkheologicheskie issledovaniia”; Elshin, 
“Raskopki,” “K voprosu,” and “Chertezhi”; Ivakin et al., “Arkhitekturno-arkheologichny 
doslidzhennia”; Koziuba, “Doslidzhennia sadyby” and “Doslidzhennia”; Zykov, “Materialy” 
and “Desiatinnaia cerkov’.” Vladimir’s trident has been found on some of the bricks em-
ployed for the building of the church (Elshin, “Kniazheskie znaki”).

119   Mikhailov, “Kievskii iazycheskii nekropol’.”
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models from the south. He struck gold and silver coins, on which one side 
shows the portrait of Christ Pantokrator, while the other has Vladimir wearing 
a crown and holding a scepter while seated on the throne, with an inscription 
describing him as such.120 Meanwhile, 6,000 Rus’ warriors had been sent to 
Constantinople. They played a crucial role in the subsequent suppression of 
the rebellion of Bardas Phocas. This may well have been the nucleus of the 
famous Varangian Guard.121

Bishops, priests, and deacons accompanied Vladimir’s sons appointed as 
rulers of different towns in Rus’. With that the implementation of Christianity 
began, not without opposition, especially in Novgorod (see chapter 25).122 The 
deterioration of relations with the Pechenegs prompted another building pro-
gram, this time of several forts on the tributaries of the river Dnieper connect-
ed by long lines of earthworks known as the “Snake Ramparts.”123 This is the 
defense system on the southern border of Rus’, which in his letter to Emperor 
Henry II written in 1008, Bruno of Querfurt described as “the most firm and 
lengthy fence.”124 Bruno knew that first-hand, because he had seen the ram-
parts with his own eyes, since it was from there that he moved farther south, as 
a missionary to the Pechenegs (see chapter 10).

5 From Vladimir to Iaroslav

At Vladimir’s death in 1015, his many sons began a succession struggle, initial-
ly led by Sviatopolk, who had until then been the ruler of Turov.125 He killed 
two of his brothers, Boris and Gleb, who subsequently became the first native 
saints of Rus’ (see chapter 25). Against his other brother, Iaroslav, the ruler of 
Novgorod, Sviatopolk involved his father-in-law, Bolesław Chrobry, the duke 

120   Zhilina, “Rekonstrukciia”; Komar, “Sbirnyk.” The inscriptions on other gold and silver 
coins simply mention his name, e.g., “Vladimir—and this is his gold.”

121   Lugovoi, “Rusy”; Quak, “Scandinaviërs”; Theotokis, “Rus, Varangian and Frankish merce-
naries”; Jakobsson, “The Varangian legend.”

122   Martin, Medieval Russia, p. 12; Musin, Khristianizaciia.
123   Morgunov, “O pogranichnom stroitel’stve” and “K problematike”; Vovkodav, “Istoriia.” For 

Vladimir’s relations with the Pechenegs, see Golovko, “Stepova polityka.”
124   Bruno of Querfurt, Letter to King Henry, p. 99. For the letter, see Wood, Missionary Life,  

pp. 236–39; Fałkowski, “The letter.”
125   Turov was a new town established in the 960s or 970s by a non-Rurikid Varangian named 

Tur(y) (Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, p. 152). For Turov and the principal-
ity created around the town, over which Sviatopolk was appointed ruler by his father, see 
Lysenko, “Turauskae kniastva” and “Turovskaia zemlia.” For Sviatopolk as ruler of Turov, 
see also Kollinger, “Świętopełk I.”
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of Poland, whose troops occupied Kiev in 1018.126 In the meantime, Iaroslav al-
lied himself with the Pechenegs against his brother and his Polish allies.127 At 
Sviatopolk’s death in 1019, Iaroslav assumed the Kievan throne, only to be chal-
lenged by another brother, Mstislav, the ruler of Tmutorokan, a Rus’ city on 
the eastern shore of the Strait of Kerch’.128 At stake in this dispute between 
Vladimir’s many sons was not the principle of succession (seniority), but the 
definition of what it meant to be the “senior member” of a generation. That 
definition was complicated by Vladimir’s many concubines, as well as the lack 
of any known children resulting from his marriage with Anna, the Byzantine 
princess.129 When Iaroslav died in 1054, a refined principle of succession was 
introduced, whereby power passed laterally from one brother to another in 
the order of their ages. In this way, all members of the Rurikid dynasty were 
theoretically eligible to become “grand princes” of Kiev, for that was now the 
most important center in Rus’.130 Further refinement of the succession rules 
was introduced by Iaroslav’s grandsons at the Congress of Liubech (1097): each 
prince within Kievan Rus’ was given his principality as patrimonial domain. 
Pereiaslavl’ (in Left-Bank Ukraine), for example, was retained by Vladimir II 
Monomakh, but new territories were added to his patrimony on the Upper 
Volga and the Kliazma rivers in the region of Rostov.131 Vladimir’s son, Iurii 
Dolgoruki, after marrying the daughter of the Cuman khan, established him-
self in Suzdal’ and founded the city of Vladimir in 1108.132 Suzdalia (the lands 
around Suzdal’) blocked the access of Novgorod to Volga Bulgar markets and, 
conversely, prevented Bulgar merchants from moving up the Volga River. This 
brought the principality based on Monomakh’s patrimonial domain in direct 

126   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle VIII 32, p. 530.
127   Other Pechenegs were allied to Bolesław Chrobry. For those events, see Franklin and 

Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 184–88.
128   Kotliar, “Tmutorokanskie zaboty.” Tmutorokan is first mentioned in the Russian Primary 

Chronicle (p. 121, transl. p. 119) in relation to Vladimir’s appointment of his son Mstislav 
as a ruler there. Hanak, The Nature, p. 38 with n. 79 points out that Vladimir may have 
had two sons named Mstislav. At any rate, exactly when the Rus’ established their power 
in Matarcha/Tmutorokan, and the entire Taman Peninsula, remains unclear (Bubenok, 
“Koly Tmutarakan’ stala volodinnniam Rusi”).

129   Vozniuk, “Zhinky”; Tokareva, “‘Vă bo zhenoliubec’.”
130   Poppe, “Words”; Dimnik, “The title”; Grot, “O titulature.” The first to call himself “grand 

prince” was Iaroslav, but after 1100, all senior members of the dynasty claimed the title, 
regardless of where they were based. For the principle of seniority, see Golden, “Ascent by 
scales.”

131   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 245–77; Martin, Medieval Russia, pp. 24–
46. For the Congress of Liubech, see Tolochko, “Liubets’kyi z’izd”; Dimnik, “The all-Rus’ 
congresses,” pp. 7–19; Pchelov, Pochemu.

132   Martin, Medieval Russia, p. 43. For Iurii Dolgoruki, see Kuchkin, “Istoricheskie potrety.”
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conflict with the Bulgars. Against them, Iurii began building forts on the south-
ern frontier of the principality, one of which, named Moscow, was established 
in the early 12th century.

The political history of Rus’ during the second half of the 11th and the 12th 
century has attracted much attention recently, and a number of excellent 
surveys exist, both in Russian and in English.133 The recent tendency in the 
historiography of Rus’ is to emphasize the European dimension of its medi-
eval history.134 Rus’ rulers established matrimonial alliances with royal and 
imperial families in Poland, Byzantium, Sweden, Denmark, and England.135 
That between 1000 and 1200, the state of Rus’ was not different from any in 
Central and Western Europe is not a matter of debate.136 Particularly interest-
ing in this respect is the new emphasis on the sacral legitimization of power, 
but also on the legitimate and, especially illegitimate use of violence and of  
vengeance.137 There is comparatively less scholarly interest in European paral-
lels to the Rus’ society of the 11th and 12th centuries. The period between 1000 
and 1200 is one of significant intrusion of both princes (members of the Rurikid 
dynasty) and their noblemen (boyars) into the countryside, away from towns. 
This is in fact a period of organization of estates, often for the raising of horses, 
with rent extracted from neighboring communities of free peasants.138 Princes 
withdrew from trade and concentrated primarily on facilitation or controlling 
trade. Such changes were a direct consequence of the radical transformation 

133   The literature on the political history of pre-Mongol Rus’ is enormous, and only the most 
recent titles can be mentioned here: Demin, Rus’ letopisnaia; Vodoff, Autour du Moyen 
Age russe; Gorskii, Rus’; Moriakov, Istoriia; Dvornichenko et al., Istoriia; Dimnik, “The Rus’ 
principalities”; Franklin, “Kievan Rus’”; Martin, Medieval Russia; Shambarov, Velikie im-
perii; Donnert, Das altostslavische Großreich; Raffensperger, Reimagining, “Mia syntome,” 
and The Kingdom.

134   Raffensperger, “The place of Rus’.”
135   Raffensperger, “Russian economic and marital policy,” “Dynastic marriage,” and 

Reimagining, pp. 71–114. Rival princes regularly appealed to their individual, foreign as-
sociates for assistance.

136   Kotyshev, “‘Russkaia zemlia’”; Dvornichenko, “‘Gosudarstvo’.”
137   For the sacralization of power, see Sobol, “Opravdenie”; Solov’ev, Delo; Tolochko, 

“Problems”; Vilkul, Liudi; Kezha, “Asnounyia faktary”; Stefanovich, “‘Nashi kniazi’”; Hanak, 
The Nature. For violence, see Lebedeva, “Element nasiliia” and Solov’ev, “Nelegitimnoe 
nasilie.” For vengeance, see Chebanenko, “Institut mesti.”

138   Kisterev, “K kharakteristike”; Orosz, “A korai orosz parasztság”; Martin, Medieval Russia, 
pp. 65–68; Makarov, “Social elite”; Stefanovich, “Elita.” Because of the clear absence of 
any evidence of serfdom, historians still working within a Marxist paradigm describe the 
period as “pre-feudal” (Bazanov, “‘Kholopy’” and “Kievskaia Rus’”). On the other hand, 
it remains unclear when and how members of the princely retinue turned into boyars 
(Nazarenko, “Kniaz’”).
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of the trade patterns. While Suzdalia and Volga Bulgaria disputed each oth-
er’s share in the eastern trade, trade was redirected to such Crimean ports as 
Sudak, which were visited by foreign merchants.139 Meanwhile, the western 
trade picked up, particularly after 1000. By 1100, German merchants dominated 
the trade in Novgorod, where they established a comptoir at Peterhof.140 The 
western trade, especially that along the route linking Regensburg to Kiev, is 
also responsible for the rise of towns in western Rus’, particularly in Volhynia 
and Halych.141

Following his defeat of a Pecheneg army (see chapter 10), Iaroslav erected a 
new “town” in Kiev, which was dominated by the new church of St. Sophia, the 
largest in the whole of Rus’.142 The central and upper sections of the church 
were decorated with mosaics, while the lower walls were covered with frescoes 
(see chapter 29). A monk named Antonii (Anthony), who had been tonsured 
on Mount Athos, founded a community of hermits near Kiev, on the site of 
what became the Monastery of the Caves, most likely in the mid-11th century. 
This was to be a model for Rus’ monasticism, and the monks at the Caves en-
gaged in a vast program of history writing, the ultimate result of which is the 
Tale of Bygone Years.143 Iaroslav’s reign also coincides with the establishment 
of legal norms, in the form of the first law code, Russkaia Pravda, or at least 
of what is commonly attributed to Iaroslav’s age from that law-code, namely 
the first 18 articles of the short version (which has 43 articles).144 This is essen-
tially customary law dealing with vengeance, compensations for injury, and 
legal procedures for violation of property. Because of its practical nature, the 
law was written in vernacular, not in Church Slavonic, the language adopted by 
the Church for the form of Christianity introduced to Rus’ by Vladimir. Despite 

139   Zakharov and Kuzina, “Torgovo-ekonomicheskie otnosheniia.” See also Shepard, “‘Mists 
and portals’”; Brüggemann, “From money-trade to barter”; Tymoshenko, “Materialy.” For  
Sudak, see Baranov, “Sugdeia” and “Zastroika”; Zelenko, “Srednevekovye korablekrusheniia.”

140   Khoroshkevich, “Der Ostseehandel”; Dzhakson, “Novgorod the Great”; Squires, Die Hanse. 
For the archaeological evidence of the presence of German merchants in Novgorod, see 
Kovalev, “Ganzeiskaia (‘diuzhinnaia’) derviannaia schetnaia birka.”

141   Poslovs’ka, “Obmin.”
142   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 209–13; Nikitenko, Rus’; Ievlev and 

Kozlovskii, “Zabudova.” A great controversy ensued from a recent, round table in Kiev, 
as well as some of the subsequently published papers, which attempted to move the 
date for the St. Sophia foundation 25 years earlier. See Bobrovskii et al., Zasnuvannia; 
Arkhipova and Tolochko, “‘Novaia datirovka’”; Ioannisian, “Eshche raz”; Mikheev, “Kogda 
byl postroen.”

143   Heppell, “The early history”; Artamonov, “Zhizn”; Arrignon, “Antoine des Grottes”; 
Uspenskii, “Antonii Pecherskii.”

144   Tolochko, “The Short Redaction”; Merkulov, “Russkaia Pravda.”
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attempts to link Russkaia Pravda to Byzantine law, the customs reflected in the 
first law-code of Rus’ are typically Rus’. In that respect, the law-code probably 
applied only to a small social group, that of free urban males.145

6 Twelfth-Century Rus’

The late 11th and early 12th century was a period of economic boom in Kiev, 
which became a major center of international and transit trade, the city with 
the largest number of public monuments and with the fastest growing urban 
crafts in the whole of Rus’. Despite the European dimension of that develop-
ment, the supply and use of actual coins virtually ceased, and by 1100, coins 
were replaced with silver ingots, and a varieties of commodities (such as squir-
rel or marten pelts), which served as lower denominations for commercial  
exchanges.146 Because of the lack of monetary units, the political and military 
unrest of the middle and second half of the 12th century triggered price surges 
and shortages of goods. This is particularly true for the period after 1146, the 
year in which Vsevolod Ol’govich died. He had been a member of the Chernihiv 
branch of the dynasty and briefly ruled in Kiev (1137–1146) by circumventing 
the rules of succession established in the 11th century. Although the rules were 
restored when Rostislav Mstislavich assumed power in Kiev, the second half of 
the 12th century was a period of gradual dissolution of the central control in 
Rus’.147 That was also a period in which urban communities gained indepen-
dence as self-regulating communities. However, and despite the existence of as-
semblies of free citizens (the veche), no sense of collective identity existed, not 
even in Novgorod.148 In other words, there was no Rus’ equivalent to the com-
munal movement taking place at that same time in Western Europe. Moreover, 
after the mid-12th century, the center of political activity moved from Kiev to 
the principality of Vladimir-Suzdal’. This was a particularly prominent devel-
opment under Prince Andrei Bogoliubskii (Iurii Dolgoruki’s son), the prince 
of Rostov-Suzdal’ (since 1157) and the grand prince of Vladimir (1169–1174). His 

145   Franklin and Shepard, The Emergence of Rus, pp. 217–24; Chebanenko, “Politogenez.” For 
Russkaia Pravda and Byzantine law, see Milov, “Vizantiiskaia Ekloga.”

146   Kotliar, “O tak nazyvaemykh Chernigovskikh monetnykh grivnakh” and “Drevnerusskie 
monetnye grivny”; Kuleshov, “K predystorii”; Komar, “Do problemy.”

147   Dimnik, The Dynasty, p. 13; Martin, Medieval Russia, pp. 119–23; Raffensperger, Reimagining, 
p. 187.

148   Tolochko, “‘Sedokha slyshati’”; Chebanenko, “Osnovnye cherty” and “Kievskaia obshchi-
na.” For Novgorod, see Ianin, “Fürst oder Bojaren.”
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authority in Rus’ now overshadowed that of the grand prince in Kiev.149 In 1169 
an army led by Andrei’s son defeated Mstislav, the ruler of Kiev. The Suzdalian 
troops conquered and sacked the city for three days, plundering its churches 
and monasteries. The events of 1169 had repercussions in Novgorod as well, 
the Suzdalian influence on the city grew considerably during the last quarter 
of the 12th century.150 After 1200, the Suzdalian expansion in the Far North ef-
fectively replaced the previous Novgorodian dominance in the region.151

149   Krivosheev, Rus’.
150   Pelenski, “The sack of Kiev”; Makai, “1169-i god.”
151   Sedova, Suzdal’; Makarov, Kolonizaciia, “Northern Rus’,” and “The fur trade”; Makarov and 

Zakharov, “Nakanune peremen.”
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chapter 15

Byzantium in the Balkans (800–1100)

Between ca. 620 and ca. 800, the Balkans were outside the direct control of 
the Byzantine Empire, except the coastal regions in eastern and northern 
Greece and in present-day Albania.1 According to the much later Chronicle of 
Monemvasia, Emperor Nicephorus I (802–811) settled colonists from various 
parts of the empire—“Kapheroi, Thrakesians, Armenians, and others from dif-
ferent places and cities”—in the Peloponnese (the southern part of Greece)2 
However, a reoccupation of Patras (the city in northwestern Peloponnese 
specifically mentioned in the chronicle) shortly after 800 is not confirmed ar-
chaeologically (Fig. 15.1).3 There were, however, troops from Constantinople 
stationed in Corinth after a new theme of Peloponnesus was created, in the 
aftermath of the 783 campaign of the logothete of the Swift Course, Staurakios, 
“against the Sklavinian tribes” in southern Greece.4 More themes came 
into being in northern Greece to meet the military threats from Bulgaria: 
Macedonia shortly before 802, Strymon shortly before 809, and Thessalonike at 

1   For the withdrawal of Byzantium from the Balkans, the continuing presence of the imperial 
power in the coastal region, and the demographic collapse of the 7th century, see Curta, “The 
beginning.”

2   Kislinger, Regionalgeschichte, p. 203. Thrakesians and Armenians were inhabitants of the 
Anatolian themes of Thrakesion and Armeniakon, respectively. The Kapheroi were most 
likely former Muslims from the eastern provinces of the Empire who had accepted baptism 
(Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 136–37). For the Chronicle of Monemvasia, which was writ-
ten in the second half of the 10th century, see Turlej, The Chronicle; Madgearu, “Studiu”; Marín 
Riveros, La crónica; Vasilikopoulou-Ioannidou, “To Chronikon”; Anagnostakis and Kaldellis, 
“The textual sources,” pp. 106–15.

3   The available archaeological record and the historical information suggest that the reoccupa-
tion of some of the late antique sites in the region cannot be dated before the middle of the  
9th century. For Patras in the 9th century, see Georgopoulou-Verra, “He prote oikodomike 
phase”; Komatina, “Osnivanje”; Giannopoulos, “He Patra.” For Argos, see Oikonomou-
Laniadou, “To Argos.” For the absence of any Byzantine coin finds from the Peloponnese that 
could be dated to the first three decades of the 9th century, see Curta, “Coins and burials,” p. 61.

4   Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia, pp. 456–57. See Olajos, “Une source”; Oikonomides, 
“A note.” According to Živković, “The date,” the theme was created shortly after Staurakios’ 
expedition. The presence of troops in Corinth is betrayed by the great number of copper 
coins, with a sudden surge under Emperor Theophilus (829–842) (Metcalf, “Monetary reces-
sion,” p. 114). Coins struck for Theophilos appear also in the Peloponnese, for example at 
Sparta and at Naupaktos, but are rare in the rest of Greece (Curta, The Edinburgh History,  
pp. 138 and 158 n. 11).
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some point between 796 and 811.5 The latter explains the large number of seals 
of military governors (strategoi) of Thessalonike as well as the fortification of 
the city and its environs during the last years of Michael III’s reign (842–867) 
in response to Arab raids in the northern Aegean.6 However, after ca. 870, a 
flourishing trade with neighboring Bulgaria turned Thessaloniki into a major 

5   Stavridou-Zaphraka, “Ta themata tou Makedonikou chorou. To thema Strymonos,” “Ta 
themata tou Makedonikou chorou. To thema Thessalonikes,” “The development,” and 
“Thessalonike”; Kyriazopoulos, “‘Makedonia’”; Dapergolas, “Problems”; Wassiliou-Seibt, 
“Reconstruction.”

6   For the seals of strategoi, see Koltsida-Makri, “He byzantine Thessalonike,” pp. 245 and 251. 
The fortress of Vardar was restored in 861/862, as attested by an inscription mentioning the 
imperial protospatharios Marinos (perhaps the strategos of Thessalonike). See Kiourtzian, 
“Note prosopographique.” For Arab attacks on the western coast of Greece, see Kaponis, “He 
arabike poliorkia.”

figure 15.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)
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commercial center. Much more numerous than seals of military governors are 
in fact those of kommerkiarioi, imperial agents in charge with taxing the trade 
taking place in the city.7 Two of those kommerkiarioi of Thessalonike named 
Kosmas and Staurakios may well be those who, in 893, with tacit imperial ap-
proval, moved to Thessaloniki the Constantinopolitan trade with Bulgaria, no 
doubt in order to tax it to their own advantage, a measure that sparked the war 
between Symeon of Bulgaria and Emperor Leo VI.8

An early 9th-century presence of the Byzantines is also attested on the west-
ern coast of the Balkan Peninsula, in present-day Albania and Montenegro. A 
theme of Dyrrachion (now Durrës, Albania) seems to have come into being 
at about the same time as the theme of Peloponnesos.9 The fortress in Lezhë, 
farther to the north along the coast of the Adriatic Sea, was reoccupied in the 
early 9th century.10 Continuing along the coast to the north, at Stari Bar, some 
of the earliest fortifications, including two horseshoe-shaped gate towers, have 
been dated shortly before or after 800.11 Inscriptions attest that the Church of 
St. Tryphon in Kotor (farther to the north from Bar) was erected during the 
reign of Nicephorus I (802–811), that of Ulcinj (to the south from Bar, near 
the Albanian-Montenegrin border) under Emperor Leo V (813–820).12 But the 
Byzantine power reached even farther to the north in central and northern 
Dalmatia. When Fortunatus, the patriarch of Grado, fled to the east in 821, to 
escape accusations of collusion with Liudewit, the Slavic rebel in Sisak (see 
chapter 7), he went to Zadar. There was a “prefect” named John there, no doubt 
a Byzantine official, who put him on a ship for Constantinople.13

7    Koltsida-Makri, “He byzantine Thessalonike,” p. 251.
8    Oikonomides, “Le kommerkion,” p. 247. The city’s harbor was restored in the early 10th 

century (Malamut and Grélois, “Le port,” p. 138). For the port warehouses and the ar-
chaeological evidence of long-distance trade in 9th- and 10th-century Thessaloniki, 
see Chatziioannidis and Tamisis, “Oi limenikes apothekes,” pp. 196–97. For the city of 
Thessaloniki in the 9th and 10th centuries as a major trade center, see also Tsorbarzoglou, 
“The ‘Megalopolis’”; Stavridou-Zaphraka, “L’environnement.”

9    Kislinger, “Dyrrachion,” pp. 337–38, who links the creation of the two themes to a general 
plan of recuperating the coastal regions in the western Balkans. Gutteridge, “Cultural ge-
ographies,” p. 33 regards the theme of Dyrrachion as a “response to the growing threat of 
Arab piracy in the Adriatic.” For the bishopric of Dyrrachion during the early Middle Ages, 
see Dudek, “Biskupi Dyrrachionu.”

10   For Byzantine Lezhë, see Concina, “Tracce”; Nallbani, “Lezha” and “Lezha [Lissos, Alessio]
(Albanie). Citadelle.” The cemetery chapel in Lezhë was built around 800 (Buchet et al., 
“Lezha,” p. 480).

11   Baudo et al., “The fortifications,” pp. 39–40, 45–46, and 50. See also Gelichi, “Stari Bar.”
12   Dragojlović, “Dyrrachium,” p. 202.
13   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 821, pp. 156–57. John was definitely not a strategos, as there 

was yet no theme of Dalmatia. Kislinger, “Dyrrachion,” p. 342 cites three different seals 
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309Byzantium in the Balkans (800–1100)

During the first decade of the 9th century, the Byzantine control in south-
ern Thrace and the Balkan hinterland of Constantinople began expanding 
to the north and to the west, with many forts being rebuilt, garrisoned and  
repopulated.14 Settlers from different parts of the empire, much like in the case 
of the Peloponnese, were brought to Thrace under Nicephorus I, in an attempt 
to put to good use the fertile lands in the valleys of the Marica River and its left-
hand tributary, the Tundzha.15 The Byzantines controlled both the via militaris, 
the road along the Marica to the northwest, and the valley of the Strymon, and 
in this way managed to reach much farther into the interior than in any other 
part of the Balkans.16 However, the network of fortified and open settlements 
in Byzantine Thrace was seriously disrupted between 812 and 816, because of 
the war with the Bulgars. The inhabitants of several important forts in north-
ern Thrace simply fled in 812, and the area seems to have been completely de-
populated for several decades.17 The Thirty Years Peace (see chapter 6) restored 
prosperity to the area, and many towns and forts were repopulated under  
Leo V.18 Similarly, the areas inside and around the newly formed themes in 
northern Greece and Albania were claimed by new settlers in the course of the 
9th century. Many buried their dead in pre-existing, prehistoric barrows, per-
haps under the assumption that those were their ancestors (or to claim rights to 
the lands once inhabited by those “ancestors”).19 For example, at Spilaio (near 
Evros, across the present-day Greek-Turkish border from Edirne), a man was 
buried with a seal of the Grand Logothete Marianos (the brother of Emperor 
Basil I) into a prehistoric barrow. The seal indicates that a letter was deposited 
inside the grave, perhaps to show the man’s social and political status, as well 

of archontes of Dalmatia, one of which was found in Corinth. Pace Živković, “Uspenskij’s 
Taktikon” (reprinted in Živković, Forging Unity, pp. 105–46), there was no theme of 
Dalmatia during the first half of the 9th century. For Byzantine Dalmatia, see Gračanin, 
“Bizant.”

14   Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 163; Stanev, Trakiia, pp. 94–109; Borisov, “Vizantiiskata krepost.” 
For seals in northern Thrace, see Iordanov, “Thrace”; Kănev, “Kăm văprosa.”

15   Seals of military governors of Macedonia, Thrace, and Thrakesion, as well as of stewards 
of imperial estates have been found in the fort at Melnica, on the Middle Tundzha River 
(Iordanov, Gradove, pp. 286, 289, 316, 323, and 331).

16   Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 186.
17   Sophoulis, Byzantium, p. 224; Stanev, Trakiia, p. 139. It is important to note that during his 

campaigns against Byzantium, Krum forcefully moved many prisoners of war into the 
interior of Bulgaria, most likely on the other side of the Stara Planina range of mountains, 
to the north.

18   Sophoulis, Byzantium, pp. 285–86. The archaeology of this urban revival in Thrace is still 
in its infancy. See, however, Shtereva and Aladzhov, “Razkopkite”; Balbolova-Ivanova, 
“Srednovekovnata cărkva”; Borisov, “Do tuk stiga Bălgariia.”

19   Poulou-Papadimitriou et al., “Burial practices,” pp. 407–08; Curta, “Burials.”
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310 chapter 15

as his “connections” which probably mattered to the surviving relatives and 
friends responsible for his burial.20 Farther to the west, along the road linking 
Constantinople to Thessaloniki, the military situation remained unstable. At 
some point between 835 and 841, Gregory of Dekapolis left Thessaloniki to-
gether with a young disciple to go to a Sklavinia (a Slavic district) in the hinter-
land. He quickly returned after foreseeing a great deal of bloodshed and unrest, 
which would be caused, for reasons that remain unknown, by the exarch of 
the Sklavinia.21 In 855, Gregory traveled overland to Thessaloniki. At the cross-
ing of a river (perhaps the Strymon), he encountered Slavic bandits on small 
boats, who used to prey on commercial ships and occasional travelers.22 A few 
years later, a deputy strategos of Thessalonike encountered serious difficulties 
near Maroneia, when traveling in the opposite direction (from Thessaloniki 
to Constantinople). The area was also raided by Bulgars in 812 or 813, and the 
fort of Didymoteicho(n) was sacked in the process.23 The Bulgars crossed the 
Rhodope Mountains and entered the region one more time under the reign of 
Presian (836–852), who campaigned against the Smoliani on the lower Struma 
(Strymon) River, as attested by a stone inscription found in Philippi (see chap-
ter 6). According to Constantine Porphyrogenitus, it was only under the reign 
of Michael III (842–867) that the Slavs in the region of Thessaloniki were fi-
nally subdued.24 By 870, in fact, many sites in the region have been reoccupied, 
and new churches have been built. There is also clear evidence of imports from 
Constantinople, as well as fish and oyster farming, most likely to meet the de-
mand in the capital of the empire.25

20   Triantaphyllos, “Enas diachronikos tymbos,” pp. 628–29. Marianos is known to have been 
the domestic of the Scholae between 866 and 872 and to have participated in the assas-
sinations of Bardas (866) and Michael III (867). There are two letters of Patriarch Photius 
addressed to him, a clear indication of his elevated position in the late 860s and early 870s 
(Curta, “Burials,” p. 276).

21   Ignatios the Deacon, Life of St. Gregory of Dekapolis 49, p. 110. The Sklavinia may have 
been that of the Drugubites, who lived in the environs of present-day Veria, to the west 
from Thessaloniki (Kyriaki-Wassiliou, “Neue Siegel”). For Sklaviniai as Byzantine clients 
in the borderlands of the Byzantine themes, see Leveniotis, “The legal and social status.” 
For a similar Sklavinia inside or on the border of the theme of Hellas, see Stepanova, 
“Ermitazhnaia pechat’.”

22   Ignatios the Deacon, Life of St. Gregory of Dekapolis 21, p. 86. For the Life of St. Gregory, see 
Dinu, “Viaţa Sfântului Grigorie.”

23   See Belke, “Roads,” p. 58; Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 141–42. For Didymoteicho(n), 
see Papathoma, “Didymoteicho.”

24   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, The Book of Ceremonies II 37, p. 635 (“other Slavs from the 
administrative district of Thessaloniki”).

25   Dunn, “The Byzantine topography”; Provost and Foschia, “He ‘oikia’”; Curta, The Edinburgh 
History, p. 146.
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Meanwhile, however, and despite the creation of the new theme, the politi-
cal situation in the Peloponnese remained volatile. According to Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus, the local Slavs rose in rebellion during the reign of Theophilus 
(829–842). Shortly after his death, under Emperor Michael III (842–867), the 
military governor, Theoktistos Bryennios led a campaign against the rebels, 
with a large army combining troops from the themes of Thrace, Macedonia 
“and the rest of the western provinces.” He succeeded in subduing “all Slavs 
and other insubordinates of the province of Peloponnesus,” with the excep-
tion of two groups, the Ezeritai and the Milingoi. A second expedition forced 
those two groups to move out of the plain of Sparta and onto the slopes of 
the neighboring Taigetos and Parnon Mountains. A heavy tribute was imposed 
on both groups—60 solidi for the Milingoi and 300 solidi for the Ezeritai.26 
Nonetheless, in the war against the Arabs in southern Italy, including the siege 
and subsequent conquest of Taranto (881), the Byzantines employed troops 
from the Peloponnese, some of which may have been recruited from among 
the local Slavs.27 During the second half of the 9th century, the greatest military 
threat for the Peloponnese did not come from the interior, but from Arabs over-
seas. An Arab fleet from Crete attacked the western coast of the Peloponnese 
in 879. Under Emperor Leo VI (886–912), the emir of Crete Abdallah Umar II 
ibn Shuayub also attacked the Peloponnese, but was defeated by the military 
governor of the theme.28 The situation in the Aegean was not very different. 
Because of Arab raids, many islands were deserted, including those that were 
close to the coast, like Aigina.29 Nonetheless, the reign of Leo VI also coincides 

26   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 50, p. 233; Curta, 
Southeastern Europe, p. 115; Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 139–40. Curta, “Coins and 
burials,” p. 62 has linked those events to the monetary surge in Corinth, especially since a 
significant number of the coins found on that site have been struck in western mints, thus 
confirming that troops from the “western provinces” of the empire (i.e., from Byzantine 
Italy) participated in the two campaigns against the Slavs of the Peloponnese.

27   Ditten, Ethnische Verschiebungen, pp. 261–62. The presence of a large number of troops in 
the Peloponnese during the second half of the 9th century is betrayed by numerous finds 
of coins (both stray and hoard finds), particularly those struck for Emperor Leo VI. In fact, 
the coins struck for that emperor are the most numerous among those dated between ca. 
600 and ca. 900 (Curta, “Coins and burials,” p. 63).

28   Savvidis, “Morea,” p. 52; Savvidis, “Peloponnesos,” pp. 374 and 376. The attack of the emir 
of Crete may have taken place at the beginning of the reign of Leo VI, whose name is oth-
erwise mentioned in an inscription from Corinth regarding the building of a tower that 
was meant to signal by fire the attack of “bands of barbarians” (Rife, “Leo’s Peloponnesian 
fire-tower”).

29   Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 146–47. Crete was occupied in the 820s by a group 
of Arabs exiled from al-Andalus, who had initially settled in Egypt under the leader-
ship of Abu Hafs (Malamut, Les îles, pp. 72–77). During the 9th century and early 10th 
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with a considerable expansion of the imperial domain in the Peloponnese. 
According to the Life of Basil, a work of dynastic propaganda written in the 
mid-10th century, an imperial delegate named Zenobius came to Naupaktos 
in order to take over the inheritance left for the emperor by a rich widow from 
Patras named Danelis.30 She had large estates worked by slaves, whom the em-
peror freed and then settled in Longobardia (Calabria, southern Italy).31 This 
unexpected inheritance is explained in terms of the friendship between her 
and Leo’s father, Emperor Basil I (867–886). The story is little more than an 
adaptation of the Alexander Romance, which has little, if any historical value.32 
However, there is no reason to doubt that a woman named Danelis did indeed 
leave a considerable inheritance to the emperor, perhaps because at the origin 
of her wealth was a grant of land for an imperial or, possibly, military official 
residing in Patras.33

There is also evidence of the presence of the imperial aristocracy in central 
Greece. Under Emperor Basil I, a member of the imperial household (perhaps 
a steward of the imperial domain) named Leo built a church in 873/4 in Skripou 
(now in Orchomenos, Boeotia), in the middle of his own landholdings. The 
walls of the church incorporated many architectural and sculptural elements 
from the ruins of the ancient city of Orchomenus. Along with them, there was 
an inscription with an original epigram composed in archaic iambic trimeters, 
which spelled out Leo’s name, rank, and landholder status.34 A high-ranking 
official, a drungarios whose name remains unknown, built another church in 
Athens (870/1). The details are known from an inscription, which mentions 
that the church was dedicated to St. John the Baptist.35 Several other churches 

century, Crete became the launching pad for devastating raids, which led to the desertion 
of many islands in the Aegean. In fact, abandoned islands became something of a trope 
in Byzantine hagiography (Caraher, “Constructing memories”). For Aigina, see Pennas, He 
byzantine Aigina.

30   Life of Basil 74–77, pp. 252–64. On the basis of the detailed inventory of the goods that 
Danelis left to Leo, the author must have had access to written documents, perhaps from 
the imperial archives (Litavrin, “Peloponnesskaia magnatka,” p. 22).

31   Turlej, “The legendary motif,” p. 393; Kourelis, “Monuments,” pp. 138–39. For Danelis, see 
Koutava-Delivoria, “Qui était Danielis?”

32   Anagnostakis, “To episodios”; Anagnostakis and Kaldellis, “The textual sources,” pp. 115–
23. The character of Danelis is modeled after Queen Sheba (combined with Kandaki), 
while Basil is, of course, Alexander the Great.

33   Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 157 (reproducing a point first made by Kourelis, 
“Monuments,” p. 136).

34   Papalexandrou, “Conversing hellenism” and “Memory tattered.” For the church, see 
Bouras, Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Architecture, pp. 76–77. For Leo, the founder of the 
church, see Bevilacqua, “Commitenza.”

35   Kazanaki-Lappa, “Athens,” p. 206.
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built in the late 9th century are known from western Greece, but none from 
the Peloponnese, even though hermits and monasteries are mentioned in that 
region at that time.36

1 Byzantium in the Adriatic Region

There was no direct, land connection between the theme of Dyrrachion and 
the Peloponnese. However, there certainly was a fortified point on the coast, 
at Butrint, across the straight from the island of Kerkyra (Corfu). The western 
defenses, built in the 5th century, were still in use around 800. The recent ex-
cavation of two of the adjacent towers produced a great quantity of glass— 
vessels, window glass, and waste glass—, which appears to have been collected 
for resale or recycling.37 A few decades later, a house was established in the 
ruins of the 5th-century basilica in the Vrina Plain.38 The house was still in use 
in the early 10th century, as indicated by numerous coin finds.39 Most impres-
sive were also five lead seals found in the house, two of imperial officials in 
Constantinople, and another of the military governor of the early 10th-century 
theme of Dyrrachion.40 The seals clearly indicate contact with highly ranked 
officials of the empire, which indirectly points to the elevated status of the 
house’s occupant. A few associated graves cut through the mosaic floor of 
the ancient church produced only modest grave goods, but could equally be 
dated to ca. 900, much like the ceramic material, which includes amphorae 
similar to those known from Otranto, in southern Italy (Fig. 15.2).41 Who was 
the resident of this makeshift house in the ruins of an old basilica? Richard 
Hodges believes that the multiple references to southern Italy in the archaeo-
logical assemblage of the house suggest that he was a local ruler, perhaps the 

36   Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 118–19; Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 150–51. For 9th-
century churches in the region of Arta, see Papadopoulou, Byzantine Arta, pp. 25–28. For 
forts in northwestern Greece, see Veikou, Byzantine Epirus. For a large, 9th- to 10th-century  
cemetery in Azoros near Elassona, in Thessaly, see Deriziotis and Kougioumtzoglou, 
“Anakalyptontas.”

37   Hodges and Kamani, “Assedio”; Kamani, “Butrint” and “The western defences”; Jennings, 
“A group”; Jennings and Stark, “Appendix.” A later 9th-century occupation has also been 
identified on the acropolis (Sebastiani, “Butrinto”).

38   Greenslade and Hodges, “The aristocratic oikos.”
39   For the coins, see Papadopoulou, “The numismatic evidence,” pp. 313–14.
40   Papadopoulou, “Five lead seals.”
41   For the early medieval pottery found in Butrint, see Vroom and Kondyli, “‘Dark Age’ 

Butrint.” One of the seals belongs to an early 10th-century military governor of Sicily, who 
must have been at that time resident in Calabria (southern Italy).
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figure 15.2  Butrint, a 9th- to 10th-century grave cut through the mosaic pavement of the 
5th-century basilica in the Vrina Plain
Photo by the author
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archon mentioned in the Life of St. Elias the Younger.42 In 880, Elias moved from 
Calabria to Sparta, fleeing the Arab depredations. Some time later, probably in 
or shortly before 884, he went from Sparta to Epirus together with this disciple, 
Daniel. In Bouthrotos (Butrint), he was arrested under accusation that he was 
an Arab spy and imprisoned by a man “whose rank is lower than that of the 
stratelates.” Appealing to the local archon was to no avail, and only the divine 
intervention could free Elias.43 The story of Elias’s misfortunes may not be di-
rectly relevant to the interpretation of the house built in the late 9th century 
in the ruins of the 5th-century basilica in the Vrina Plain. But both categories 
of evidence conspicuously highlight the relation between sites on the western 
coast of the Balkans and the situation in southern Italy. The loss of the last 
Byzantine outposts in Sicily (Syracuse in 878 and Taormina in 902) allowed the 
Arabs to reach the western Balkan coasts much faster, and it is probably under 
those circumstances that the new theme of Nikopolis was organized in Epirus, 
with Naupaktos as its headquarters.44

2 Bulgarian, Arabs, and Rebels

In the early 10th century, the threat to the theme of Dyrrachion came also from 
the interior, in the form of local clients of Symeon of Bulgaria. One of them, 
“Michael, prince of Zachlumi” called for a Bulgarian intervention against the 
“military governor at Dyrrachium, the protospatharius Leo Rhabduchus,” who 
had allied himself with Peter, the prince of Serbia.45 Although he campaigned 
against the latter, Symeon made no attempt to take the city of Dyrrachion. Nor 
did he take advantage of the earlier sack of Thessaloniki by a fleet under the 

42   Hodges, The Rise, p. 77.
43   Life of St. Elias the Younger, pp. 42–44; Soustal, “The historical sources,” p. 22. Later, St. 

Elias fled again to Patras (Life of St. Elias the Younger, p. 56). See Yannopoulous, “La Grèce,”  
p. 198. Ten years later, the remains of St. Elias (who died in Thessaloniki) were brought 
again to Bouthrotos to be taken from there to Calabria (Life of St. Elias the Younger, p. 116).

44   Stavrakos, “He pole;” Kislinger, “Dyrrachion,” p. 349. If the resident of the house in the 
Vrina Plain near Butrint was indeed an archon, he must therefore have been under the ju-
risdiction of the military governor in Naupaktos. It is nonetheless important to note that 
none of the five seals found in the house belonged to the military governor of Nikopolis.

45   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 32, p. 157. Those events 
must be dated to ca. 918 (Kislinger, “Dyrrachion,” p. 351). For a 10th-century archon of 
Duklja who may have also corresponded with the military governor of Dyrrachium, see 
Zagarčanin, “Novi pečat.”
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316 chapter 15

command of a Christian renegade, Leo of Tripoli (Abu Harith).46 The account 
of the city’s siege and conquest (July 29, 904) has been disputed by some, but 
is now established as an authentic testimony of an eye witness—a prisoner of 
war sold into slavery in Syria, after the attack.47 According to John Kaminiates, 
the attack was successful because the inhabitants of Thessaloniki failed to 
build an underwater fence, which would have denied Leo of Tripoli access into 
the harbor. John also accused of betrayal the Slavic archers, who had been re-
cruited from among “those who paid us tribute and those who were under the 
jurisdiction of the strategos of Strymon.”48 The devastation of the city must 
have been serious, but Thessaloniki recovered rapidly and witnessed an accel-
erated economic growth during the second half of the 10th century.49

Leo of Tripoli returned to the Aegean, defeated the imperial navy in 911 
and plundered the island of Lemnos in 921. A party of raiders from Crete 
sacked Monemvasia in 950.50 Sixteen years later, however, the new domestic 
(supreme general) of the East, Nicephorus Phokas, mounted an expedition 
against Crete, stormed al-Khandaq (Candia) and massacred its population, 
taking an extraordinary amount of booty. The conquest of Crete thus put an 
end to Muslim raiding and placed the Aegean Sea firmly under Byzantine con-
trol.51 Several islands were resettled shortly before the year 1000, most likely 
with people coming from continental Greece. That much, at least, results from 
the fact that the military governor of Chios, Leo, was a native of Kyparissia in 
the Peloponnese.52 While before 961, the islands in the Aegean had suffered 
from Arab depredations, continental Greece became the target of Bulgarian 
raids. In 916, Bulgarian armies devastated the theme of Thessalonike in retalia-
tion for Empress Zoe’s annulment of her son’s engagement to Symeon’s daugh-
ter and for her rejection of his imperial title (see chapter 12). Symeon raided 
Greece again following his victory at Anchialos (August 20, 917) and his cam-

46   In 904, the frontier with Bulgaria ran less than 14 miles to the north from Thessaloniki 
(Oikonomides, “Horos”).

47   John Kaminiates, The Capture of Thessaloniki, pp. xxxvii–xl. The authenticity has been 
disputed by Kazhdan, “Some questions,” but convincingly defended by Christides, “Once 
again” and Frendo, “The Miracles of St. Demetrius,” pp. 208–23. See also Strano, “Storia.”

48   John Kaminiates, The Capture of Thessaloniki 17 and 20, pp. 30 and 36–37. The theme of 
Strymon in eastern Macedonia was created by Leo VI, probably at the same time as the 
theme of Nikopolis based on Naupaktos (Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 201).

49   Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 168. For the situation in Thessaloniki in the aftermath of 
the 904 sack of the city, see the Life of St. Elias the Younger, p. 110; Yannopoulos. “La Grèce,” 
pp. 215–16. For industrial activities in 10th-century Thessaloniki, see Antonaras, Arts.

50   Malamut, Les îles, pp. 84 and 112; Savvidis, “Morea,” p. 53.
51   Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 169.
52   Malamut, Les îles, p. 500.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   316 3/21/2019   5:07:55 PM



317Byzantium in the Balkans (800–1100)

paign against Peter of Serbia. The Bulgarians were again in northern Greece 
by 921, and this time they reached as far south as the Isthmus of Corinth and 
northern Peloponnese.53

Symeon’s raid of 921 may have aggravated an already tense situation in the 
region. According to Constantine Porphyrogenitus, who wrote a few decades 
after the events, the Milingoi and the Ezeritai refused to accept as their rulers 
the men appointed by the military governor of the province, John Proteuon, 
and rose in rebellion against him.54 Their dissatisfaction may have resulted 
from the sudden demand for troops for the mobilization of the thematic army 
of the Peloponnese in preparation for a campaign in Italy. John Proteuon’s 
position was taken in 922 by another man, Krinites Arotras, who had spe-
cial orders to quell the rebellion. Throughout the warm season of that year 
(from March to November), Krinites waged war against the rebels, “burning 
down their crops and plundering their land,” and succeeded in forcing them 
to submit to imperial authority. In compensation for their reluctance to pro-
vide troops for the war in Italy, they now had to pay a larger tribute.55 Soon 
after that, Krinites was appointed military governor of Hellas, and his replace-
ment in the Peloponnese was a creature of Emperor Romanos I (920–944). 
Bardas Platopydes was expected to work with the staunch supporters that the 
emperor had in the theme, but in the process he manage to antagonize an-
other local faction who was in favor of Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus. A 
man who was probably the leader of the “legitimist” faction, Leo Agelastos, 
was expelled from the province.56 This is most likely the context of the con-
spiracy known from the Apology of Arethas of Kaisareia, himself a native of the 
province. Arethas, by then a resident in Constantinople, had to defend himself 
against accusations that he had tried to convince a notable of Patras to pro-
claim himself emperor. Meanwhile, taking advantage of the volatile political 
situation, the Slavesians (Byzantine troops recruited from among Slavs in Asia 
Minor and stationed in Greece, either in the theme of Peloponnesos or in that 
of Hellas) “made an attack upon this same province,” apparently intending to 
join forces with the Slavic rebels defeated in 922.57 “Collusion” with the Slavs 

53   Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 170–71.
54   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 50, p. 232.
55   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 50, p. 235. Both 

Milingoi and Ezeritai now paid 600 gold coins, a tribute “which this same protospatharius 
Krinitis exacted and conveyed to the Treasury of the Bedchamber guarded of God.” The 
tribute was reduced again after the attack of the Slavesians.

56   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 50, p. 234.
57   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 50, p. 235. Turbulence 

is also mentioned in northern Greece. “Certain Slavs” in the region of Thessalonike rose in 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   317 3/21/2019   5:07:55 PM



318 chapter 15

may not have been restricted to troops of Slavic origin. Tenth-century scholia 
to Strabo’s Geography written by scholiasts who were either from, or otherwise 
knew very well the region of Patras never describe the local Slavs as enemies 
(in the manner of Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus). Moreover, they candidly 
list Slavic equivalents for those ancient place names, which appear in Strabo’s 
text, but were obviously not in use in the 10th century.58 The very fact that 
those involved in the events of 921 were not just rebels in the mountains, but 
also some of the most important members of the local nobility, men with such 
lofty titles as protospatharios and equal in rank with the military governor of 
the province, suggests that ethnic cleavages were not as significant as Emperor 
Constantine, writing from Constantinople, presented them.

How large was the thematic army of the Peloponnese? In attempt to allevi-
ate the pleas of the local population, Romanos I allowed soldiers of the theme 
of Peloponnesos to redeem their military obligations to go on a campaign to 
Italy at the rate of five gold coins apiece, or half of that, if they were poor. At the 
time of the general mobilization of 921 that led to the revolt of the Milingoi and 
the Ezeritai, “these same Peloponnesians opted against military service, but 
to give instead a thousand horses, with saddles and bridles, and one hundred 
pounds in ready money, and these they supplied with great readiness.”59 Based 
on the distribution of the demand for horses among the most important lay 
and ecclesiastical authorities in the Peloponnese, the provincial troops could 
not have been more than 1,500 to 1,600 men strong.60

To judge from the written evidence, however, public power in early medi-
eval Greece was not with the military, but with the local elites, members of 
families that had gained prominence at the provincial level. Those were the 
people playing tzykanion (a 10th-century version of polo) in the central market 
place, when not squabbling over local politics.61 The conflict between Bardas 
Platopydes, the military governor of the Peloponnese, and the local support-
ers of Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus sheds light on the public power of 
the provincial aristocracy. The reverberations in Constantinople of the politi-
cal polarization of the local aristocracy in Hellas and Peloponnesos may have 
encouraged ethnic stereotypes as a way to blacken the reputation of political 

rebellion in 927 and attacked the very embassy of which Liudprand’s father was a mem-
ber. See Liudprand of Cremona, Retribution III 24, p. 83; English transl., p. 119.

58   Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 174 and 201–02 with n. 29.
59   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 51, p. 257.
60   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 52, p. 257; Oikonomides, 

“The social structure,” p. 114.
61   For tzykanion, see the Life of St. Nikon 39, pp. 135 and 137. For local political squabbles, see 

the Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 235.
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rivals. A high-ranking official and man of letters, Niketas Magistros, rose to po-
litical prominence as a supporter of Romanos I. He fell from imperial grace in 
927, even though he married his daughter to the emperor’s son. The regime 
change of 945 came too late, for Niketas died soon after 946 or 947. Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus does not seem to have liked him at all, for he eagerly repro-
duces some of the ethnic insults targeted at Niketas at court. A native of Sparta, 
Niketas apparently pretended to be of noble origin, but to his enemies, he was 
just a “shrewd face, Slavic through and through.”62 For the educated snobs at 
the imperial court in Constantinople, the Peloponnese appeared in the mid-
10th century as a thoroughly Slavicized country. But at that same time, the 
local elites began to adopt the lifestyle of the capital. White Ware imports from 
Constantinople began to appear in Corinth and Sparta after 950 in such shapes 
and forms as chafing dishes, dishes on low and tall pedestals, large bowls, and 
cups, all of which were apparently linked to feasting.63 Elites typically resided 
in cities, where they apparently had access to schools and baths. However, very 
little is known about urban housing, especially about aristocratic houses or 
palaces.64 A glimpse into the daily life of an aristocratic house is offered by 
luxury objects of personal use made of ivory, including a late 10th- or early 
11th-century comb found during excavations in Chalkis (Evvoia), which may 
have belonged to an aristocratic woman.65 The richest burials in 10th-century 
Greece are in fact the female graves found in Naupaktos, one of which pro-
duced a crescent-shaped, golden earring with enamel decoration.66

3 The Normans

Rich and prominent noblemen are known from Dyrrachion as well. One of 
them was John Chryselios, who married his daughter in the 970s to Samuel 
of Bulgaria. He was probably one of the most prominent aristocrats in the 

62   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Themes II 6, p. 40; Pratsch, “Zur Herkunft”; Kaldellis, 
Hellenism, p. 94. For Niketas’s claims, see also Anagnostakis, “Byzantium,” pp. 21–23.

63   Vroom, After Antiquity, p. 231; Waywell and Wilkes, “Excavations,” p. 454. Equally signifi-
cant in this respect is the concomitant appearance of the so-called Gouged Ware (or Fine 
Orange-Red Burnished Ware), which was imported from the Black Sea region (Vroom, 
“Byzantine garbage,” p. 183–84; Vroom, Byzantine to Modern Pottery, pp. 68–69).

64   Sigalos, “Middle and Late Byzantine houses.”
65   Georgopoulou-Meladini and Papadakis, “Archaika kai mesaionika euremata,” pp. 39–42. 

For equally impressive gold jewels from Thessaloniki and its hinterland, see Antonaras, 
“Middle and Late Byzantine jewellery,” pp. 117–21; Antonaras, “The production,” pp. 193–
94. For contemporaneous burials in Thessaloniki, see Kanonidis, “Hoi taphes.”

66   Petritaki, “Naupaktos,” p. 175; Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 238 and 248 n. 16.
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city, responsible for the remarkable building activity taking place in the city 
shortly before and after 1000—the repair of city walls and the building of 
churches.67 Throughout the 11th century, Dyrrachion was the scene of many 
political and military events. In 1043, George Maniakes, the general appoint-
ed to lead the Byzantine troops in Sicily, proclaimed himself emperor and 
sailed to Dyrrachion, which his forces briefly occupied. In 1078, the very gov-
ernor of Dyrrachion, Nicephorus Basilakes also usurped the imperial power 
and marched to Thessaloniki, before being defeated and killed by Alexius 
Comnenus, at that time commander-in-chief of the western armies. During 
the last quarter of the 11th century, new towers of circular plan were added to 
the circuit walls. Other forts within the theme of Dyrrachion, such as Shurdhah 
and Petrela, were rebuilt or repaired at about the same time.68

In 1081, Norman warriors under Robert Guiscard crossed the Strait of Otranto 
and conquered the island of Kerkyra. From there they attacked several fortified 
sites on the coast of Epirus, including Butrint. Their ultimate goal, however, 
was Dyrrachion.69 Several local leaders had joined the Normans, who man-
aged to defeat and kill the duke of Dyrrachion, George Palaiologos. They also 
defeated the imperial army under the walls of the city (October 18, 1081), which 
prompted Emperor Alexius I Comnenus to entrust the citadel of Dyrrachion 
to the Venetians, to whom he also made the grant of 1082 (see below). Emperor 
Alexius was twice defeated by Robert’s son, Bohemond, who returned to the 
Balkans and continued to push into the interior of the Byzantine provinc-
es. Under Bohemond, the Normans took Skopje and then entered northern 
Greece, where they put Larisa under siege. Bohemond returned to Italy in 1083. 
His father came again to the Balkans in 1084, and one year later, Bohemond 
began the conquest of a number of forts in the southern part of the theme of 
Dyrrachion. He was forced to sue for peace and eventually agreed to the Treaty 
of Devol (1108).70

67   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 205.
68   Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 272–73.
69   William of Apulia, The Deeds of Robert Guiscard, p. 302. The ships on which the Normans 

crossed the straits were those that the citizens of Ragusa (Dubrovnik) and other Dalmatian 
cities had given to them. For the conquest of Kerkyra, see Zachou, “Le spedizioni.” For the 
Byzantine-Norman war, see Konečný, “Priebeh vojny”; Theotokis, Norman Campaigns, 
pp. 143–84 and 200–14; Savvidis, Byzantino-Normannica, pp. 45–81. The events are known 
primarily from Anna Comnena’s Alexiad, for which see Matanov, “Normanite”; Kislinger, 
“Vertauschte Notizen”; Philippou, “He paradose.”

70   Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 273–76. For the forts, towns, and cities conquered by 
the Normans, see Dimov, “Zapadno balkanskiiat grad.” For the battle of Dyrrachion, see 
Forsén et al., “Blood and salt.”
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4 Christianity in Greece

The distribution of 10th-century churches in Greece shows a particularly large 
cluster in the Peloponnese. Many of them were built on top of late Roman 
ruins. Most remarkable are the many churches in Deep Mani (southern 
Peloponnese), which are dated to the late 10th and early 11th century. Some 
of them still have walls covered in frescoes, which are stylistically related to 
each other, an observation that suggests the existence of itinerant painters 
who worked in the region.71 The existence of itinerant artists is also implied by 
the examination of the sculptured decoration.72 No information exists about 
the most prominent men of Mani around AD 1000, but it has been suggested 
that at the origin of the relative prosperity of local elites, which enabled them 
to sponsor the building and decoration of those churches, as well as the very 
existence of itinerant artists, was the production of olive oil. That hypothesis 
may now be extended to the entire Peloponnese.73

The construction of churches continued unabated after AD 1000, both in the 
Peloponnese, and in other parts of Greece. In Athens, the Church of Panagia 
Lykodemou received an elaborate façade ornamentation, which consists of a 
combination of stone and brick, with the latter laid in a pattern imitating Kufic 
(Arabic) characters.74 For the Monastery of St. Luke the Younger near Distomo 
(Boeotia), a katholikon (monastery church) was built in the 1030s, crowned 
with a wide dome. Its interior, mosaic decoration suggests that the patron may 
have been either Eudokia (the daughter of Emperor Constantine VIII) or the 
future emperor Constantine IX, who at that time was supreme judge in the 
province of Hellas.75 The decoration seems to have been inspired by that of 
the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. An equally Constantinopolitan origin 
has been advanced for the artist(s) who painted the frescoes in the Church 
of Our Lady of the Coppersmiths (Panagia tou Chalkeon) in Thessaloniki.76 
Imperial patronage in Greece, however, is most visible on Mount Athos. One 
of the earliest cenobitic communities on Mounta Athos was the Monastery of 
St. Nicephorus of Xeropotamou, which was most probably established during 
the reign of Romanos I. The land donations from that emperor were confirmed 

71   Skawran, “Peripheral Byzantine frescoes”; Kalopissi-Verti, “Epigraphic evidence”; 
Panagiotidi, “Scholiazontas.”

72   Drandakis, Byzantina glypta.
73   Anagnostakis, “Elladika paramythia”; Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 194–95; 

Anagnostakis, “Oleum” and “He elaiophoros Peloponnesos.”
74   Bouras, Byzantine Athena, pp. 232–37, 235 fig. 225 and 236 fig. 226.
75   Schminck, “Hosios Loukas.”
76   Papadopoulos, Die Wandmalereien.
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by Constantine VII and Romanos II. But the history of the Athonite monas-
teries took a sharp turn with the arrival at Athos of Athanasius, the founder 
of the Great Lavra. He had been with Nicephorus Phokas in Crete both be-
fore and after the conquest of al-Khandaq, and when he arrived at Athos he 
had sufficient funds from the domestic of the East to build a new monastery. 
Nicephorus, now an emperor, granted to the newly established Lavra several 
relics (including a fragment of the Holy Cross and the head of St. Basil the 
Great), as well as an annuity of 244 gold coins directly from the imperial trea-
sury, in order to support 80 monks. By virtue of his patron being an emperor 
at the time of the grant, the Great Lavra thus became an imperial monastery. 
That status did not change after the assassination of Nicephorus in 969. John 
Tzimiskes (969–976) doubled the annuity and at some point between 970 and 
972 issued a typikon (rule) for all monasteries on Mount Athos, which was then 
confirmed by Basil II in 978.77 When in 979 or 980, the Monastery of St. Clement 
was granted by the same emperor as a base for a group of Georgian noblemen, 
Iviron became the Georgian monastery on Mount Athos. At some point before 
985 (the date of the first mention of the monastery in the written sources), 
three other noblemen from Byzantine Thrace established Vatopedi, which 
quickly became the second most important monastic community on Mount 
Athos after the Great Lavra. New monasteries were established by Bulgarian 
(980s), Rus’ (11th century), and Serbian monks (late 12th century), thus turn-
ing Mount Athos into a truly international center of Orthodoxy.78 Before the 
middle of the 11th century, there were some 3,000 monks on Mount Athos, 
with 700 in the Great Lavra alone. Half of all monasteries now in existence on 
the peninsula have been established before 1100. During the 11th century, the 
Athonite monasteries were very well endowed with land outside the peninsu-
la. Iviron was the richest, with some 20,000 acres of estates, many of which the 
Georgian monks obtained either through donation or outright purchase.79 The 
Athonite monks sold large quantities of wine, and their lands were worked by 

77   Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 197. Basil II increased the stipend to a level where six 
times more monks could now be accommodated in the Great Lavra. For the beginnings 
of monasticism on Mount Athos, see Komatina, “O prvom pomenu.” For Athanasios, see 
Ware, “St. Athanasios the Athonite”; Noret, “Atanasio.”

78   Thomson, “The origins”; Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 198. In the 980s, an Italian noble-
man (the brother of Pandulf II, the Lombard duke of Benevento) established the mon-
astery of the Amalfitans. For the beginnings of Bulgarian monasticism on Mount Athos, 
see Pavlikianov, “The Bulgarian Athonite monastery” and The Early Years. For Rus’ monks 
on Mount Athos and the beginnings of the Monastery of St. Panteleimon, see Pavlikianov, 
“Hoi Slaboi,” Slaboi monachoi, and “What do we know.”

79   Morris, Monks, pp. 228–29. By the late 11th century, the Great Lavra also had some 11,610 
acres of land in the theme of Boleron-Strymon-Thessalonike.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   322 3/21/2019   5:07:56 PM



323Byzantium in the Balkans (800–1100)

tenants. A document of 974 from the Great Lavra describes a village in which 
the leading men managed the communal property and acted on behalf of the 
village for sales and purchases of land. Tenants were controlled by managers, 
who resided in granges that often had churches and buildings flanking inner 
courtyards.80 Some tenants were brought from elsewhere, most likely to put 
abandoned fields under cultivation. A few villages were fortified and, in time, 
some of them turned into towns, which could be distinguished from villages 
because they had residents who were craftsmen. In short, the Athonite mon-
asteries spearheaded a remarkable economic development that ushered the 
explosion of prosperity in the 12th century.

By 1100, Corinth and Thessaloniki were major hubs of the European trade. 
Emperor Alexius I’s grant of 1082 for the Venetian merchants gave them the 
right to own factories and to trade in Thebes (Boeotia) at greatly reduced tariffs. 
Around 1100, Thebes became a major producer of silk, with many workshops 
established by Jewish refugees from the Fatimid Caliphate.81 The prosperity of 
the city was supported by an explosion of agricultural production. A fiscal doc-
ument known as the Cadaster of Thebes mentions several watermills in villag-
es near Thebes, which were operated by rich families residing in the city. Some 
land owners resided farther away in Athens, Chalkis (Evvoia) or in Europos. For 
example, in the village of Tachion, out of fourteen landowners, only two were 
local residents, while three others were from Athens.82 Some of the aristocrats 
owning land in the hinterland of Thebes appear also in a confraternity, that 
was established in the city in 1048. The declared goal of the confraternity was 
devotion to an icon of the Holy Virgin kept in a convent in Naupaktos. The con-
fraternity organized monthly processions from that convent to another church 
of the confraternity.83 Wealth attracted attacks. In November 1147, both Thebes 
and Corinth were sacked by Normans from Sicily. The Normans removed the 
silk producers to Sicily, which thus became a major producer for Western 

80   Lefort, “En Macédoine orientale,” p. 258; Lefort, “Les villages,” pp. 297–98. The historical 
record is not matched by the archaeological evidence. Indeed, the 10th-century material 
is conspicuously absent from recent surveys of rural settlement archaeology in Greece, 
e.g., Gerousi, “Rural Greece.”

81   Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 325–26.
82   Svoronos, “Recherches,” pp. 13 and 57. For the Cadaster of Thebes, see Neville, 

“Information.”
83   Nesbitt and Wiita, “A confraternity”; Kaponis, “He mesobyzantine adelphoteta.” It has 

been suggested that the antypathos, patrikios, katepano, and vestes Theodosius men-
tioned in a funerary inscription from the Monastery of St. Luke in Steiris is one and the 
same person as Theodosius Leobachos, whose family name appears in both the confrater-
nity of 1048 and the Cadaster of Thebes (Oikonomides, “The first century,” p. 248).
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Europe.84 The raid, however, had little, if any impact on the local silk industry. 
When visiting Thebes in 1161, Benjamin of Tudela, a Jewish traveler from Spain, 
described Thebes as a large city, with a considerable community of Jews, many 
of them prominent manufacturers of silk and purple cloth.85 Similarly, Corinth 
had between 15,000 and 20,000 inhabitants in the mid-12th century. The local 
market was abundant in low-cost goods, such as foodstuffs, as indicated by 
the large number of low denomination coins found on the site.86 Corinth may 
have also been a production center for Fine Sgrafitto ware, which was then 
taken to other parts of the Byzantine Balkans, as well as to Italy.

84   Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 325–26.
85   Benjamin of Tudela, Book of Travels, p. 68. Benjamin crossed Greece from Corfu to Thebes, 

and from there went to Thessaloniki. For the Book of Travels, see Lacerenza, “Struttura”; 
Jacoby, “Benjamin of Tudela and his ‘Book of Travels’”; Sibon, “Benjamin.”

86   Sanders, “Corinth,” pp. 651–53; Sanders, “An overview,” p. 41; Curta, Southeastern Europe,  
p. 326. For coins, see Penna, “Numismatic circulation,” p. 657.
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chapter 16

The Western Balkans in the High Middle Ages 
(900–1200)

“Baptized Croatia musters as many as 60 thousand horse and 100 thousand 
foot, and galleys up to 80 and cutters up to 100.”1 Thus described Emperor 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus in the mid-10th century what must have been 
a major power in the northwestern Balkans. According to Constantine, the 
country began at the river Zentina (now Cetina) and stretched along the 
Adriatic coast as far north as Istria, while reaching deeply inland, to the bor-
ders of Serbia. Croatia was divided into 14 districts called zhupanias, of which 
11 were located south of the river Zrmanja, under the direct control of the 
Croatian ruler. The other three zhupanias (“Kribasa, Litza and Goutziska”) 
were in Liburnia (northern Dalmatia), under a deputy of the ruler, named 
ban.2 Bans exercised considerable power, with some of them intervening in 
the election of the Croatian duke (Table 16.1). But in his letters to Tomislav (ca. 
910–928), Pope John X (914–928) called him “king” (rex), not “duke” (dux), and 
all his 10th-century successors called themselves kings in both inscriptions and  
letters.3 To Pope John X, Tomislav was a ruler both of “the province of the 
Croats” and of “the Dalmatian regions.” This suggests that, perhaps in order 
to co-opt him against Symeon of Bulgaria, Emperor Leo VI (886–912) gave 
Tomislav the control over the cities in the Byzantine theme of Dalmatia, which 
had come into being in the mid-9th century.

1   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 31, p. 151. For this passage, 
see Živković, “Contribution”; Nazor, “Ustroj.” For 10th-century Croatia in On the Administration 
of the Empire, see Szeberényi, “Obraz.”

2   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 30, p. 145. Zhupanias 
were ruled by “elders” (zhupans), for whom see Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the 
Administration of the Empire 29, p. 125; Goldstein, Hrvatske županije; Smiljanić, “O položaju.” 
The three zhupanias in Liburnia are the modern regions of Krbava, Lika, and Gacka (Birin, 
“Gorski Kotar”). Štih, “Der ostadriatische Raum,” p. 215 believes the Croatian bans to be a 
reminiscence of Avar rule.

3   Rački, Documenta, p. 187. For Tomislav, see Goldstein, “O Tomislavu” and Hrvatski rani sred-
nji vijek, p. 297. The discovery of an early 10th-century seal in Podgradina (near Livno, in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina; see Mirnik, “Two recent finds”) has sparked a polemic between those 
who (wrongly) assumed it was Tomislav’s (Periša, “Geopolitički položaj” and “Historiografsko 
betoniranje”) and those who (correctly) attributed it to Emperor Leo VI (Bali, “Pečat”). The 
debate has highlighted (and partially illustrated) the significance of King Tomislav for the 
late 20th-century Croatian nationalism.
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1 Synods in Dalmatia

At any rate, papal legates came to Croatia in 927 to mediate a peace between 
Tomislav and Symeon, who had just been defeated by the Croats.4 One year 
later, the legates attended a synod summoned in Split for all bishops in 
Dalmatia (Fig. 16.1). This was apparently not the first, but the second synod 
summoned in that city. The first had taken place in 925 and had dealt with a 
quarrel over diocesan boundaries between the bishops of Split and Nin.5 The 
attitude of the papal legates towards this conflict seems to have been based 
on Pope John X’s idea that the Dalmatian sees were now under the authority 

4   Šišić, Enchiridion, pp. 221–22; Mandić, “Croatian king.”
5   Kostrenčić, Codex, pp. 30–38. The information about the two synods derives from the let-

ters of Pope John X to John, Archbishop of Split, and to his suffragans, as well as to Tomislav 
and Michael, the prince of Zahumlje. The letters are incorporated in the so-called Historia 
Salonitana maior, a 16th-century compilation discovered by Daniele Farlati (1690–1773) in 
the archive of the Congregation De propaganda fide in Rome (Klaić, Historia). While fol-
lowing closely Archdeacon Thomas of Spalato’s History of Salona until 1185, the Historia 
Salonitana maior also includes the transcripts of a number of documents pertaining to the 
earliest history of Split. Because they only survive in such a late compilation, the authenticity 
of those documents has sometimes been questioned. See Matijević-Sokol, Toma Arhidjakon, 
pp. 11–24; Budak, “Historia Salonitana.”

table 16.1 Rulers of medieval Croatia

Trpimir I ca. 845–864
Domagoj 864–876
Sedesclav (Zdeslav) 876–879
Branimir 879–ca. 890
Muncimir ca. 890–910
Tomislav 910–ca. 928
Trpimir II ca. 928–ca. 935
Krešimir I ca. 935–ca. 945
Miroslav ca. 945–949
Michael Krešimir II 949–969
Stjepan Držislav 969–997
Krešimir III 1000–1030
Stephen I 1030–1058
Peter Krešimir IV 1058–1074
Zvonimir 1075–1089
Stephen II 1089–1090
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figure 16.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)
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of Tomislav, in other words that Croatia was a kingdom with its own church.6 
The origin and the early history of Nin are obscure, but the bishopric may have 
been created in the 9th century, as a result of the rise of the Croatian dukes.7 
Split, on the other hand, was an older see. Its first bishop, according to the later 
History of Salona by the archdeacon Thomas of Spalato, was John of Ravenna, 
a legate of a mid-7th-century pope—John IV (640–642), Theodore I (642–649), 
or Martin I (649–653/55).8 John X’s legates therefore gave papal approval to the 
creation of a new ecclesiastical province, centered upon Split, whose bishop 
now became metropolitan (archbishop).9 The jurisdiction over Nin was also 
transferred to Split, but Gregory, the bishop of Nin refused to recognize the 
authority of the archbishop of Split.10 As a consequence, at the synod of 928, 
his see was abolished, and the jurisdiction of the archbishop of Split extended 
over the entire kingdom of Croatia, which turned him into the primate of that 
country. It is doubtful that Tomislav participated in the synods, and some have 
even suggested that he may have initially backed Gregory’s claims.11 If so, sac-
rificing the bishopric of Nin may have been the price demanded from him for 
the ecclesiastical unification of Croatia and Dalmatia and the political expan-
sion of the Croatian kingdom into southern Dalmatia.12

In his letter to John, the newly appointed archbishop of Split, and to all 
Dalmatian bishops, Pope John X scolded them for having embraced “Methodius’ 
teaching” (Methodii doctrina) and urged them to use only the Latin liturgy.13 

6    Elze, “Königtum”; Majnarić, “Papa.”
7    Barada, “Episcopus Chroatensis.” Until 925, the bishop of Nin appears to have been a suf-

fragan of the Patriarch of Aquileia (Budak, “Frühes Christentum,” p. 226).
8    Thomas of Split, History of the Bishops of Salona and Split 11, pp. 52 and 54; Basić, 

“Venerabilis presul Iohannes”; Neralić, “Giovanni di Ravenna.”
9    According to Štih, “Der ostadriatische Raum,” p. 213, the choice of Split over Zadar for the 

metropolis of the new diocese represents a clear breakaway from the Byzantine tradition, 
which associated metropolitan sees with theme capitals. Prozorov, “‘Where he is’” argues 
that Salona had metropolitan rights even before 925.

10   Nothing else is known about Gregory, Bishop of Nin, but in the late 19th century, his 
populist myth was created, according to which he represented the national (supposedly 
Croat, “Glagolitic”) and social interests of the masses against the oppressing policies of 
the Roman clergy of foreign origin. The myth has been revived after Croatia’s declaration 
of independence (1991) and during the 2013–2015 restoration of Ivan Mestrović’s statue of 
Gregory in the Old Town of Split. See Budak, Prva stoljeća, pp. 159–98.

11   Prozorov, “‘Where he is’,” p. 118.
12   The creation, first of the theme, then of the ecclesiastical metropolis of Ragusa (Raousion/

Dubrovnik) at some point during the last two decades of Basil II’s reign (976–1025) repre-
sents a late Byzantine response to the changes taking place a century earlier in northern 
Dalmatia (Štih, “Der ostadriatische Raum,” p. 213).

13   Katičić, “Methodii doctrina” and “Dopuna članku.”
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Canon 10 of the synod of 925 specifically prohibited the use of the Slavonic lit-
urgy and banned the ordination of priests who did not have the proper knowl-
edge of Latin.14 But no evidence exists so far that the Slavonic liturgy was in 
use in 10th-century Croatia, as the earliest Glagolitic manuscripts from that 
part of East Central Europe cannot be dated before the year 1000.15 The oldest 
liturgical manuscripts written in Latin in Dalmatia are also of the 11th century, 
written either in Beneventan script or in Caroline minuscule.16 Latin, on the 
other hand, is the language of the oldest inscriptions known from early medi-
eval Croatia.17 Prominent among those dated to the 10th century is the inscrip-
tion found in Otok, near Solin (Fig. 16.2). Broken into several fragments, this 
was an epitaph for a queen named Helena, said to be the wife of a king named 
Michael and the mother of another king named Stephen.18 The “famous” ( fa-
mosa) queen is one and the same person as “Helena regina,” who, according to 
Archdeacon Thomas of Spalato, was the founder of the churches of St. Stephen 
and St. Mary in Split.19 As for the two men, Ferdo Šišić has long identified them 

14   Kostrenčić, Codex, p. 32. Only monks were allowed to use Slavonic in their devotion to 
God. Where there were no priests knowing Latin, a special license had to be obtained 
from the pope for priests to celebrate the liturgy in Slavonic.

15   Nazor, “Osvrt”; Mihaljević, “Die Jer-Zeichen”; Verkholantsev, “Croatian monasticism,”  
p. 46. See also Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 198, for a rejection of an early dating of the 
so-called Vienna Leaflets.

16   Novak, Scriptura. Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 198–99 lists three Latin manuscripts 
from Dalmatia as dated to the 10th century. Among them is the lectionary and pontifi-
cal of Kotor now in the library of the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, a 
manuscript written in the Beneventan script, and the missal from the Franciscan abbey 
of Šibenik, written in Caroline minuscules (Stošić, “Rukopisni kodeksi,” pp. 21–22; Smoje, 
Liber). However, both manuscripts are of a later, 11th- or even 12th-century date. See 
Demović, “Šibenski ‘Liber sequentiarum’”; Berko, “The so-called ‘Liber’”; Berko Kustura, 
“Svjedočanstvo Notkerove zbirke”; Gyug, Liturgy. For the Caroline minuscule in early me-
dieval Croatia, see also Novak, “Pojava”; Lonza, “Zadarski fragment.” The earliest Latin 
manuscript from Croatia is the late 8th-century Split Evangelistary, written in semiuncial 
in Rome (Matijević-Sokol, “Pismo”).

17   Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, “Natpis,” and “Pismenost”; Matijević-Sokol, 
“Latin inscriptions”; Steindorff, “Das mittelalterliche epigraphische Erbe”; Jakšić, “Novi 
natpis.”

18   Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, pp. 141–44. This was an inscription on a sar-
cophagus, in itself a sign of privileged burial directly comparable to that of Martin, the 
Archbishop of Split, who died at about the same time as Queen Helena (Delonga, The 
Latin Epigraphic Monuments, p. 302).

19   Thomas of Split, History 16, pp. 90–91. According to Thomas, Helena gave the two churches 
to the city of Split in perpetuity. They were however granted to the clergy temporarily, “so 
that they might accord reverence to the royal tombs.” The latter detail shows that either 
one of the two churches or both operated as a mausoleum for the Croatian dynasty. In 
other words, Helena may have been buried in the Church of St. Stephen at Otok together 
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figure 16.2  The reconstruction of the inscription from the Church of St. Stephen in 
Otok (near Solin), with the epitaph of Queen Helena. The reconstructed text 
reads: “The famous Helena lies in this grave, the wife of King Michael, and the 
mother of King Stephen, who gave up the brilliance of the throne on the 8th 
day of the month of October, and was buried here in the 976th year from the 
Incarnation of the Lord, in the fourth indiction, the fifth lunar cycle, the sev-
enteenth epact, the fifth sun cycle, the fifth day, falling on the sixth [Friday]. 
She, who in life was the mother of a king, became (the mother) of orphans 
and the protector of widows. You who view this, say: God mercy on her soul!”
Photo by Trpimir Vedriš, courtesy of the Museum of Croatian 
Archaeological Monuments, Split

with Michael Krešimir II (949–969) and Stjepan Držislav (969–997), respec-
tively.20 Stjepan Držislav is the Croatian ruler who established his court in 
Knin and allied himself with the Byzantines against Samuel (see chapter 12).21 

with other members of the royal family. Štih, “Der ostadriatische Raum,” p. 215, following 
Ferdo Šišić, believes that Helena may have been a member for the powerful family of the 
Madii, based in Zadar.

20   Šišić, “Genealoški prilozi,” See now Rendić-Miočević, “Neke epigrafsko-onomastičke 
značajke”; Suić, “Prilog”; Milošević, “Jezik”; Rapanić, “Ponovno.”

21   Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, pp. 28 and 110. He is mentioned as “Grand 
Duke” in another inscription found in Knin (Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, 
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331The Western Balkans in the High Middle Ages

Against the latter, the Byzantines mustered also the naval forces of Venice, 
to which Basil II granted in 991 the first commercial privilege. The Venetians 
blocked Samuel’s advance into Dalmatia, but took the opportunity to destroy 
also the pirate’s haven along the river Neretva.22 By 1000, the Venetian fleet 
dominated the entire coast of the Adriatic Sea.

2 Dalmatia and Croatia in the 11th Century

Meanwhile, Stjepan Držislav had died, and a struggle for power had erupted 
between his two sons, Svestoslav and Krešimir III. Although the latter was the 
king of Croatia at the time of the Venetian hegemony in the Adriatic,23 the 
oldest daughter of the Venetian doge Peter II Orseolo (1008–1026) married 
Stephen, Svetoslav’s son.24 Stephen succeeded his uncle to the throne, but next 
to nothing is known about his relatively long reign (1030–1058). During that 
reign, Dalmatian cities seem to have escaped any form of Croatian control. 
Trade links with Byzantium were even stronger, as illustrated, among other 
things, by the cargo of amphorae and Islamic glass found on a shipwreck at 
Cape Stoba, on the northeastern coast of the island of Mljet, near Dubrovnik.25 
Two other shipwrecks with cargoes of 11th-century, Byzantine amphorae 
have been found at the entrance into the harbor of Nin.26 Under Emperor  
Romanus III (1028–1034), the archon and toparch (local leader) of Zadar and 
Split, a man named Dobronas, traveled to Constantinople. He was very well 
received by the emperor, who showered him with gifts and honors, an experi-
ence renewed on the occasion of a second trip, a few years later.27 An earlier 

pp. 118–19). That title may indicate that the inscription is earlier than the epitaph of 
Queen Helena.

22   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 200. Farther to the south, a number of small polities exist-
ed, all of which were Byzantine clients. One of them was Hum (Zahumlje) in present-day 
Montenegro, whose ruler, Michael is mentioned in Pope John X’s letters, and was on good 
terms with Symeon of Bulgaria.

23   According to Margetić, “Dobronja,” pp. 6 and 12, Krešimir III ruled for a while together 
with his other brother Gojslav.

24   Štih, “Der ostadriatische Raum,” p. 209. Judging from Thomas of Split, History 14, p. 62, 
Krešimir III (ca. 1000–1030) maintained the pro-Byzantine line established by his father. 
That his rival Svestoslav did not ally himself with Samuel, but with Venice bespeaks the 
Adriatic orientation of the early 11th-century politics in Croatia.

25   Zmaić and Miholjek. “Medieval Byzantine shipwrecks,” pp. 94–97; Zmaić, “Bizantski sred-
njovjekovni brodolomi,” pp. 471–78; Zmaić Kralj et al., “A Byzantine shipwreck.”

26   Brusić, “Late antique and Byzantine underwater finds,” p. 38.
27   Kekaumenos, Strategikon XVI 2, p. 227.
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generation of scholars have regarded Dobronas as one and the same person as 
the “humble proconsul” (proconsul ego infimus) named Gregory, who appears 
in an inscription on the ciborium of the Cathedral in Zadar.28 According to 
such views, upon returning from Constantinople, Dobronas changed his name 
and began to sport the lofty title of protospatharios.29 To be sure, Gregory ap-
pears as prior (leading nobleman) of Zadar in 1033 and 1034, while in 1036 he 
is mentioned as provincial governor (strategos) of Dalmatia with the title of 
protospatharios.30 He was the son of Madius II, a leading member of the Madii, 
the prominent family of Zadar that had just begun to expand its power over 
other cities in Dalmatia.31 Since Madius II is also mentioned as Dobronas’s fa-
ther, far from being one and the same person, Gregory and Dobronas were in 
fact brothers.32 It has been suggested that the wealth that Dobronas is specifi-
cally said to have brought home from Constantinople may have been used for 
the building program sponsored by the Madii, one example of which was the 
ciborium in Zadar.33 If so, it is important to note the great similarities between 
the figurative decoration of that ciborium and those from the churches of St. 
Thomas and St. Domenica (Sv. Nedijlica) in Zadar, which strongly suggests the 
use of the same team of carvers.34 It is quite possible that Dobronas and his 
brother Gregory, both sporting lofty titles of the Byzantine imperial court hier-
archy, were priors of Zadar at the same time. If so, Dobronas went a third time 
to Constantinople in or shortly after 1036. He was thrown into jail by the new 
emperor, Michael IV and he must have died there in the 1040s.

But the Byzantine influence upon Dalmatia did not diminish with Dobronas’s 
demise. King Peter Krešimir IV (1058–1074), the son born to Stephen from his 
marriage to the daughter of Doge Peter II Orseolo, proclaimed himself “king of 
Croatia and Dalmatia” in a charter. However, that same document is dated to 

28   Jakšić, “Il caso,” pp. 142 and 138 fig. 2. Another proconsul is mentioned in a fragmentary 
inscription from Trogir (Ivanišević, “Trogir,” p. 970; Burić, “Tko je bio prokonzul”).

29   Ferluga, L’amministrazione, pp. 206–07; Klaić and Petricioli. Zadar, p. 90. This is the opin-
ion reproduced in Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 257. Margetić, “Kekaumenos’ Dobronja” 
and “Dobronja” believes Dobronas to have been a member of the royal dynasty (the same 
as Gojslav, Krešimir III’s brother).

30   Kostrenčić, Codex, pp. 67–70 (charters of July 5, 1033; 1034; and February 13, 1036).
31   Novak, Zadarski kartular, p. 249; Nikolić, “Madjevci,” p. 9.
32   Novak, Zadarski kartular, p. 244; Nikolić, “Madjevci,” p. 10.
33   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 257.
34   Petricioli, “Reliefs”; Jakšić, “Il caso,” pp. 142–43 (who draws further parallels to Osor on the 

island of Cres, Grado, and Rome). According to Skoblar, Figural Sculpture, pp. 31–35, the 
Madii were most likely the patrons of the Church of St. John the Baptist (now known as 
the Church of the Holy Dominica) in Zadar, most famous for its chancel screen panels 
with narrative scenes.
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333The Western Balkans in the High Middle Ages

1066, “while [Constantine X] Dukas is ruling in Constantinople.”35 A katepano 
of Dalmatia named Leo appears as witness in another charter of King Peter 
Krešimir IV, which granted the little island of Maun (near Pag, in northern 
Dalmatia) to the Abbey of St. Chrysogonus in Zadar (1069).36

Despite a clear presence of Byzantine officials in Zadar, the city was at 
the center of the efforts to implement the ideas of the Church reformers in 
Dalmatia. The champion of that movement was in fact another member of the 
Madii clan—Cika, the niece of Gregory and Dobronas. She was the founder 
of Convent of St. Mary that benefited from King Peter Krešimir IV’s generos-
ity in 1066.37 The convent was one of many Benedictine monastic communi-
ties established in the second half of the 11th century, both on the continent 
(Biograd, Trogir) and on islands (Osor, Rab, and Lokrum). At a council in Split, 
in the presence of the legate of Pope Nicholas II (1059–1061), measures were 
adopted to implement the Church reform. Celibacy, simony, priestly beards, 
and the ordination of Slavs who did not read or speak Latin were the main 
points on the council’s agenda. Nothing is known about how those measures 
were actually implemented, and whether or not anti-Orthodox attitudes over-
lapped with the waning Byzantine influence in Dalmatia the aftermath of the 
battle of Mantzikert (1071). What is clear, however, is that the growing mo-
nastic movement, itself a response to the ideas of the Church reformers, was 
accompanied by an extraordinarily rich output of monastic scriptoria. Some 
of the most impressively illuminated manuscripts produced in Dalmatia are 
dated to the 11th century. Two of them were produced in the scriptorium of 
the Abbey of St. Chrysogonus in Zadar, but are now in the Bodleian Library in 
Oxford: the “Book of Hours” of Abbess Cika, written, most likely, in early 1080s; 

35   Kostrenčić, Codex, p. 102 (“Dukyzi Constantinopoleos imperante”). The charter granted 
“royal freedom” to the monastery of St. Mary in Zadar. One of the witnesses mentioned 
at the end of another charter that King Peter Krešimir IV issued shortly after that has the 
title of risar (vestry clerk), of clearly Byzantine origin (Kostrenčić, Codex, p. 105; Stipišić, 
“Hrvatski dvorski dignitar”).

36   Kostrenčić, Codex, p. 114. Katepano Leo most likely resided in Zadar, which implies that 
the theme of Dalmatia had by now become a katepanate (Goldstein, “The disappear-
ance,” p. 135). King Peter Krešimir IV also granted a royal estate on an island and a manor 
near Biograd to the Abbey of St. John of Rogovo. The list of witnesses to that charter of 
February 1060 includes a man named Boleslav, who was the tepchi (count palatine) and 
another named George who was the vratar (door-keeper) of the king. Those are in fact the 
earliest mentions of court offices in what was apparently a Slavic language (Kostrenčić, 
Codex, p. 88; Margetić, “Toparque”).

37   Novak, Zadarski kartular, pp. 248–249. Cika’s mother, Vekenega was the sister of Gregory 
and Dobronas (Nikolić, “Madijevci,” p. 8). Cika was married before becoming a nun, and 
had a daughter whom she named Vekenega in honor of her own mother.
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and the Vekenega Evangelistary (so-called after Abbess Cika’s daughter, the ab-
bess of St. Mary in Zadar), dated to 1095/96.38 But scriptoria were active else-
where in Croatia as well. The second part of a Psalter now in the Metropolitan 
Library in Zagreb was written in the Bari variant of the Beneventan script, and 
also illuminated by a deacon named Maio, at the request of Archbishop Paul 
of Split (1015–1030).39 A luxury evangelistary, now in the Vatican Library, was 
written in 1071 or 1081 in the Beneventan script at the abbey of St. Nicholas in 
Osor, on the island of Cres. It includes prayers for the Byzantine emperor, as 
well as for King Peter Krešimir IV incorporated into a melodically developed 
Exultet.40 The writing of the documents collected in the cartulary of the abbey 
of St. Peter in the Village near Split (the so-called Supetar cartulary) began 
in the 1080s as well. Those were primarily documents concerning the slaves, 
whom the founder of the abbey—a wealthy citizen of Split named Peter Crni 
of Gumaj—had bought at different moments in time, for prices ranging be-
tween three and five gold coins. On one occasion, Peter exchanged a horse for 
a slave, while at another he bought a son from his father, “and arranged for him 
to be taught his letters, set him free and caused him to be raised to the honor 
of the priesthood.” Peter also donated liturgical books to the abbey, as well as a 
cross made in Limoges.41 The French connection may have pre-dated his dona-
tion, though, for in another list of books in the monastery, besides an “ordinal 
for Sundays or weekdays according to the Order of St. Benedict,” there is also 
a psalter in “Frankish letters” (litterae francigenae), perhaps a variant of the 
Caroline minuscule.42

King Peter Krešimir IV disappears from the radar of the written sources 
in 1074, when he was captured by a Norman lord from Italy, who invaded 
Dalmatia, and occupied several cities.43 When the Normans withdrew, chased 
out by the Venetians, Zvonimir, the ban who had been in office under Peter 
Krešimir IV, was crowned king by Pope Gregory VII in exchange for an oath 

38   Grgić, Časoslov; Novak and Talebaković-Pečarski, “Večenegin evanđelistar.” For the il-
luminations of both manuscripts, see Vojvoda, “Dalmatian illuminated manuscripts,”  
pp. 37–89. A third manuscript, now in the State Library in Berlin, is most likely a contem-
poraneous product of the same scriptorium (Hesbert, “Evangéliaire”).

39   Kniewald, “Zagrebački liturgijski kodeksi,” pp. 104–107. For the illuminations, see Vojvoda, 
“Dalmatian illuminated manuscripts,” pp. 90–93.

40   Badurina, “Osorski evandjelistar.” For illuminations, see Elba, “La decorazione,” pp. 129–
32; Vojvoda, “Sanktorali,” pp. 96–97. Several manuscripts with neumes are known for this 
period, all with church music of the Gregorian repertoire (Tukšar, “The first centuries,”  
p. 562).

41   Pivčević, The Cartulary, p. 97.
42   Novak, Supetarski kartular; Pivčević. The Cartulary, pp. 63, 65, 67,79, 93, and 97.
43   Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 261–62.
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of allegiance.44 The king promised to implement the Church reform, to pay 
200 gold coins to the pope, and to give him the Abbey of St. Gregory in Vrana 
(near Biograd), which was to serve as accommodation for papal legates com-
ing to Croatia.45 He received from the pope the banner, the sword, the scepter, 
and the crown—all symbols that he was now under papal protection.46 Why 
was Pope Gregory VII so concerned about having King Zvonimir on his side? 
To judge from the evidence of his later letters concerning Croatia, at stake 
was a schism that had developed in that country in the 1060s. In the conflict 
between Gregory VII’s predecessor, Alexander II (1061–1073) and his rival, 
Honorius II (anti-pope in 1061 and 1062), two prelates in the Kvarner Gulf of 
northern Croatia—the bishops of Osor (on the island of Cres) and of Krk (on 
the neighboring island by that same name)—sided with Honorius. The rea-
son for that political alignment seems to have been the anti-pope’s tolerant 
attitude towards the use of the Slavonic liturgy, an issue that was dealt with 
in harsh terms at the church council of 1060 in Split. The two bishops decided 
to go against the decisions of the council. When the rebel bishop of Krk pro-
ceeded to consecrate churches and to ordain priests in his island diocese, the 
relations with all other Dalmatian bishops seem to have been broken. In 1075, 
another council was summoned in Split to deal with a different issue resulting 
from the revival of the bishopric of Nin, and the introduction of another two 
new sees. At this point in time, Pope Gregory VII seems to have been so wor-
ried about what was going on in the Kvarner, that he attempted to enlist King 
Sven II Estridsson of Denmark (1047–1076) for a seaborne, punitive expedition 
against the “heretics.”47

There is clear evidence that Slavonic written in the Glagolitic alphabet was 
in use in the Benedictine monasteries on the island of Krk. The evidence con-
sists of an inscription mentioning an abbot named Maj, who, together with 

44   For Zvonimir in the later medieval sources, see Akimova, “Obraz.”
45   Koščak, “Gregorio VII.” For the implementation of the Church reform, see Šanjek, “La 

réforme grégorienne.”
46   That Zvonimir may have in fact needed that protection results from a letter that Pope 

Gregory VII wrote on October 4, 1079, in which he threatened Wezelin, a knight from Istria 
or Carniola, that he would be struck by the “sword of St. Peter” if planning to attack King 
Zvonimir “who was instituted by the Apostolic See to rule over Dalmatia” (Kostrenčić, 
Codex, p. 171; Koščak, “Gregorio VII,” p. 263). Wezelin may have acted with the tacit ap-
proval of Emperor Henry IV, who had meanwhile become Pope Gregory VII’s archenemy. 
Against Henry, Zvonimir found another ally in the person of the Hungarian king Géza I, 
whose sister he had married shortly before being crowned by the pope.

47   Gregory VII, Register II 51 (letter of January 25, 1075), p. 194. For the schism of the bishops 
of Osor and Krk, see Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 163–64.
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other three men, sponsored the building of a church.48 Two more abbots are 
mentioned in another inscription from Jurandvor near Baška (on the southern 
side of the island of Krk). One of the two abbots was the founder of the abbey 
church of St. Lucia, but the inscription mentions a donation of King Zvonimir, 
a clear indication that the main reason for Pope Gregory VII’s worries was 
that Zvonimir, the king he had crowned in Croatia, was not about to crush the 
“heretics.”49 The earliest evidence of the use of Slavonic in the liturgy is also 
dated to the same period. Only fourteen folios from a collection of homilies for 
the Holy Week have survived from a manuscript known as Glagolita Clozianus. 
The manuscript was written in Slavonic, using Glagolitic letters, most likely 
on the island of Krk.50 Two folios from a Life of St. Symeon of Stylite written in 
Glagolitic, and known as the Budapest Fragments are dated ca. 1100, and are 
most likely of Croatian origin as well.51

3 Dalmatia and Croatia under Hungarian Rule

At Zvonimir’s death in 1089, his widow’s brother, King Ladislas I of Hungary 
(see chapter 18) laid claim to the Croatian throne. He invaded Croatia, but 
a Croatian king named Peter led the resistance in the Kapela Mountains of 
northern Croatia until 1097. Meanwhile, however, Ladislas opened the rest 
of northern Croatia (the province known as Slavonia) to colonization from 
Hungary, and appointed his nephew Almos to rule over the newly conquered 

48   Fučić, “The Croatian Glagolitic and Cyrillic epigraphs,” p. 265.
49   Fučić, “The Croatian Glagolitic and Cyrillic epigraphs,” pp. 166–28. Among the witnesses 

mentioned in the Jurandvor inscription (otherwise known as the “Baška Tablet”), there 
is a zhupan of Krbava (one of the three northern districts of northern Croatia). Slavonic 
written in Glagolitic letters was employed in many other monasteries in Croatia. One of 
them was the abbey of St. Nicholas in Omišalj, on the island of Krk, but two others ap-
pear on islands in central Dalmatia—Sts. Cosmas and Damian near Tkon on the island 
of Pašman and St. John the Baptist in Povlja, on the island of Brač. One of them was in 
continental Croatia—St. Nicholas in Otočac (in the district of Lika). See Verkholantsev, 
“Croatian monasticism,” p. 45. A recently discovered inscription from Konavle shows that 
Glagolitism also reached southern Dalmatia (Kapetanić and Žagar, “Najjužniji hrvatski 
glagoljski natpis”). For the use of the Glagolitic and Cyrillic scripts in Croatia, see also 
Galović, “Hrvatska glagoljička i ćirilička pisana kultura.”

50   Dostál, Clozianus; Verkholantsev, “Croatian monasticism,” p. 46. Scriptoria of the 
Benedictine monasteries on the island of Krk produced books in Glagolitic, as well as 
Latin.

51   Reinhart and Turilov, “Budapeshtskii glagolicheskii otryvok.”
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territory.52 The new ruler changed the political configuration as well, for he 
joined Emperor Henry IV in the fight against the papacy of Urban II (1088–
1099). He established a new episcopal see in Zagreb, the incumbent of which 
was a suffragan of the primate of Hungary, the archbishop of Esztergom.53 
The first bishop of Zagreb was a Czech, Duch, but he promoted the French 
influence, which was just beginning to become prominent at that time in 
Hungary. That is why books produced in Hungary, such as the Sacramentary 
of St. Margaret, arrived in Zagreb together with books from France and Italy.54 
By 1097, Ladislas’s nephew, Coloman (1095–1116) defeated the Croatian king 
Peter in the Kapela Mountains and in 1102 he was crowned king of Croatia in 
Biograd. Eight years later, the king of Hungary invaded Dalmatia and forced 
Zadar to surrender after a brief siege. He asked for two thirds of the custom 
revenues from all Dalmatian cities, in exchange for granting privileges, namely 
preserving and confirming their rights to elect their own bishops and priors.55 
Royal agents in the cities supervised the collection of custom duties, but did 
not interfere in local politics: no Hungarians were allowed to settle in any 
Dalmatian city. However, a Hungarian garrison was left in Split, under the com-
mand of a duke. A Venetian fleet reached Split and Trogir and attempted to re-
move them from the Hungarian allegiance. However, when forging an alliance 
with Hungary against the Normans through the so-called Conventio amicitiae 
(the Friendship Convention), Venice had to acknowledge the Hungarian oc-
cupation of Croatia.56 The title that Coloman began to use after 1108 (“King of 
Hungary, Slavonia, Croatia, and Dalmatia”) remained in use until 1918. Croatia 
had a separate organization inside the Kingdom of Hungary, with the ban as 
its ruler. The Croatian nobility retained its laws and privileges, the most impor-
tant of which was that all Croatian noblemen owed service in Croatia, and not 
in any other parts of the kingdom.57

52   For Slavonia, see Mikecz, “The place.” For Hungarian families owning land in Croatia, see 
Lukačka, “The estates” and Blanár, “The first possessions.”

53   Pandžić, “Godina”; Margetić, “Pitanja.”
54   Šaško, “Liturgijski identitet.” Not surprisingly, the mantle of King Ladislas is now in the 

treasury of the Cathedral in Zagreb (Plukavec, “Restauracija”).
55   Klaić, “Jos jednom o tzv. Privilegijama.”
56   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 267.
57   The basis for this preferential treatment has long been thought to be the so-called Pacta 

Conventa, the arrangements made between the Hungarian king and 12 leading Croatian 
magnates. But the earliest text of the Pacta cannot be dated before the Late Middle Ages, 
and is most likely a late medieval forgery. For recent contributions to this historiographic 
line of research, see Fredborg, “Reflections”; Ančić, “‘Zajednička država’”; Font, “Ugarsko 
Kraljevstvo”; Steta, “The Pacta Conventa.” For law, in general, see Karbić and Grbavac, 
“Pravo.”
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By 1000, Dalmatia was the object of bitter disputes between Hungary, on 
one side, and Venice and Byzantium, on the other side. In 1115, a naval expe-
dition restored the Venetian control over the island of Krk and other islands 
of the Kvarner archipelago, which had fallen under direct Hungarian rule 10 
years earlier. Venetian control was also secured in Zadar and Split. By 1118, all 
cities in northern Dalmatia had in fact recognized the Venetian hegemony. 
They remained under that hegemony even after King Stephen II of Hungary 
(1116–1131) dispatched an army to recuperate the lost territories. Hungarian 
troops attacked Ragusa (Dubrovnik) during the minority of King Géza II 
(1141–1162). In exchange for their declaration of allegiance to him, the king re-
newed the privileges and freedoms of the citizens of Split. In response to the 
Hungarian intervention, the Venetian doge Pietro Polani (1130–1148) secured 
papal support for establishing a new bishopric of Hvar and Brač (two islands 
in front of Split), in order to diminish the power of the Hungarian archbishop 
of Split.58 Lampradius, the new bishop of Hvar and Brač was transferred in 
1154 to Zadar, a see that was elevated to the status of archbishopric, with ju-
risdiction over Osor, Krk, Rab, and Hvar—all under Venetian control.59 The 
son of the Venetian doge Domenico Morosini (1148–1156), who was also the 
commander of the Venetian fleet, became Count of Zadar in 1159, but he was 
expelled by rebels incited by the Hungarian king, who promptly installed a 
garrison in the city. The role of Zadar for Venetian politics results also from the 
fact that in 1177, on his way to Venice, where he would reach a peace agreement 
with Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, Pope Alexander III (1159–1181) stopped in 
Zadar, in the company of the archbishop of Split.60

The conflict between Venice and Hungary over Dalmatia was one facet of 
the general war in the Balkans between the Hungarians and Emperor Manuel I 
(1143–1180). While the Venetians launched an expedition that recovered Zadar, a 
Byzantine army coming by land from across the mountains occupied in 1165 all 
the other Dalmatian cities. In his description of the campaign, John Kinnamos 
mentions the “nation of the Kačićes” falling under Byzantine rule as well.61 This 
was in fact one of several prominent Croatian families that, taking advantage 

58   For the archbishop of Split and the Hungarian kingdom, see Gál, “‘Qui erat gratiosus’.”
59   Thomas of Split, History 20, p. 110. For the see of Zadar prior to its elevation to the status 

of archbishopric in 1154, see Ančić, “Zadarska biskupija.”
60   Thomas of Split, History 21, p. 122. That the pope came to Zadar in the company of the 

archbishop of Split is an indication that the elevation of the see of Zadar to the status of 
archbishopric was now acknowledged by the rival see of Split as well.

61   John Kinnamos, Deeds, pp. 248–249; English translation, p. 187. The Kačić were a fam-
ily of pirates in the area between Split and the Neretva River. Several of them moved to 
Hungary in the early 13th century (Majnarić, “Prilog diskusiji”).

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   338 3/21/2019   5:07:58 PM



339The Western Balkans in the High Middle Ages

of the conflict between Venice and Hungary, have become quasi-independent. 
The Kačić were dukes of Omiš (to the southeast from Split, across the strait 
from the island of Brač), while the Subić were dukes of Bribir (north of Šibenik) 
and controlled the hinterland of Zadar.62 Although a Hungarian army invaded 
Dalmatia in 1166–1167, and captured the Byzantine duke, Emperor Manuel’s 
retaliatory expedition restored the Byzantine control. King Stephen III (1162–
1172) was forced to recognize the Venetian domination in northern Dalmatia, 
while the Byzantines began introducing “consuls” in southern Dalmatia, as 
representatives of the local cities. However, the Venetian-Byzantine alliance 
ended when, in 1171, all Venetians in the Empire were arrested. In Dalmatia, the 
retaliatory expedition organized by Venice destroyed Trogir and Dubrovnik, 
while Zadar was back in Venetian hands in 1174.63 Elsewhere, however, the 
Byzantine rule remained uncontested. Archbishop Gerald (1167–1171) was 
asked by the citizens of Split to go to Constantinople and “pledge fealty to the 
emperor in his own name and on behalf of the citizens of Split.”64 Gerald re-
fused to go, but his successor, Rainer (1175–1180), “taking with him a number 
of the important men of Split,” set out for Constantinople, where he was well 
received and generously provided with gifts by Emperor Manuel.65 Few signs 
have survived of the Byzantine influence in Dalmatia during this period. The 
culture of 12th-century Dalmatia was definitely Latin. The first public notaries 
appear around the middle of the century, and new books were produced, such 
as the Roman Missal written in Ragusa (Dubrovnik) in Beneventan script or 
the compilation of texts (lists of popes, a Latin translation of Flavius Josephus’ 
Jewish Wars, as well as excerpts from Paul the Deacon’s History of the Lombards 
and Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History) known as the Korčula Codex, a manu-
script written in Zadar after 1131.66 When compared with the History of Salona, 
which the archdeacon Thomas of Spalato wrote more than a century later, the 
Korčula Codex illustrates a remarkably early interest in history, while notes re-
garding Dalmatia and Croatia added to the list of popes demonstrate a concern 
with local events.67

At Emperor Manuel I’s death in 1180, a Hungarian army invaded Dalmatia and 
occupied Zadar, while “a certain Peter of Hungary was elected as archbishop” of 

62   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 343. For the Subić family, see also Karbić, “Šubići Bribirski.” 
For noble families in Dalmatian cities, see Nikolić Jakus, “Obitelj.”

63   Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier, p. 262.
64   Thomas of Split, History 20, p. 115.
65   Thomas of Split, History 21, p. 125.
66   Gyug, Missale Ragusinum; Foretić, “Korčulanski kodeks.”
67   Katičić, “Language and literacy,” pp. 363–64.
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Split.68 In the conflict with his brother Emeric following King Béla III’s death 
in 1196 (see chapter 18), his son Andrew declared Croatia and Dalmatia an in-
dependent principality, a status preserved until 1205, when Andrew became 
king. In order to secure the support of the local aristocracy, Andrew made gen-
erous grants. For example, in 1193 he granted to Bartholomew of Krk the office 
of Count of Modruš (near Senj, in northern Croatia) as a hereditary dignity. 
Through donations of royal land, the Babonić family began to build some of 
the largest estates in Slavonia, controlling roads from Dalmatia to Hungary.69 
Zadar, now in Hungarian hands, remained the main object of dispute between 
Venice and Hungary. In 1202, on their way to Constantinople, the participants 
in the Fourth Crusade stormed and conquered the city, an action quickly con-
demned by the pope. Zadar, however, remained under Venetian rule through-
out the 13th and 14th centuries.70

68   Thomas of Split, History 22, p. 131.
69   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 347.
70   Goldstein, “Zara”; Basić, “Between the Byzantine Empire, Venice, and the Latin West.”
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chapter 17

New Powers (I): Piast Poland

According to the anonymous author of the Deeds of the Princes of the Poles, 
who wrote in the early 12th century, the origins of the ruling dynasty of Poland 
were neither foreign, nor noble. Mieszko was a descendant of the family of a 
plowman named Pazt, who, “although just a poor man, he was kind.”1 The sec-
ond section of the late 9th-century Bavarian Geographer (see chapter 2) lists 
a number of peoples located to the north of the river Danube and to the east 
of the Frankish realm, each with a number of civitates (strongholds). However, 
the Bavarian Geographer contains no mention of Polanians, the people who 
supposedly gave their name to the country—Poland.2 Meanwhile, and on the 
basis of St. Methodius’ prophecy (see chapter 11), some have advanced the idea 
of a “Vislanian” (Vistulan) polity in southern Poland.3

The archaeological evidence suggests that during the second half of the 
9th century, the trade centers on the southern shore of the Baltic Sea, in 
Pomerania, participated in a flourishing trade network (see chapter 13). How 

1   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 1, p. 19. Scholars now assume that Pazt is a modified form of 
Piast, the name of the dynasty, which is otherwise known only from 16th-century sources. 
The legend of Pazt the plowman and of his wife Rzepka (a name derived from the Polish 
word for “turnip”) have been the subject of numerous studies. The most influential was the 
structuralist approach inspired by the work of Georges Dumézil and Mircea Eliade. That ap-
proach, best represented by Banaszkiewicz, Podanie, is based on the assumption that the 
story in the Deeds reflects genuine folk (oral) traditions and is not the learned construction 
of Gallus Anonymus. Ever since Deptuła, Galla Anonima mit, however, that assumption has 
been questioned and exposed to much criticism. See Żmudzki, “Spór”; Urbańczyk, “‘Zamach 
stanu’”; Wiszewski, “At the beginning” and Domus Bolezlai, pp. 157–83. For a survey of new 
approaches to Gallus, see Mühle, “Cronicae.” Two recent monographs illustrate the tension 
still existing between the traditional interpretation and studies inspired by the “literary turn” 
of the late 20th-century historiography (Tapolcai, Lengyelország történeti; Wenta, Kronika).

2   Very few peoples mentioned by the Bavarian Geographer are actually known from other 
sources, and even fewer can be located with any degree of geographic precision. Nonetheless, 
historians and archaeologists continue to move names on the map in order to establish the 
“pre-Polish” Slavic population of Poland. See Witczak, “Z problematyki” and “O dwóch prapol-
skich plemionach”; Czapla, “Terytorium”; Buko, The Archaeology, pp. 75–82; Fokt, “Śladami,” 
pp. 273–77. For a critique of such an approach to the Bavarian Geographer, see Urbańczyk, 
“Before the Poles,” pp. 203–06; Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 87–88. For civitates in the 
Bavarian Geographer, see Rossignol, “Civitas,” pp. 85–88.

3   Life of Methodius 11, in Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 119. For the “state of the Vislanians,” see 
Widajewicz, Państwo; Wyrozumski and Grodziski, Dzieje, pp. 66–68; Sikora, “Die Anfänge,” 
pp. 143–44.
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far into the interior did that trade reach? Some 550 hoards, and over 1,800 finds 
of single dirhams are so far known from the Polish lands, and their chronol-
ogy and distribution suggest a gradual expansion of the trade network from 
the coast to the interior. Late 9th-century hoards are quite large, and many 
constituent coins are fragmented (cut). They typically appear in Pomerania, 
but also in Lesser Poland (the southeastern part of present-day Poland, around 
Cracow).4 An important change seems to have taken place around 900, as 
large hoards appear in eastern Poland, Greater Poland (the west-central region 
of present-day Poland around Poznań), as well as Pomerania. In addition to 
whole coins, such hoards also include silver ornaments.5 Another change oc-
curred around 970, when large hoards began to appear which, besides dirhams, 
included West European deniers and Byzantine silver coins, as well as silver 
ornaments. Unlike the earlier series of hoards, both coins and ornaments in 
those late 10th- and early 11th-century hoards are fragmented (hacksilver).6 
The latter characteristic is commonly interpreted as a clear sign of moneti-
zation, as both coins and ornaments were divided in order to obtain smaller 
units of exchange. Moreover, the mixed composition of the late 10th- and early 
11th-century hoards suggests that the coins in those collections were obtained 
by means of several, separate transactions taking place in different locations.7

4   Bartczak, “Finds”; Suchodolski and Malarczyk, “Die Zustromwege”; Bogucki, “The use of 
money,” pp. 135 and 137; Adamczyk, Silber, pp. 121–23. For coin finds in Lesser Poland, see 
Butent-Stefaniak et al., Frühmittelalterliche Münzfunde. Jankowiak, “Two systems,” p. 137 is 
wrong when claiming that no hoards earlier than 960 are known from Lesser Poland.

5   Łosiński, “W sprawie ‘wschodniej drogi’”; Adamczyk, Silber, pp. 167–92 and 293–96 (with a 
list of 10th-century hoards). For examples of early 10th-century hoards, see Felczak et al., 
“Skarb”; Ilisch, “Zum Schatzfund”; Bogucki et al., “Skarb”; Kędzierski, “Skarb”; For coin finds 
in eastern Poland, see also Gorlińska et al., Frühmittelalterliche Münzfunde.

6   Bogucki, “The use of money,” p. 136. For a spectacular example of a late 10th-century hoard 
of hacksilver, see Bartczak, “The early medieval silver hoard” and Nowakowicz, “Ozdoby.” For 
West European deniers, see Suchodolski, “Die erste Welle” and “Die Münzen”; Ilisch, “Die 
Pfennigströme.” For Byzantine silver coins, see Gliksman, “Some remarks.”

7   The same conclusion results from the absence from any of those hoards of two or more frag-
ments of one and the same piece of jewelry. That no hoard has so far been found, which 
contains multiple fragments from the same artifacts, suggests that hacksilver circulated a 
lot before being hoarded. The reason(s) behind the burial of hacksilver hoards has recently 
been at the center of a lively debate among Polish scholars. Some have advanced the idea 
that only elites used silver, and not for trade, but for gift giving. As a consequence, hoards did 
not represent accumulation of wealth resulting from trade, but the deliberate destruction 
(through burial) of “ceremonial” silver (Urbańczyk, “Wczesnośredniowieczne skarby,” “Kto 
deponował skarby,” and “The Polish discussion”). Others have pointed out that the fragmen-
tation of coins and jewels was not the result of “ritual” destruction, but a way to obtain small-
er “denominations,” as indicated by the standard weight of pieces of silver in Greater Poland 
(0.2–0.3 g, but also 0.6–0.7 g.) (Bogucki, “Reasons” and “The use of money,” pp. 143–45).
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1 State Formation

Hacksilver hoards from Greater Poland have been found in areas other than 
those with burials with spurs or expensive weapons.8 Both categories of finds, 
however, cluster around major strongholds, and the chronological overlap of 
all three phenomena (strongholds, burials with weapons, and hoards) has been 
interpreted as the archaeological correlate of state formation.9 Because of the 
extensive use of dendrochronology to date the timber elements included in the 
building of strongholds (primarily palisades on top of the earthen ramparts), 
it has become much easier to distinguish the different phases of that process.10 
It is quite clear that a number of strongholds and regional centers of power 
that had existed in Greater Poland before the 10th century were suddenly de-
stroyed, all at once and shortly before or in the middle of that century.11 New 
strongholds were erected at different locations, some of them of considerably 
larger size.12 Responsible for those abrupt changes must have been a group of 
warriors from Greater Poland, who in the late 10th and early 11th century began 
expanding to the southeast, in the direction of Lesser Poland, in the process 
incorporating new territories into the newly created polity—all by violence, as 
illustrated by the systematic destruction of regional centers and, possibly, the 
physical elimination of the old, tribal aristocracy.13 Gniezno, although previ-
ously a religious center for the local communities, did not become a strong-
hold before ca. 940 (Fig. 17.1).14

8    Curta, “Gift-giving,” p. 130.
9    Kara, “Anfänge” and Najstarsze państwo; Kurnatowska, “The organization” and Początki; 

Kurnatowska and Kara, “Wczesnopiastowskie regnum”; Moździoch, “‘Bodaj’” and 
“Consensus.”

10   For the role of dendrochronology in the archaeology of strongholds, see Krąpiec, 
“Dendrochronological dating”; Kara, “Stan badań”; Kara and Krąpiec, “Możliwość”; 
Urbańczyk, “Early medieval strongholds,” pp. 100–01.

11   Kurnatowska, “Proces” and “Mit”; Urbańczyk, “The role,” “Archeologia,” and “Central 
places”; Kara, “Archeologia,” “Medieval historical studies,” and “Problematyka”; Buko, 
“Początki,” “Unknown revolution,” and “Old ties”; Sikorski, “Powstanie,” “Počiatky,” and “O 
co chodzi w sporze historyków”; Moździoch, “Zu den Anfängen.” Less than 20 years ago, 
before the dramatic changes brought by archaeology in the understanding of the pro-
cess of state formation, the middle of the 10th century was viewed as a moment of “con-
solidation” and (smooth) “transition,” not “revolution” (Jasiński, “Die Konsolidierung”; 
Kurnatowska, “Tworzenie” and Początki; Samsonowicz, “Dynastia”).

12   Kurnatowska, “Forschungen”; Dulinicz, “Forschungen”; Moździoch, “Grody.” One of 
the largest “new” strongholds so far discovered is Grzybowo (near Gniezno, in Greater 
Poland), for which see Brzeski et al. “Dziesięciolecie badań”; Petri, “Überlegungen”; 
Wrzesiński, “The ring.” For the old strongholds destroyed in the mid-10th century, see 
Buko, “Najstarsze ośrodki.”

13   Buko, “From Great Poland”; Barański, Dynastia, pp. 110–20.
14   Kara, “Grody.”
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According to the al-Andalusi Jewish merchant Ibrahim ibn Yakub, who in  
ca. 960 may have visited Prague, where he apparently learned about Mieszko, 
the newly created state was the strongest among the four that the Slavs (as-
Saqaliba) had created (Bohemia, Bulgaria, and the polities of the Obodrites 
and of the Poles). Mieszko had 3,000 men in armor at his disposal, to whom 
he provided clothes, horses, and weapons. According to ibn Yakub, Mieszko re-
ceived taxes in the form of trade weights, which were then used to pay his men.15 
But who were those men? The recent excavation in Bodzia (near Włocławek, in 
Kuyavia) of a small, but very rich cemetery with groups of burial chambers in-
side quadrangular enclosures confirms the conclusions already drawn on the 
basis of the results of excavations on other, neighboring cemetery sites.16 The 

15   Kowalski, Relacja, p. 147. The phrase mataqil al-markatiya, which is translated as “trade 
weights” may well refer to hacksilver (Bogucki, “Reasons,” p. 1152). If so, the hoards of 
hacksilver may represent payments to retainers (Curta, “Gift-giving,” pp. 131–32). For ibn 
Yakub’s account of Mieszko, see Żmudzki, “Mieszko”; Pleszczyński, “Mieszko” and The 
Birth, pp. 14–24; Zaborski, “Bilans.”

16   Kara, “Description”; Buko, “Cmentarzysko” and “Czy na cmentarzysku.” For the graves, 
see Sobkowiak-Tabaka, “The inventory.” For the rich grave goods, see Kara, “Merchants’ 
implements” and “Weapons”; Duczko, “Status and magic”; Suchodolski, “The obol.” The 
chronology of the first phase of the cemetery is based on coins and radiocarbon analysis 

figure 17.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)
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strontium isotope analysis of 13 out of 49 skeletons from Bodzia has revealed 
that only one individual was of local origin. Although the analysis could not 
point to the origin of the “foreigners” buried in chamber graves, “the archaeo-
logical context implicate Kievan Rus’ very strongly, and the isotopic evidence 
from strontium fits that interpretation.”17 The role of the Varangians in the 
history of late 10th-century Poland is currently the object of a lively debate 
among Polish archaeologists and historians, but there can be no doubt about 
their presence.18 However, it is only recently that the Rus’ identity of those 
Varangians has attracted scholarly attention, probably because of the obvious 
Rus’ dimension of the foreign policy of the early Piasts.19

Mieszko strengthened his power by expanding the network of fortified 
settlements and strongholds. Ostrów Lednicki, perhaps built in the late 950 
or 960s on an island in the middle of Lake Lednica (between Poznań and 
Gniezno), was designed as a residence for Polish rulers, soon replicated  
elsewhere.20 At the same time, and perhaps relying on his retinue of Varangian 
warriors, Mieszko expanded into Polabian territory (the area in western Poland 

of timber remains from the burial chambers (Buko and Kara, “Chronology” and Goslar, 
“Wyniki”). For other similar cemeteries, see Chudziak, Wczesnośredniowieczne cmen-
tarzysko and Ratajczyk, “The cemetery.” Long interpreted as a badge of Viking culture, 
chamber graves are now regarded as manifestations of elite status within a much broader, 
north European context (Mikhailov, “Pogrebal’nye kamery”; Biermann, “Early medieval 
richly furnished burials”; Gardeła, “Wczesnośredniowieczne groby komorowe”; Błaszczyk, 
“Między ziemią a niebem”; Janowski, Groby and “Grób komorowy”).

17   Price and Frei, “Isotopic proveniencing,” pp. 457–58 and 462. The “archaeological con-
text” in question probably refers to the belt found in the grave of a warrior, the back 
side of which shows a bident, the emblem of Sviatoslav, Prince of Kiev (see chapter 14) 
(Duczko, “Status and magic,” pp. 215–16). The trident—the emblem of Vladimir or, per-
haps, Iaroslav—appears on a belt fitting found in Giecz (Krzysztofiak, “Okucie”).

18   Leciejewicz, “Normanowie”; Rohrer, “Wikinger”; Wołoszyn, “Ze studiów” and “Obecność”; 
Duczko, “With Vikings or without?”; Stanisławski, “Udział Wikingów.”

19   For the “Rus’ connection” in the history of early Piast Poland, see Plashonin, “Malovidomi 
storinky”; Shepard, “Conversions”; Świętosławski, “Poiski russkogo vooruzheniia”; Żmudzki, 
“Wojewodowie.”

20   Żurowska, Ostrów Lednicki; Urbańczyk, “Ostrów Lednicki”; Kurnatowska, “Zum bisheri-
gen Ausgrabungs- und Bearbeitungsstand” and “Ostrów Lednicki”; Górecki, “Ostrów 
Lednicki” and Gród. The presence of retainers at Ostrów Lednicki is betrayed by hoards 
of silver (Suchodolski, “Skarb”). For other “central places” in early Piast Poland, see Buko, 
The Archaeology, pp. 224–46 and 309–21. For the early Piast residence in Poznań, see 
Kóčka-Krenz, “Badania,” “Poznań,” and “Pozycia”; Kóčka-Krenz et al., “The beginnings”; 
Kurnatowska, “Poznań.” For the palatial compound in Giecz, see Krzysztofiak, “Palatium.” 
For the strongholds in Gniezno and Kalisz, see Sawicki, “Wczesnośredniowieczny zespół 
grodowy” and Baranowski, “The stronghold.” Which one of those centers was the “capi-
tal” of early Piast Poland has been a matter of some discussion, in much the same man-
ner as the question of the earliest capital in early medieval Bulgaria (see chapter 12). See 
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around Lubusz). He thus came in direct contact with Gero, the powerful mar-
grave of the Eastern March and one of the key advisers of the East Frankish 
king, Otto I. The margrave’s kinsman, Wichman obtained two victories against 
Mieszko in 967, and managed to kill his brother.21 Wichman allied himself with 
the inhabitants of Wolin, a key emporium on the Baltic Sea shore (see chap-
ter 13).22 The alliance suggests that Mieszko’s expansion has already reached 
the mouth of the Oder River, in the hinterland of Wolin. In another military 
encounter, Mieszko managed to defeat and kill Wichman.23 As Wichman had 
been an enemy of King (now Emperor) Otto I, Mieszko became an imperial 
“friend” and ally. He was allowed to retain Lubusz and the western parts of 
Pomerania around Wolin, in exchange for paying tribute. In his war against 
Wichman, Mieszko had been allied with the Bohemian duke Boleslav I (see 
chapter 19), whose daughter he had married in 966, thus receiving baptism.24 
Meanwhile, Gero’s successor, margrave Odo (965–993), invaded the territory 
that Mieszko apparently occupied in 967 on the right bank of the river Oder. 
However, Mieszko obtained another victory in the battle at Cedynia (972).25 
Another intervention against Mieszko (979) led by Emperor Otto II in per-
son, had no decisive results. About that same time, however, Mieszko agreed 
to marry Oda, the daughter of the margrave of the North March, for his first 
wife had died in 977. The marriage signaled a change in the relations with 
the Empire, for Mieszko sent troops to help Otto II against the Slavic rebels 
of 983. He also attacked Bohemia and incorporated Silesia and Lesser Poland 
into the Piast realm, which prompted Bohemians to ally themselves with the 
Slavic rebels against whom Emperor Otto was now fighting. By 980, therefore, 
Mieszko was part of a broader configuration of power, and his political stat-
ure was recognized in Scandinavia as well. His daughter, Swietoslawa married 
first Erik Segersäll of Sweden (ca. 970–ca. 995) and then Sweyn Forkbeard of 

Janiak, “Gniezno”; Deptuła, “Metropolis”; Gąsiorowski, “Gniezno monarsze”; Urbańczyk, 
“Najdawniejsze stolice.”

21   Widukind, Deeds of the Saxons III 66, p. 141. Widukind calls Mieszko “Misaca” and makes 
him a “ruler of the Slavs called Licicaviki” (Pleszczyński, The Birth, p. 13). For Mieszko’s 
name, see Bogucki, “Kilka.”

22   Widukind, Deeds of the Saxons III 69, p. 143.
23   Widukind, Deeds of the Saxons III 69, pp. 144–45. For Wichman’s death at the hands of 

Mieszko as a literary topos, see Cetwiński, “Śmierć.”
24   For Dobrava, Boleslav’s daughter who became Mieszko’s first (known) wife, see 

Banaszkiewicz, “Dąbrówka”; Labuda, “Księżna Dobrawa”; Nowak, “Z antroponimii”; 
Homza, Mulieres, pp. 16–19.

25   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle II 29, p. 76. For the location of the battle, see Rymar, “A 
jednak pod Cedynią?”
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Denmark (986–1014).26 In the early 990s, together with his wife and children, 
Mieszko offered his state (called “civitas Schinesghe,” the state of Gniezno) to 
the pope as a fief, as attested by a unique document known as Dagome iudex 
and preserved in a late 11th-century summary.27 The document describes the 
inner boundaries of the state and peripheral provinces, as if Gniezno were a ci-
vitas (city) in Italy, with its surrounding territory.28 Regional centers, however, 
did indeed come into being shortly before AD 1000 in Lesser Poland (Cracow, 
Sandomierz), Pomerania (Gdańsk), and Silesia (Wrocław).29 Such regional 
centers came to be distinguished from other strongholds by virtue of the pres-
ence within their walls of some of the earliest churches built in stone. Mieszko 
got his own, probably missionary bishop. Jordan was most likely from Lower 
Lorraine, possibly Liège, judging from the fact that Mieszko’s son and grand-
son were named Lambert after the patron saint of that city.30 The bishop had 
no stable see, but most likely followed the prince’s court, from one “capital” to 
another.31

To the author of the Deeds of the Princes of the Poles, Mieszko was “the first 
duke of Poland to receive the grace of baptism” (Table 17.1). However, his im-
portance for Gallus Anonymus pales in comparison to that of his son, Bolesław 
Chrobry (“the Brave”).32 Echoing the evaluation of the early 12th-century au-
thor, historians have traditionally shied away from dealing with Mieszko as 
an object of historical inquiry. Recently, however, there has been a great deal 
of work on how the image of Bolesław’s father was created, sometimes by 
contrast, in contemporaneous and later sources.33 In fact, more books have 

26   Prinke, “Świętosława”; Morawiec, “Anonimowy poemat.” Swietoslawa was most likely the 
mother of Canute, King of England and Denmark (1016–1035).

27   Wiszewski, Domus, pp. 3–11.
28   Dagome iudex is therefore not a charter, but a register. While Oda appears in the docu-

ment with her own name, Mieszko is believed to be the person behind the man named 
Dagome “the judge.” See Labuda, “Akt” and “Stan dyskusji”; Kalhous, “Dagome”; Wiszewski, 
“Dagome”; Nowak, “Das Papstum,” pp. 336–40; Nowak, “Regest.”

29   For Cracow, see Pianowski, “Sedes” and “Wawel”; Zaitz, “Kraków”; Kurnatowska, “Kraków.” 
For Sandomierz, see Tabaczyński, “Materiały”; Buko, Początki and “Sandomierz”; Wedzki, 
“Uwagi.” For Gdańsk, see Lepówna, “Urbs”; Łosiński, “Początki”; Śliwiński, Początki. For 
Wrocław, see Moździoch, “Wrocław-Ostrów Tumski”; Buko, The Archaeology, pp. 300–305.

30   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle IV 56, p. 196. Sikorski, “O najnowszym synu.”
31   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 120.
32   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 6, p. 30. Mieszko does not even have the initiative of his 

own conversion, for he converted only when Dobrava refused to marry him unless “he 
gave up this wicked custom and promised to become a Christian” (The Deeds I 5, p. 29). 
Bolesław is born to Mieszko “of that holy woman,” as if Mieszko’s importance would take 
a back seat behind that of his son and wife—in that order.

33   Strzelczyk, “Mieszko”; Banaszkiewicz, “Mieszko”; Wiszewski, “Mieszko.”
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been recently dedicated to Mieszko than to Bolesław, even though the latter 
remains the favorite hero of historians of medieval Poland.34 The most recent 
concern with Bolesław has shifted the emphasis from his reign, which the au-
thor of the Deeds of the Princes of the Poles already regarded as a “golden age,” 
to Bolesław’s own models of political behavior, and to his legacy.35 Although no 
evidence for a conscious imitation exists, Bolesław is now imagined as copy-
ing Charlemagne.36 He is the closest any member of the Piast dynasty came to 
canonization.37 The violence associated with the beginning of his reign, when 
Bolesław drove his step-mother Oda and half-brothers out of Poland, received 
comparatively less attention.38 By contrast, it has become fashionable to pres-
ent Bolesław as continuing his father’s policy of encouraging conversion to 

34   Labuda, Mieszko; Strzelczyk, Bolesław; Urbańczyk, Mieszko. Urbańczyk’s book has caused 
some controversy, for which see Sikorski, “Mieszko Pierwszy” and “Mieszko I.”

35   For the “shadow of the great Bolesław” in Gallus Anonymus, see Wiszewski, Domus,  
pp. 185–215. For his medieval image, see Strzelczyk, “Bolesław.”

36   Sosnowski, “Bolesław.”
37   Janiak, “Czy Bolesław Chrobry był czczony jako święty?”; Pac, “Czemu Bolesław Chrobry 

nie został świętym?”
38   Pleszczyński, “Początek.” Curta, “Gift-giving” and Dygo, “Uczty” have drawn attention to 

Bolesław’s use of feasting and gift-giving as key strategies for building and maintaining 
power.

table 17.1 The Piast dynasty

Mieszko ca. 960–992
Bolesław I Chrobry 992–1025
Mieszko II Lambert 1025–1031, 1032–1034
Bezprym 1031–1032
Casimir I 1039–1058
Bolesław II 1058–1079
Władysław Herman 1079–1102
Bolesław III 1102–1138
Władysław II 1138–1146
Bolesław IV 1146–1173
Mieszko III 1173–1177, 1190–1191, 1198–1201, 1202
Casimir II 1177–1190, 1191–1194
Leszek I 1194–1198, 1201, 1202–1210, 1211–1227
Mieszko Plątonogi 1210–1211
Przemysł II 1295–1296
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Christianity.39 To be sure, the earliest churches known from the Polish lands 
cannot be dated before AD 1000, and must thus be regarded as foundations of 
Bolesław’s reign.40 But the Christianity promoted by the two first rulers of the 
Piast dynasty was restricted to the elites, with no evidence that any of them 
ever attempted to impose it on the rest of the population.41 The earliest burials 
associated with churches, and thus with Christian tenets, are also of members 
of the elite, if not even of the Piast family.42

Even the beginnings of Benedictine monasticism in Poland are associ-
ated with the elites. Two members of the eremitical community established 
by St. Romuald of Benevento at Pereum, outside Ravenna, came to Poland 
at Bolesław’s personal request. They established a hermitage at Międzyrzecz 
(in western Poland, to the west from Poznań), and received ten pounds of sil-
ver as assistance from Bolesław.43 The latter also supported missions beyond 
the northeastern borders of his realm, in Prussia. Both Adalbert, the bishop 
of Prague, and Bruno of Querfurt, once the companion of St. Romuald at 
Pereum, were martyred in Prussia in 997 and 1009, respectively.44 In both cases, 

39   Michałowski, “La christianisation” and “Christianization”; Labuda, “Budownictwo”; 
Sikorski, “Chrzest.”

40   The earliest church known from Poland is the wooden building discovered in Kalisz 
underneath the Collegiate Church of St. Paul (Baranowski, “Gród,” p. 52; Buko, “1050-
lecie chrześcijaństwa,” p. 14 and fig. 3). All other stone churches believed to have been 
built under Mieszko (Poznań, Ostrów Lednicki, and Gniezno) cannot be dated with 
any precision either before or after AD 1000 (Janiak, “Stan i potrzeby”). For the archae-
ology of Christianization in Poland, see Kurnatowska, “Die Christianisierung”; Zoll-
Adamikowa, “Postępy”; Moździoch, “‘Gens perfida’” and “Oriens.” For Lesser Poland, see 
Polek, “Początki.” For Silesia, see Korta, “Chrystianizacja.” For Pomerania, see Sikora, 
“Akulturacja.”

41   Sikorski, Kościół.
42   Zoll-Adamikowa, “Frühmittelalterliche Bestattungen.” The earliest burial inside the 

church known so far from Poland is that of the boy with a golden finger-ring found inside 
the church at Ostrów Lednicki (Buko, The Archaeology, p. 315). Even though, the interpre-
tation of this find advanced by Labuda, Studia, pp. 397–99 can hardly be accepted, the 
Polish historian was most likely right to date the grave to Bolesław’s reign.

43   The story of the Międzyrzecz hermits is known from Bruno of Querfurt, Life of the Five 
Brethren, which was written in Poland, in 1008 or early 1009. Bruno knew Bolesław person-
ally. He in fact declared to Henry II that he loved Bolesław “as much as my soul and more 
than my life” (Letter to King Henry, p. 101). See also Pleszczyński, “Bolesław” and The Birth, 
pp. 149–62; Syty, “Brunon”; Łaszkiewicz, “Kwestia.”

44   St. Adalbert’s life and martyrdom are known from two sources—the Life of Adalbert and 
Bruno of Querfurt’s Passion. For those sources and Adalbert’s life, see Labuda, “Dwa na-
jstarsze żywoty” and “W sprawie autorstwa”; Wood, Missionary Life, pp. 207–25; Sosnowski, 
Studia and “Tradycia.” The literature on St. Adalbert has grown considerably since 2000, 
the year of the millennium anniversary of the Gniezno summit. Only the most recent titles 
can be mentioned here: Fros, “Adalbertina Polonica”; Urbańczyk, “St. Adalbert-Vojtech”; 
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Bolesław “immediately purchased both the martyr’s celebrated body and his 
head,” which he buried in Gniezno.45 His actions attracted the attention of 
Otto III, who in 1000 visited Gniezno as a pilgrim to his friend’s (Adalbert’s) 
shrine. The significance of this extraordinary visit has been the object of much 
debate. However, there is little, if any doubt that the establishment of the me-
tropolis of Gniezno with Adalbert’s half-brother Radim (Gaudentius) as its first 
archbishop, and three suffragan sees in Cracow, Wrocław and Kołobrzeg, was 
“at once a gift for the martyr, a tribute and an attempt to ensure constant in-
tercession of the Apostle of the Prussians.”46 Moreover, according to the Deeds 
of the Princes of Poland, Bolesław received from the emperor the imperial dia-
dem “in pledge of friendship” and “the authority over whatever ecclesiastical 
honors belonged to the empire in any part of the kingdom of Poland or other 
territories he had conquered or might conquer among the barbarians.”47 The 
Gniezno summit is now regarded as of such great importance that Johannes 
Fried even believed that the country and the people over which Bolesław ruled 
received their respective names—Poland, Poles—after Otto III “baptized” 
them so.48 While Fried’s idea cannot hold water, as both names most likely 
derive from the Slavic word for “field” (pole), it is perhaps no accident that the 
earliest attestations of the names are dated around the year 1000.49 Bolesław 

Labuda, “Ein europäisches Itinerar” and Świety Wojciech; Somorjai, “Kelet-Közép-Európa 
szentje”; Stróżyk, “Jeszcze o pobycie”; Strzelczyk, “Naukowe pokłosie”; Michałowski, 
“Święty Wojciech”; Sosnowski, “Dlaczego śmierć,” Adalbert’s life and martyrdom are the 
subject of the iconographic program of the cathedral doors in Gniezno, for which see 
Pasierb, “Szent Adalbert.”

45   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle IV 28, p. 165; English translation, p. 172 (for Adalbert); 
VI 95, p. 389, English translation, p. 300 (for Bruno). As Wiszewski, Domus, p. 45 points 
out, Thietmar’s attitude towards Bolesław is unusually positive in both instances, for his 
actions are believed to secure “the solace of his house for the future.”

46   Michałowski, The Gniezno Summit, p. 337. The Gniezno summit is described in Thietmar 
of Merseburg, Chronicle IV 45, pp. 163–84; Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 6, pp. 34–39. The 
millennial anniversary of the Gniezno summit spawned a cottage industry of historians 
opining on the significance of that event and the rituals surrounding the meeting of Otto 
III and Bolesław: Ludat, “Piastowie i Ottonowie”; Ptak, “Włócznia”; Strzelczyk, “Zjazd”; 
Wasilewski, “Zjazd”; Wojciechowski, “Symboliczne znaczenie”; Fried, Otto III.; Shepard, 
“Otto III”; Banaszkiewicz, “Otton III”; Wyrozumski, “Der Akt”; Urbańczyk, “Paliusz” and 
“Zjazd”; Dudek, “Emperor Otto III’s ‘advent’”; Labuda, “Der ‘Akt’”; “O badaniach,” “Jakie 
uprawnienia kościelne,” and “Zjazd”; Barone, “Il contributo”; Wiszewski, “How far can you 
go”; Vercamer, “Der Akt.”

47   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 6, pp. 37 and 39. For Gallus’ account, see Bagi, “Die 
Darstellung.”

48   Fried, “Der hl. Adalbert.”
49   Pleszczyński, The Birth, pp. 139–48. For the etymology of both names, see Nalepa, “‘Polska’ 

pochodzenie”; Tapolcai, “Polanie”; Mańczak, “Czy cudzoziemcy nadali nazwę Polsce?”; 
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appears as “duke of the Poles” (Palaniorum dux) in the Life of Saint Adalbert, 
Bishop of Prague and Martyr, written in 999.50 Less than a decade later, Bruno 
of Querfurt, writing in Poland, called the country the “province of the Poles” 
(provincia Polanorum) and “Polish lands” (Polanicae terrae).51 At about that 
same time, namely at some point within the first decade of the 11th century, 
Bolesław struck deniers with the legend PRINCES POLONIE, the earliest at-
testation of the name of the country.52

Coins continued to be struck in Poland throughout the first quarter of 
the 11th century, but more for propaganda than as instruments of exchange 
on the market.53 Nonetheless, the few decades before and after the year 1000 
witnessed dramatic changes in coin circulation, which were most likely tied 
to economic transformations. Hoards of this period contain no new dirhams, 
only old ones, in addition to a great number of European coins, many of them 
bent several times or pecked. More importantly, recent studies have revealed 
that beginning with the early 11th century, European (especially German and 
Anglo-Saxon) coins were imitated in large quantities in Poland.54 Those imi-
tations are all of good silver, an indication that they were in fact a means to 
turn hacksilver into coins for market exchanges. The move away from scrap 
metal to coinage indicates a dramatic transformation of the economy in the 
Polish lands, and its reorientation towards the trade networks in Western, not 
Eastern Europe. The sudden increase in the numbers of German coins and of 

Urbańczyk, “Who named Poland?” For the language in use in Poland around the year 1000, 
see Lehr-Spławiński, “Jak mówiono.”

50   Life of St. Adalbert 25, pp. 164–65; Pleszczyński, The Birth, p. 143. Pace Fried, “Gnesen” and 
Hoffmann, Vita Adalberti, the text of the Life of St. Adalbert is older than ca. 1200 (Labuda, 
“W sprawie autorstwa”).

51   Bruno of Querfurt, Life of the Five Brethren VI and XI, pp. 224–25 and 248–49. To what 
extent such terminology mirrored a sense of self-consciousness among Bolesław’s sub-
jects is, of course, debatable. For questions of group identity in early Piast Poland, see 
Wiszewski, “Czyja tradycja?” and Knoll, “Gallus.”

52   Suchodolski, “Początki,” pp. 107–08; Bogucki, “An unknown hybrid.” The name of the 
country does not appear on the coins struck ca. 1015 in the name of Bolesław “the king” 
(Suchodolski, “‘Rex Bolizlavus’”). For Bolesław’s coinage, see also Panfil, “Orzeł”; Piniński, 
“Trzeci egzemplarz”; Ilisch, “Eine Erweiterung.”

53   Suchodolski, “Najdawniejsze monety” and “Spór”; Adamczyk, Silber, p. 250.
54   Suchodolski, “Naśladownictwa monet”; Bogucki, “Some Polish imitations” and 

“Zachodniosłowiańskie naśladownictwa monet.” Bogucki, “The use of money,” p. 139 
points out that, while some of those imitations bear the characteristics of the official state 
coinage, many more were “unofficial products of local elites and chieftains.” In addition, 
by the mid-11th century, forgeries (silver-plated copper-alloy coins) began to appear in 
Poland (Bogucki, “Forged coins”). This substantiates the idea of a shift in emphasis from 
bullion (hacksilver) to fiduciary instruments of exchange.
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their imitations in hoards, to the detriment of dirhams, also suggests an ad-
aptation of the Polish elites to the crisis caused by the dearth of eastern silver, 
which is also visible in Rus’ after ca. 970 (see chapter 14). Mieszko was the first 
to realize the potential, and his conflicts and subsequent alliances with the 
German elites have been explained in economic terms, as an attempt to tap 
on new sources of silver.55 This was to be done not only by means of securing 
new sources of tribute payment, but also through the control of trade routes. 
There is, in fact, no other explanation possible for the very large number of 
West European coins entering Poland shortly before, but especially after the 
year 1000. What exactly was exchanged in Poland for all that silver? Although 
later sources suggests that cloth, honey, and wax as well as slaves may have 
been the commodities offered on markets in Poland, there has been little re-
search on the economic infrastructure of early Piast Poland.56 Next to nothing 
is known about the level and organization of the agricultural production, and 
no synthesis exists so far of many archaeological studies of late 10th- and early 
11th-century crafts. No doubts can however be raised about the extraordinary 
prosperity of Poland under the rule of Bolesław, the memory of which still lin-
gered in the early 12th century, albeit in an almost mythical form.57

Unlike his father’s Varangian retainers, a great number of warriors in 
Bolesław’s army were recruited from among German knights, some of them 
refugees from Saxony.58 With that army, he annexed Slovakia and Moravia 
(999), and briefly occupied Bohemia (1003), before being ousted by Emperor 
Henry II’s troops (see chapter 19).59 During a meeting in Merseburg in 1002, 
that emperor had attempted to murder Bolesław, most likely because of the 

55   Adamczyk, Silber, pp. 208–10. For relations with the German elites, see also Lübke, 
“Deutschland”; Ludat, “Piastowie i Ekkehardynowie”; Sikorski, “O stosunkach”; 
Pleszczyński, “Pierwsza Monarchia”; Pranke, “Swoi, czy obcy?”

56   On the unwarranted assumptions and extrapolations on which the understanding of the 
economy of early 11th-century Poland is based, see Moździoch, “Ein Land.” That under-
standing is best summarized in Łowmiański, “Zagadnienia gospodarcze.” The economic 
history of the early Piast Poland is conspicuously absent from surveys of this period, 
such as Wyrozumski, “Poland”; Urbańczyk, Trudne początki; Górecki, “Medieval Poland”; 
Mühle, Die Piasten. For the archaeology of rural settlements in 11th-century Poland, see 
Moździoch, “Das mittelalterliche Dorf”; Donat, “Aktuelle Fragen”; Buko, “Osadnictwo 
wiejskie na Wyżynie Sandomierskiej” and “Osadnictwo wiejskie z początków państwa.”

57   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 6, p. 36.
58   Leciejewicz, “Die sozialen Eliten.”
59   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle V 30–31, pp. 255–56; Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 6,  

p. 31. See Urbańczyk, “Boleslav IV.” According to Adamczyk, Silber, pp. 211–12, the occupa-
tion of Bohemia may have been motivated by the desire to tap on the great resources of 
the trade network centered upon Prague.
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Polish occupation of Lusatian March between the rivers Elbe and Saale.60 In 
the protracted war that followed (1003–1018), Henry II allied himself with the 
Polabian (pagan) Slavs and with the Czechs, but was eventually forced to rec-
ognize the Polish control over the disputed territories.61 As soon as the war 
with the emperor ceased, Bolesław intervened on behalf of his son-in-law, 
Sviatopolk of Kiev against his rival brother, Iaroslav of Novgorod (see chap-
ter 14). In addition to a brief occupation of Kiev by Polish troops, the eastern 
campaign resulted in the incorporation of the lands on the western fringes of 
Kievan Rus’, the region of “Peremyshl, Cherven, and other towns,” previously 
occupied by Vladimir (see chapter 14).62

2 Kingdom of Poland

Seven years later (in 1025), Bolesław proclaimed himself king (after having 
sported that title on coins struck a decade earlier). His son, Mieszko II, who 
succeeded him (1025–1034), also assumed the royal title.63 Mieszko seems to 
have received a formal education in Latin, but he also knew Greek, as suggested 
by a dedicatory letter incorporated into a prayer book now known as the Codex 
of Matilda.64 He married Richeza, the daughter of the Count Palatine Ezzo of 
Lotharingia.65 Through that marriage, Mieszko aligned himself with powerful 
magnates in the empire who opposed Emperor Conrad II. That alignment also 
explains the large number of knights of West German origin and of churchmen 
of Lotharingian origin who came to Poland during Mieszko II’s reign.66 Mieszko 
regained control over western Pomerania, and was the first Polish ruler to con-
trol the entire Baltic Sea shore between the Oder and the Vistula.67 But he also 
got involved in the struggle for power in the Empire, the territory of which he 
invaded twice (1028–1029 and 1030). Meanwhile, however, he was confronted 
with the opposition of his brothers Otto and Bezprym. While the former sought 
the support of Emperor Conrad II, the latter secured the military assistance 

60   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle V 18, pp. 241–42; Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 6, p. 33 
mentions “an iron boundary sign in the river Saale” to mark the frontier between Poland 
and the Empire. For the attack on Bolesław, see Pleszczyński, The Birth, pp. 191–97.

61   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 146.
62   Russian Primary Chronicle, transl. p. 96.
63   Labuda, Mieszko II.
64   Kürbis, Kodeks, p. 139; Curta, “East Central Europe,” pp. 614–15. For the image of Mieszko 

II in the Codex of Matilda, see Pleszczyński, The Birth, pp. 254–56.
65   Schreiner, “Königin Richeza”; Delimata, “Królowa Rycheza” and “… quae primogenita erat.”
66   Jurek, “Fremde Ritter.”
67   Śliwiński, “Pomorze”; Rosik, “Pomerania”; Chudziak and Siemianowska, “Problem.”
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of Iaroslav the Wise, the Grand Prince of Kiev. The simultaneous invasion of 
Poland by German and Rus’ troops was too much for Mieszko, who in 1031 lost 
“Peremyshl, Cherven, and other towns,” as well as Lusatia. He fled to Bohemia, 
while his wife took her son Casimir to Lotharingia.68 Bezprym took the throne, 
but renounced the crown and sent the royal insignia to Emperor Conrad II. He 
was soon confronted with the opposition of his own magnates, who managed 
to kill him in 1032. The rebels then asked for Mieszko’s return, but he had to go 
through a humiliating ceremony in Merseburg, in front of Emperor Conrad II,  
to whom he promised to renounce the crown and to divide his realm. He re-
tained Greater Poland, Mazovia, Kuyavia, and eastern Pomerania, as well as 
the region of Cracow, while his brother Otto took Silesia, and one of his cous-
ins became the ruler of western Pomerania.69 When Otto died one year later, 
Mieszko occupied Silesia, and forced his cousin out of Pomerania. Although 
he managed to restore power, he, like Bezprym before him, faced the opposi-
tion of the magnates now grouped around Miecław of Mazovia, whom Gallus 
Anonymus calls Mieszko’s “butler and servitor.”70

Following Mieszko’s death in 1034, however, a widespread rebellion, com-
bined with a devastating invasion of the Bohemian armies, led to a quick 
collapse of the state. Largely because of Gallus’ account of those events, his-
torians continue to treat them as a “pagan reaction,” which “resulted in the 
destruction of a substantial part of the ecclesiastical infrastructure in Silesia, 
Greater Poland, and northern parts of Lesser Poland.”71 But a careful study of 
Gallus’ account shows that the emphasis on paganism is a narrative strategy 
meant to enhance Casimir the Restorer’s merits in spreading Christianity.72 To 
be sure, the Czech invasion led to the destruction of such central places as 
Gniezno (from which the relics of St. Adalbert were removed and transported 
to Prague) and Ostrów Lednicki, which may explain why the center of power in 
the subsequent centuries shifted from Great to Lesser Poland (Cracow).

But Casimir’s return in 1040 was not to a country in complete chaos. That 
Mieszko’s son had to rely on the military support of his father-in-law, Iaroslav 

68   Delimata, “Ucieczka.” For the events of 1031–32, see also Berend et al., Central Europe,  
p. 161.

69   Annals of Hildesheim, s.a. 1032, p. 37.
70   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 20, p. 83. Some have regarded Miecław not just as a rebel, 

but as a usurper of Piast power (Bieniak, Państwo). He probably struck coins in Płock in 
the 1040s (Bogucki, “Czy istnieją monety Miecława”).

71   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 162. For the stereotypical components of Gallus’ account, 
see Wiszewski, Domus, pp. 218–21. Górczak, “Bunt Bezpryma,” regards the events of 1034 as 
continuing the political turbulence of four years earlier, which had resulted in Mieszko’s 
exile to Bohemia.

72   Koval, “‘Look what those pagans did!’”
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the Wise, in order to break the opposition of Miecław in Mazovia (1047) sug-
gests that a certain degree of political and military organization still existed in 
the northeastern part of the Piast realm. Moreover, within a decade, Casimir I 
(1040–1058) managed to recuperate both Pomerania and Silesia. In the process, 
he must have removed, or even physically eliminated, the old aristocracy active 
under Bolesław I and Mieszko II, and replaced it with new people, who were 
loyal to him. The existence of a group of independent noblemen, the highest 
echelon of the Polish aristocracy, is clearly attested during the last quarter of 
the 11th century.73 Casimir may have encouraged the attempt at writing his-
tory in Poland, the annals of Cracow.74 He also supported the establishment 
of Benedictine abbeys in Poland, such as Tyniec (near Cracow) and Mogilno 
(near Gniezno).75 His son and successor, Bolesław II (1058–1079) continued 
that policy with the foundation of a third abbey in Lubiń (near Kościan, in 
west-central Poland).76 He intervened militarily on behalf of his brothers-
in-law, Iziaslav (Iaroslav the Wise’s son) in Rus’, and of Ladislas (Béla I’s son; 
see chapter 18) in Hungary. Bolesław II also threw his support on the side of 
Pope Gregory VII in his struggle with Emperor Henry IV, and, like Zvonimir 
of Croatia at about the same time (see chapter 16), he was rewarded with a 
royal crown in 1076. However, his magnates organized a conspiracy possibly 
led by Bishop Stanisław of Cracow and the king’s brother, Władysław Herman, 
who ruled at that time in Mazovia, most likely under Bolesław’s supervision.77 
In 1079, Bolesław ordered the execution of the bishop, which quickly turned 
Stanisław into a martyr and a symbol of church independence from the state.78 

73   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 199.
74   Jurek, “Początki”; Matla-Kozłowska, “Kwestia”; Matla, “Kirchliche Außenkontakte.”
75   For Tyniec, see Labuda, “Szkice”; Derwich, “Rola”; Sczaniecki, “Odgadywanie początków”; 

Zaitz, “Badania”; Kamińska, “Aktualny stan”; Kanior, “Początki.” The first abbot of Tyniec, 
Aaron, became bishop of Cracow in 1046. For Mogilno, see Płocha, “La plus ancienne his-
toire”; Chudziakowa, Romański kościół; Derwich, “Mogilno.” For Benedictine monasticism 
in Poland, see Derwich, “Les fondations” and Monastycyzm.

76   Kurnatowska, Opactwo and “L’abbaye bénédictine”; Derwich, “Les deux fondations.”
77   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 27, p. 97, calls Stanisław a “traitor bishop.” By contrast, 

Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle II 20.4, p. 174, calls the king a “tyrant.” However, there is noth-
ing in any source about the nature of the conflict. The version of the story offered here is 
based on Grudziński, Boleslaus, pp. 167–207. See also Powierski, Kryzys. For the division of 
power between Bolesław II and his brother Władysław Herman, see Dalewski, “Um 1055.”

78   Labuda, Święty Stanisław. Because, following the execution, the body of the bishop was 
quartered (Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle II 20.4 and 7, pp. 174 and 176), he later became a 
symbol for the reunification of the kingdom (in much the same way that the disparate 
parts of his body were miraculously put together again). For the cult of Stanisław prior to 
his canonization in 1253, see Rajman, “Przedkanonizacyjny kult”; Svanberg, “The legend”; 
Witkowska, “The thirteenth-century Miracula”; Siama, “Le palimpseste.” According to 
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Like his grandfather, Bolesław was driven into exile, and he went to Hungary, 
where he eventually died at some point before 1081.79

Bolesław’s successor, Władysław Herman (1079–1102) managed to secure 
the support of his brother’s enemies through two consecutive marriages to 
the daughter of the duke (later king) of Bohemia, Vratislav II (see chapter 
19) and the sister of Emperor Henry IV, respectively. However, he also faced 
the opposition of the magnates when assigning the count palatine, Sieciech, 
the second position in the state.80 In 1097, Władysław was forced to accept a 
division of the realm between him and his two sons. After his death in 1102, 
his younger son Bolesław III drove his brother Zbigniew from his domain in 
Greater Poland and then out of the country. He later allowed him to return, 
only to capture, to blind, and then to execute him.81 Forced to do public pen-
ance for the remission of his great sin, Bolesław III (1102–1138) thus witnessed 
the gradual erosion of his power by ecclesiastical and secular magnates.82 He 
faced a rebellion of the magnates, and when he failed to support the anti- 
German candidate to the Hungarian throne, he was forced to submit in 1135 to 
the arbitration of the German Emperor Lothar III, to whom he had to swear al-
legiance for Pomerania.83 Married twice, Bolesław had 17 children, including 5 
sons. The large number of claimants to the throne prompted him to introduce 
a new system of succession, probably inspired by similar arrangements that 
were already in existence in Bohemia and in Rus’. According to “Wrymouth’s 
testament,” the realm was to be divided in principle between his five sons, each 
one receiving his duchy as hereditary patrimony. The eldest son, Władysław II  
(1138–1146) was given Lesser Poland with the capital-city at Cracow and the 
title of Grand Duke. Each son was to succeed to Władysław in the order of  
seniority.84 This ideal arrangement did not survive long after Bolesław’s death 

Wiszewski, Domus, p. 235, Gallus may have agreed that the king had the right to punish a 
traitorous bishop, but he condemned him for the punishment chosen, because, according 
to him, that “damaged his own reputation as a majestic ruler, a clever warrior or generous 
donor.”

79   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 28, p. 100.
80   Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle II 22.15–16, p. 186; Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 172–73. 

For Sieciech, see Suchodolski, “Czy monety?”
81   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 173. For Gallus’ account of the conflict between Bolesław 

III and Zbigniew, see Dalewski, Ritual.
82   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds III 25, pp. 270–81; Dalewski, “Bolesław Wrymouth’s pen-

ance.” Bolesław’s nickname, “Wrymouth,” is attested in the sources only in the 13th cen-
tury (Kowalczyk, “Krzywousty”; Jasiński, “Przydomek”).

83   Dalewski, “Kaiser Lothar III.”
84   Rymar, “Primogenitura”; Wenta, “O stróżach”; Biniaś-Szkopek, “Dzielnica”; Berend et al., 

Central Europe, p. 174.
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in 1138. In the ensuing conflict, Władysław II was defeated by his younger 
brothers and forced into exile.85 After his death in 1159, his sons pursued their 
claims to Silesia against their uncle Bolesław IV (1146–1173).86

3 Economic and Social Developments

Throughout the second half of the 11th and the first half of the 12th century, the 
political volatility of the Piast realm made possible a considerable increase of 
the power of the Polish nobility (szlachta). By 1100, there were already several 
clans of powerful noblemen whose primary goal seems to have been to con-
vert their dependence upon state office into an independent position based 
on land ownership.87 Royal dignitaries were entrusted with various fortress 
settlements and the administration of the surrounding districts. When strong-
holds turned into castellanies, however, “counts” became castellans, namely 
independent rulers, whose power was not necessarily linked to royal service.88 
Villages depending upon fortified settlements or castles were under “ducal law”  
(ius ducale), which implied payments in kind collected as taxes and services 
to the ducal court and to its administration.89 During the second half of the 
12th century, a new category of settlements emerged, which were established 
by communities of “guests” (hospites). Those were settlers brought from other 
countries under conditions that were different from those of the “ducal law,” in 
that the “guests” did not have any obligations of service for the duke or the local 
lord.90 Most immigrants involved in that “medieval colonization” of Poland 
were from the German lands, including relatively large numbers of Jews.91

85   Wenta, “Zewnętrzne warunki.”
86   Biniaś-Szkopek, Bolesław IV.
87   There is a sharp contrast in that respect between Miecław of Mazovia and Sieciech, 

Władysław Herman’s “butler and servant” (Górecki, “Ius ducale revisited,” pp. 41–42). 
Adamczyk, Silber, pp. 277–78 points out that, judging from the numismatic evidence, 
landownership became a conspicuous feature of the social and economic structure of 
medieval Poland only after the mid-12th century, for around 1100 silver was still the mea-
sure of social worth and wealth. For examples of noble clans in 12th-century Poland, see 
Polak, “Kronika”; Wroniszewski, “Mistrz Wincenty”; Kaleta, “Migracja.”

88   Bieniak, “Polska elita polityczna XII wieku (część III B),” “Polska elita polityczna XII 
wieku (część III D),” and “Polska elita polityczna XII wieku (część IV A)”; Manikowska, 
“L’aristocrazia.”

89   Trawkowski, “‘Homines ascriptici’”; Przybył, “Kasztelanie.”
90   Piskorski, “Medieval colonization”; Gawlas, “Fürstenherrschaft”; Lübke, “Das Phänomen.”
91   Rady, “The German settlement”; Biermann, “Co-existing space conceptions.” For Jews in 

12th- and 13th-century Poland, see Wyrozumski, “Jews”; Zaremska, “Migracje” and Żydzi. 
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The settlers were attracted by sustained economic growth, which led to a 
rapid development of the local markets. Polish coins were struck again under 
Bolesław II, in addition to a great number of imitations. Moreover, a large 
number of foreign coins (especially Saxon Cross deniers) were in circulation 
in 11th-century Poland. The large quantity of coin and the fact that specimens 
found in hoards are not cut or damaged any more bespeak the high degree of 
monetization of the local markets. Following the division of the realm on the 
basis of “Wrymouth’s testament,” the coinage of each duke was frequently and 
compulsorily renewed as old money was called in periodically, a phenomenon 
known as renovatio monetae.92 The obvious need of cash apparent in such 
monetary policies may not have been based solely on the increasing demands 
of the ducal courts. In order to counteract the pressure of German emperors 
and each other’s claims, several Polish dukes put themselves under the protec-
tion of the papacy. Under Innocent III (1198–1216), Peter’s Pence, the tax levied 
on the entire population of Poland since Mieszko I’s time, was collected from 
all duchies.93 At the same time, the increased power of the papal legates in 
matters pertaining to the Church of Poland turned that institution into the 
main symbol of unity of a politically divided realm.94

4 Fragmented Poland

At Bolesław IV’s death, Mieszko III (1173–1177, 1190–1191, 1198–1201) came to 
power according to the principle of seniority, but was soon deposed from 
the throne in Cracow by the magnates led by his younger brother Casimir II 
(1177–1194).95 Mieszko fled into exile, but returned several times and attempted 
to take back the throne. In 1190, he was called by a coalition of magnates in 
Lesser Poland who deposed Casimir, but with military assistance from Rus’, 
Casimir returned and recuperated power in Cracow. When he died in 1194, the 
magnates of Lesser Poland chose Casimir II’s younger sons as dukes. Mieszko 
III regained the throne in 1198, and at his death, the principle of seniority was 
restored, when the throne was occupied by Mieszko I of Opole (1163–1211).96 

Conrad, duke of Mazovia (1194–1247) first proclaimed in 1237 that the “guests” were equal 
in legal status to the lesser warriors.

92   Suchodolski, “Renovatio monetae”; Paszkiewicz, “Beginning.”
93   Wyrozumski, “Kościół”; Borkowska, “Innocent III.”
94   Dobosz, Monarchia.
95   Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle IV 2.1, p. 299; IV 8.4–5, pp, 328–30. See also Dobosz, 

“Kazimierz.”
96   Horwat, “Mieszko”; Rajman, “Mieszko.”
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During the first half of the 13th century, the division of the state was complete, 
with separate branches of the Piast dynasty ruling as ducal families. Władysław 
III (1202–1229), Władysław IV (1229–1239), and Bolesław the Pious (1247–1279) 
in Greater Poland were descendants of Mieszko III (Table 17.2).97 Henry I, 
Duke of Silesia (1201–1238), was the grandson of Władysław II (Table 17.3).98 
He initiated a project of systematic settlement of newcomers from Germany, 
which was responsible for a large-scale migration from Flanders, Franconia, 
and other parts of the Empire into the southwestern parts of Poland.99 Foreign 
merchants acted as locatores (entrepreneurs in charge with recruiting settlers, 
mediating between newcomers and landlords, and laying out settlements) 
in exchange for a substantial landed estate in the new settlement and often 
the office of “mayor” (sołtys, Schultheiss) with judicial and fiscal attributions.100 
In 1211, Henry also granted privileges to foreign miners brought to Złotoryja 
(at the foot of the Kaczawskie mountains, near Legnica) for the extraction of 
gold.101 As model for that charter, he used the privilege that the townspeople 
of Magdeburg received in 1188 from their archbishop. A similar charter was 
granted to Neumarkt (now Śróda Śląska, between Wrocław and Legnica) at 
some point before 1223. Both charters illustrate the expansion of German town 
law to the newly chartered towns in Silesia and other parts of Poland, both 
“German” and Polish.102 The provisions of those charters stipulated that set-
tlers were free and had hereditary rights to their lands, which they could trans-
fer or sell as they wished. Their obligations towards the landowner were limited 
to fixed rents in kind or in money, in addition, sometimes, to minor services. 

97   Pelczar, “Wojny”; Jasiński, “Genealogia.”
98   Henry is also known as “the Bearded” (Wiszewski, “Dlaczego Henryk”).
99   Zientara, Heinrich.
100   Zientara, “Une voie.” See also Boguszewicz, “Burgen”; Górecki,“People”; Wiszewski, 

“Politics.”
101   Firszt, “Górnictwo złota.”
102   Menzel, Die schlesische Lokationsurkunden.

table 17.2 The Piasts of Greater Poland

Władysław Laskonogi 1202–1229
Władysław Odonic 1229–1239
Przemysł I 1239–1257
Bolesław Pobożny 1247–1279
Przemysł II 1279–1296
Władysław Łokietek 1296–1300
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More importantly, settlers were granted the right to juridical independence, 
as they could set up their own courts and instruments of self-administration.

Casimir II’s line ruled in Lesser Poland, first with his son, Leszek I (1202–
1227) and then with his grandson, Bolesław V (1227–1279) (Table 17.4).103 
Conrad I was the youngest son of Casimir II and he ruled as Duke of Mazovia 
(1201–1238), followed by two of his sons, Bolesław I (1247–1248) and Siemowit I  
(1248–1262) (Table 17.5).104 Conrad increased the efforts to convert the 
Prussians on the northern frontier of Mazovia. He worked in cooperation with 
Christian, a Pomeranian monk from the Oliwa abbey, established in 1186 near 
Gdańsk.105 Christian was consecrated bishop of Prussia in 1216, with his see in 
Kulm (Chełmno) on the Lower Vistula (see chapter 27). To defend the prosely-
tized lands, Christian created a new military order—the Knights of Christ, also 
known as Knights of Dobrzyń, after the name of a large estate given to them 

103   Szempliński, “Polityka” For Leszek’s assassination in the Gąsawa massacre of 1227, see 
Labuda, “Śmierć” and Bieniak, “Polityczne okoliczności.” Following that death and until 
1243, various other dukes exercised power in Lesser Poland while Bolesław was still minor 
(Osiński, “Zabiegi”).

104   Szymczak, “Udział.”
105   Dąbrowski, Opactwo; Dąbrowski, “W sprawie”; Bruski, “Opactwa.”

table 17.3 The Piasts of Silesia

Bolesław I 1163–1201
Mieszko Plątonogi 1163–1211
Henry I 1201–1238
Casimir I 1211–1230
Henry I 1238–1241
Mieszko II 1238–1246
Henry III 1241–1266
Bolesław II 1241–1278
Władysław I 1246–1282
Conrad I 1251–1274
Henry IV 1266–1290
Henry V 1273–1296
Henry VI 1274–1304
Przemysław II 1286–1306
Mieszko III 1282–1315
Bolesław IV 1282–1313
Casimir II 1282–1312
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by Duke Conrad.106 Ten years, later, however, Conrad and Christian offered the 
district of Chełmno (which had been granted to Christian by Conrad in 1222) 
to the Teutonic Knights, recently expelled from Transylvania by the Hungarian 
king Andrew II (see chapter 18). The Knights secured further donations from 
both Conrad and Christian, as well as privileges from both Pope Gregory IX and 
Emperor Frederick II in order to retain all rights to the lands conquered from 
the pagans.107 A systematic conquest of Prussia began in the middle third of 
the 13th century, followed by the annihilation of its population and the large-
scale settlement of German knightly and peasant families. In 1308, the Knights 
occupied Gdańsk and began the conquest of Pomerania. As they maintained 
close contacts with the Hanseatic merchants to ship the grain from their own 
estates, shortly after 1300 the Polish dukes lost all access to the Baltic Sea.

106   Milliman, “The Slippery Memory”, p. 39. For the Knights of Dobrzyń, recruited mostly from 
Mecklenburg, see Polkowska-Markowska, “Dzieje”; Labuda, “O nadaniu”; Nowak, “Milites 
Christi.”

107   Pósán, “Prussian missions.” The circumstances of the Duke Conrad’s grants to the 
Teutonic Knights have long been a matter of dispute between Polish and German histori-
ans (Milliman, “The Slippery Memory”, pp. 40–41).

table 17.4 The Piasts of Lesser Poland

Bolesław V 1227–1279
Leszek II 1279–1288
Henry IV Probus 1288–1290
Przemysł II 1290–1291

table 17.5 The Piasts of Mazovia and Kuyavia

Conrad I 1202–1247
Siemowit I 1248–1262
Casimir I 1248–1267
Conrad II 1262–1294
Bolesław II 1262–1294
Ziemomysł 1267–1287
Leszek Czarny 1260–1288
Władysław Łokietek 1275–1288
Casimir II 1288–1294
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Following the Mongol invasion of 1241 (see chapter 31), the Piasts in 
Silesia—a region divided into four duchies—allied themselves with the Czech 
kings, while those of Lesser Poland preferred the kings of Hungary. They thus 
found themselves on opposite sides of military conflicts between Bohemia 
and Hungary. Bolesław V and Silesian dukes fought against each other in the 
battle of Kressenbrunn (1260), as allies of King Béla IV of Hungary and of 
King Přemysl Otakar II of Bohemia, respectively. The dukes of Cracow may 
have chosen to ally themselves with the Hungarians, because of their com-
mon interests in expanding into the Rus’ principality of Halych. Leszek II  
(1279–1288) defeated the prince of Halych, Lev I (1269–1301) at the battle 
of Goźlice, near Sandomierz (1280). At the same time, he had to defend his 
duchy against Lithuanian attacks, which became particularly dangerous after 
Duke Mindaugas came to power (1219–1263). Mindaugas defeated and killed 
Siemowit I, the Duke of Mazovia in Jazdów (now within the city of Warsaw), 
which prompted the Mazovians to ally themselves with the prince of Halych, 
Daniil Romanovich (and thus against the Piasts of Lesser Poland). After the 
victory that the Mazovians and their allies from Halych obtained in 1264 at 
Zawichost, Yatvingia (now the province of Podlasie, in northeastern Poland) 
was opened for colonization by Polish and Volhynian settlers.

Duke Henry IV of Wrocław (1288–1290) united Silesia and Lesser Poland 
under his authority and tried to gain a royal crown. Five years later, Przemysł 
II of Greater Poland, after taking Gdańsk and eastern Pomerania, was crowned 
king of Poland in Gniezno (1295). The dukes of Silesia and Lesser Poland re-
fused to recognize his authority, and Przemysł was assassinated in 1296, which 
opened a long conflict between Wenceslas II, King of Bohemia (1278–1305; he 
became duke of Cracow in 1291), Henry I, Duke of Głogów (in Silesia, 1273–
1309), and Władysław Łokietek, Duke of Kuyavia (1275–1333). At stake was the 
restoration of the royal title in Poland, assumed by Wenceslas in 1300, and by 
Władysław in 1320. The latter restored not only the royal title, but also the king-
dom of Poland and opened the long legal battle with the Teutonic Knights for 
Pomerania.108

108   Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 419–20 and 436–40; Milliman, “The Slippery Memory”,  
pp. 65–124.
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chapter 18

New Powers (II): Arpadian Hungary

“St. Stephen went to our Lord on the Feast of the Assumption in the 46th year 
of his reign [August 15, 1038], and was buried in the church of the Glorious 
Virgin in Székesfehérvár … Meanwhile, Queen Gisela and her council of trai-
tors installed her sister’s son Peter the Venetian, whose father had been Duke 
of the Venetians, as king over the Hungarians, in order to be free to pursue her 
desires at will and to reduce the country to bondage under the Germans.”1 Thus 
wrote Simon of Kéza ca. 1280 about the events taking place at the beginning 
of the second third of the 11th century, after the death of King Stephen (1000–
1038). The hostility towards “Germans” was that of Simon de Kéza’s own time, 
and he painted the portrait of Queen Gisela with a broad brush.2 Stephen’s 
son, Emeric, had died in 1031, and instead of choosing his cousin Vazul as suc-
cessor, the king designated his nephew Peter, the son of the Venetian doge 
Otto Orseolo (1008–1026; Table 18.1).3 Simon de Kéza did not like King Peter 
either. To him, he was no different from Gisela, for “in consort with Germans 
and Latins [King Peter] raged with Teutonic fury, treating the nobles of the 
kingdom with contempt and devouring the wealth of the land ‘with a proud 
eye and an insatiable heart’.”4 The bad reputation of King Peter at such a later 
date, however, mirrors and was most likely caused by the deep hostility of 
the Hungarian noblemen, who in 1041 elected another king—a relative of the 
late king Stephen named Samuel Aba (1041–1044). Peter fled to the German 
king Henry III and returned with military assistance to recuperate his throne. 
Samuel Aba was defeated at Ménfő (June 5, 1044; Fig. 18.1), and executed after 
that.5 The emperor obtained the submission of Peter, but the latter’s policy 
led to another rebellion, which, much like the collapse of the Piast state only 

1   Simon of Kéza, The Deeds 45, p. 107.
2   For the blackening of Gisella’s memory, see Bak, “Roles,” pp. 14–15; Bak, “Queens,” pp. 224–226 

(who dates the calumny after ca. 1100). For queens in the history of Arpadian-age Hungary, see 
Rainer, “Magyarország királynéi”; Zsoldos, “A királyné udvara” and Az Árpádok és asszonyaik.

3   Engel, The Realm, pp. 28–29; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 163. For Peter’s policies during 
his reign (1038–1041 and 1044–1046), see Gerics, “Péter király.”

4   Simon de Kéza, The Deeds 46, p. 109. In his account of Peter’s reign, Simon de Kéza com-
bined a quote from Lucan (Pharsalia I 255–56) with a biblical citation (Psalms 100:5). For 
the “Teutonic furor” as a well-worn anti-German stereotype, see Curta, “Furor Teutonicus,”  
pp. 68–71.

5   Simon de Kéza, The Deeds 50, p. 118.
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table 18.1 The Arpadian dynasty

Dukes

Árpád ca. 889–907
Zsolt 907–ca. 947
Taksony ca. 947–970
Géza 970–997
Stephen 997–1038 (king in 1001)

Kings

Peter Orseolo 1038–1041, 1044–1046
Samuel Aba 1041–1044
Andrew I 1046–1060
Béla I 1060–1063
Salamon 1063–1074
Géza I 1074–1077
Ladislas I 1077–1095
Coloman 1095–1116
Stephen II 1116–1131
Béla II 1131–1141
Géza II 1141–1162
Stephen III 1162–1172
Béla III 1172–1196
Emeric 1196–1204
Ladislas III 1204–1205
Andrew II 1205–1235
Béla IV 1235–1270
Stephen V 1270–1272
Ladislas IV 1272–1290
Andrew III 1290–1301

a decade earlier, was associated in later sources with a return to paganism, in 
order to mask an obvious weakness of the royal power.6

6   Annals of Altaich, s.a. 1046, p. 43; Simon de Kéza, The Deeds 53, pp. 122 and 124; Varga, Ungarn, 
pp. 100–112. For the association of the 1046 revolt with paganism as part of a later tradition 
linked to Bishop Gerard of Csanád, who died at the hands of the rebels, see Koval, “‘Look 
what those pagans did!’” pp. 18–19. Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 163 believe that there 
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One of Vazul’s sons named Andrew was proclaimed king (1046–1060). He con-
ceded imperial overlordship, after Emperor Henry III’s twice campaigned 

really was a revolt of idolaters, horseflesh eaters, magicians and fortune-tellers. For the ritual 
in Székesfehérvár through which Peter became Emperor Henry III’s vassal, see Zupka, Ritual, 
pp. 90–91. For the political crisis that followed King Stephen’s death, see Takács, “Die Krise,” 
who notes the absence of any archaeological correlate of the widespread violence purport-
edly taking place in eastern Hungary at that time.

figure 18.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Alba Iulia; 2—Bač; 3—Bakonybél 
Abbey; 4—Bereg; 5—Bizere; 6—Bratislava; 7—Buda; 8—Cenad;  
9—Cluj-Mănăştur; 10—Esztergom; 11—Gellértegyháza; 12—Hronský 
Beňadik; 13—Kalocsa; 14—Klíž; 15—Kessenbrunn; 16—Menfő; 17—Nitra; 
18—Olomouc; 19—Pannonhalma; 20—Pécsvárad; 21—Pentele; 22—Pest; 
23—Rákos; 24—Sebeş; 25—Sibiu; 26—Somlósvásárhely; 27—Somogyvár; 
28—Sopron; 29—Sremska Mitrovica; 30—Szekszárd; 31—Tihany; 
32—Veszprémvölgy; 33—Zagreb; 34—Zadar; 35—Zalavár; 36—Zobor; 
37—Zselicsszentjakab
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unsuccessfully in Hungary.7 Confronted by his brother Béla, Andrew was forced 
to give him a part of the kingdom as a separate Duchy of Nitra (Fig. 18.2).8 
However, Béla eventually defeated his brother and succeeded him as king until 
1063, when he died on the eve of an invasion of German troops bent on secur-
ing the Hungarian throne for Andrew’s son, Solomon. In an attempt to consoli-
date his position, Béla summoned an assembly to which two representatives 
were invited from every village in the land. When large numbers of common-
ers (servants and peasants) showed up, the king was suddenly confronted with 

7   Engel, The Realm, p. 30; Varga, Ungarn, pp. 112–25. Andrew’s reason for acknowledging the 
imperial supremacy, even though he had been victorious against Henry III in 1051 and 1052, 
is that he needed support against his brother Béla. Andrew’s son, Solomon (the future king) 
married Emperor Henry III’s daughter, Judith, in 1058 (Annals of Altaich, s.a. 1058, pp. 54–55). 
For Andrew’s reign, see Makk, “Une époque decisive.”

8   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 54–57; Zupka, Ritual, p. 73. For the duchy of Nitra, see Steinhübel, “Das 
arpadianische Fürstentum” and Nitrianske kniežatstvo.

figure 18.2  Nitra, view of the Castle Hill, with the belfry of the Cathedral of St. Emmeram 
(built in the 14th century, and modified in the 17th century, on the site of the 
first, 11th-century church), the episcopal palace (rebuilt in the 14th, and then 
drastically modified in the 18th century), and parts of the 16th- and  
17th-century fortifications
Photo by Béla Zsolt Szákacs
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an uprising, supposedly both against him and against Christianity. The second 
“pagan revolt” could be quelled only by firm military intervention.9

1 Dynastic Conflicts

The conflict between Andrew and Béla passed onto the next generation, 
when Béla’s sons Géza and Ladislas fought for power with their cousin, 
Solomon. While Solomon had gained his throne with military assistance from  
King Henry IV, Géza turned for help to the Polish duke Bolesław II.10 The Polish 
troops forced Solomon to accept a compromise mimicking the arrangement 
between Andrew and Béla in the previous generation—Solomon remained 
king (1064–1074), and Géza received the Duchy of Nitra.11 Solomon was the first 
king to introduce the practice of renovatio monetae (see chapter 17) in Hungary: 
every two years, the old coins were recalled, and new coins were struck.12

When Solomon decided to get rid of his cousin, Géza and his brother 
Ladislas, with military assistance from Otto, the duke of Olomouc (Moravia), 
defeated the king. Solomon first sought refuge in Bratislava, hoping that  
Henry IV will come to his rescue, but then had to flee to the empire.13 Géza 
ruled briefly (1074–1077) and he was offered a crown by Pope Gregory VII in ex-
change for recognizing the papal overlordship and, of course, support against 
Emperor Henry IV. Géza refused and it is under those circumstances that he re-
quested and received a crown from Emperor Michael VII Dukas.14 That crown 

9    Simon de Kéza, The Deeds 59, p. 132; Zupka, Ritual, pp. 74–75. “Benyn,” Béla’s nickname in 
Simon de Kéza’s Deeds of the Hungarians, may also be associated with the crushing of this 
revolt.

10   Annals of Altaich, s.a. 1063, pp. 62–64; Kristó, Histoire, pp. 57–60.
11   For the ritual reconciliation between Solomon and Géza, see Zupka, Ritual, pp. 77–79.
12   Hunka, Mince Arpádcov, pp. 38–39; Kovács, A kora Árpád-kori magyar pénzverésről,  

pp. 280–81. For the history of the Hungarian coinage during the Arpadian period, see 
Gedai, “Money”; Gyöngyössy, “Magyar pénztörténet.”

13   Solomon returned, only to be imprisoned by Ladislas. According to Hartvic’s Life of King 
Stephen of Hungary 24, pp. 433–35, English translation, p. 393, he was set “free from the 
confinement of prison” in 1083, on the occasion of King Stephen and his son Emeric’s 
canonization. He then went to the Pechenegs and died during one of their raids into 
Byzantium. For Solomon’s later life and deeds, see Rokay, “Újabb adalékok” and Meško, 
“Pečenežsko-byzantské dobrodružstvo.” For the beginnings of Bratislava, see Habovštiak, 
“Bratislava.”

14   Engel, The Realm, pp. 31–32; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 177. For Hungary, the papacy, 
and the Byzantine Empire in the 11th century, see Makk, “La Hongrie”; Kristó, A tizenegye-
dik század története; Wasilewski, “La Hongrie.”
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later became part of the royal crown of Hungary.15 When Géza died in 1077, 
his brother Ladislas was proclaimed king (1077–1095). He was to be the second 
king of Hungary to be canonized (1192), after Stephen, who was proclaimed 
saint, together with Emeric, during Ladislas’s reign (1083).16 Taking advantage 
of the Investiture Controversy opposing the pope to the German emperor, 
Ladislas invaded Croatia, incorporated Slavonia (northeastern Croatia) into 
the royal domain, and organized its territory into a new diocese with the see in 
Zagreb (see chapter 16).17

Without a male heir, Ladislas designated as successor his younger nephew, 
Álmos, but the latter’s elder brother Coloman was eventually crowned king in 
1095.18 He tried to accommodate Álmos, who revolted several times against 
him, each time either with German or with Polish military assistance, before 
being defeated and blinded, together with his son, Béla (1108).19 Either because 
of that cruel punishment (which did not prevent Béla from becoming king in 
1131) or because of later political concerns, Coloman is portrayed in the 14th-
century Hungarian Chronicle as puny, cunning, lame, and lisping.20 Beyond 
stereotypes and later demonization, however, Coloman was a capable king, 
whose name is associated with a law book compiled at some point before 1104. 
A compilation of earlier pieces of royal legislation, the law-code established 
cathedral and collegiate chapters as the only places where (hot iron) ordeals 
could take place. Jewish settlement was restricted to episcopal centers, and no 

15   Tóth and Szelényi, The Holy Crown; Péter, “The holy crown,” p. 425; Kiss, “La ‘couronne 
grecque’” and “La Sacra Corona.” Géza was the first king of Hungary to marry a Byzantine 
princess (in his case, a niece of Emperor Nicephorus III Botaneiates).

16   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 123–47 (for the canonization of Stephen and Emeric) and 173–
94 (for the canonization and cult of St. Ladislas). Bishop Hartvic wrote his Life of King 
Stephen of Hungary either in 1100 or between 1112 and 1116 (Thoroczkay, “Anmerkungen”). 
For the veneration of St. Stephen, see Török, “Szent István.” For the cult of St. Ladislas, see 
Veszprémy, “Dux.”

17   Varga, Ungarn, pp. 146–56. Ladislas initially backed Victor III and Urban II against the 
anti-pope Clement III, who had the support of Henry IV, but he also sided with Emperor 
Henry IV’s rival, Rudolf of Rheinfelden, the Duke of Swabia, whose daughter he married 
1078. Piroska, the daughter born to the couple later married John II Comnenus (Berend  
et al., Central Europe, p. 227; Ladocsai, “Magyarországi Piroska”).

18   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 67–73; Font, Koloman.
19   Engel, The Realm, p. 35. According to Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 177, the inspiration 

for the blinding of Álmos and his son may have been Bolesław III’s similar punishment 
for his half-brother, Zbigniew (see chapter 17). For the date of the blinding (1108, five to 
seven years earlier than traditionally maintained), see Steinhübel, Nitrianske kniežatstvo, 
pp. 299–300.

20   Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 190 and 405. That portrait is often linked to the nickname 
“the Learned,” which was bestowed upon Coloman because he was supposed to become 
a churchman.
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Jews could have Christian slaves.21 While the prologue of the law-code presents 
Hungary as a completely Christianized kingdom, some of the laws insist that 
Christians be buried in churchyards, an indication that the practice was not 
general.22 The law-code also made the count responsible for the local collec-
tion of taxes, which he had to bring every year to the royal palace in Esztergom, 
where the king would reward him with a third for his efforts.23 Coloman also 
allied himself with Byzantium and Venice against the Normans, despite mar-
rying the daughter of Roger I of Sicily in 1097.24 He also had to deal with the 
armies of the First Crusade that crossed his kingdom, one after the other (see 
chapter 26). He received Godfrey of Bouillon in person at Sopron, then escort-
ed him to the southern border, while at the same time keeping Godfrey’s broth-
er, Baldwin (the future king of Jerusalem) as hostage.25 Coloman employed 
less diplomatic means of dealing with other crusader groups: the bands led by 
Volkmar and Gottschalk were defeated and dispersed or massacred, while that 
of Count Emicho of Leiningen were not allowed to enter Hungary.26 Coloman 
was crowned king of Croatia in Biograd in 1103. The oldest text of royal ac-
clamations (laudes regiae) is associated with the submission of the city of 
Zadar in 1105, when the king invaded Dalmatia.27 The text mentions Coloman 
as “king of Hungary, Dalmatia, and Croatia.”28 However, royal authority over 

21   Bak et al., The Laws, pp. 66 and 68; Šimeková, “Židia.” For Jews in Arpadian-age Hungary, 
see Stolična, “Niekoľko poznámok”; Berend, At the Gate, pp. 74–84; Spitzer and Komoróczy, 
Héber kútforrások, pp. 122–28 and 129–54; Berend, “Hungary.”

22   Bak et al., The Laws, pp. 24–26, 30, and 57. The archaeology of church graveyards in 
Hungary is still in its infancy. Until 1990, very few such cemeteries have been completely 
published (Ruttkay, “A szlovákiai templom körüli temetők”; Ritoók, “A magyarországi fa-
lusi templom körüli temetök” and “A templom körüli temetők”). So far, however, it is clear 
that no church graveyard can be dated with any degree of certainty before the 12th centu-
ry. Some of the earliest cemeteries with churches, such as those of Gellértegyháza (a sub-
urb of Orosháza, in southeastern Hungary) and, possibly, Cluj-Mănăştur (Transylvania, in 
Romania), may represent successful attempts to “Christianize” formerly pagan cemeter-
ies. See Zalotay, Gellértegyházai Árpádkori temető; Gáll, “Krisztianizació,” pp. 292 and 295 
fig. 3.

23   Bak et al., The Laws, pp. 26 and 31. For commercial taxes in Arpadian-age Hungary, see 
Solymosi, “A szőlő utáni”; Weisz, “Az Árpád-kori harmincadvám” and A királyketteje,  
pp. 9–46.

24   Bárány, “La Hongrie,” pp. 27–43.
25   Engel, The Realm, p. 35; Ninov, “Arpadite,” p. 279; Zupka, Ritual, pp. 164–66.
26   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 233; Veszprémy, “Magyarország”; Ferdinandi, “‘… in 

Hungariam pervenerit.’” For Hungary and the early Crusades, see also Borosy, “A keresz-
tesháboruk”; Font, “Zarándokok”; Borosy and Laszlovszky, “Magyarország”; Czamańska, 
“Aspekty.”

27   Font, Koloman, pp. 66 and 79; Zupka, Ritual, pp. 46–47.
28   Zupka, Ritual, p. 47. For the meaning of the title, see Engel, The Realm, pp. 36–37.
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the Dalmatian cities continued to be a matter of dispute with Byzantium and 
Venice (see chapter 15). While an older generation of historians has accepted 
the testimony of much later sources, according to which King Coloman had 
renounced his right of investiture in exchange for Pope Paschal II’s recognition 
of the Hungarian occupation of Croatia, a much more critical approach to the 
sources has recently raised doubts about that quid pro quo.29

2 Political and Social Developments

A king’s mirror, the so-called Admonitions, was written for King Stephen’s son, 
Emeric, by an unknown cleric, probably of Lotharingian origin, shortly before 
1031 (perhaps in 1024 or 1025).30 Historians have traditionally used the text to 
gauge the political and cultural changes taking place in Hungary during the 
first half of the 11th century. Hungary, for example, is regarded as a thorough-
ly Christian kingdom, and historians have noted parallels with the first laws 
issued before the middle of the 11th century, which insist on the observance 
of Christian rules, such as Sundays, fasting days, Lent, and confession before 
death.31 The Admonitions make the king responsible for the observance of such 
rules, and in fact for the functioning of the Christian society.32 Judging by the 
surviving legislation, from Stephen I to Ladislas I, the kings of Hungary were 
concerned with abolishing pagan practices: witches (strigae) were subject to 
penance in the first, branding in the second instance, and handed over to secu-
lar judges in the third instance. The punishment for divination was flogging.33 
On the other hand, the Admonitions encouraged the immigration of foreign 

29   Szovák, “Pápai-magyar kapcoslatok” and “The relations.” King Coloman commissioned 
Hartvic’s Life of King Stephen of Hungary, which favored royal over papal rights (Berend  
et al., Central Europe, p. 391).

30   Libellus de institutione morum, pp. 619–27. There is an abundant, but relatively old lit-
erature on the Admonitions, for which see Nemerkényi, Latin Classics, pp. 31–32 and 34 
(with the various ideas advanced for authorship). Despite belonging to a literary genre 
(instructio morum) associated in the Middle Ages with classical and patristic antecedents, 
this Latin text may have a Byzantine source of inspiration (Havas, “A Szent-István-féle 
Intelmek”).

31   Klaniczay, “A törvények.” To be sure, one of the two most important witnesses of the 
Admonitions was written in 1544 and also includes laws (Nemerkényi, Latin Classics, p. 31; 
Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 157–58).

32   Nemerkényi, “The religious ruler.”
33   Bak et al., The Laws, pp. 7, 8, 29, and 58; Bak, “Signs,” p. 118; Berend and al., “The kingdom of 

Hungary,” pp. 333–34. For accusations of (black) magic in the early 13th century, see Uhrin, 
“A Váradi Regestrum veneficiummal.” For the legislation of the early Arpadians attributed 
to King Ladislas, see Kozstolnyik, “The three law books.”
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knights and clerics: “As guests (hospites) come from various areas and lands, 
so they bring with them various languages and customs, various examples and 
forms of armament, which adorn and glorify the royal court and discourage the 
pride of foreigners.”34 The earliest presence of foreign knights is indeed associ-
ated with the retinue of Stephen’s German wife, Gisela. Hont and Pázmán(y), 
two Swabian brothers in Stephen’s service, are the founders of a powerful aris-
tocratic family in 12th-century Hungary.35 Along with members of the local 
aristocracy, foreigners of noble status were appointed counts, and became one 
of the two main groups of supporters of royal power (the other being the bish-
ops). Counts were assigned to strongholds and the surrounding territories, but 
there were also cases in which one and the same person was count of more 
than one stronghold (and district).36 In recent years, several early medieval 
strongholds in Hungary and the neighboring regions have been the targets 
of intensive archaeological research. Some of those earth-and-timber fortifi-
cations turned out to be the centers of the surrounding districts (counties) 
known from the written sources.37 Others, no less impressive, were regional 
seats of power associated with prominent aristocratic families, which owned 
lands in the environs.38 Counts were in charge with the local collection of taxes, 

34   Libellus de institutione morum, p. 625; English translation from Berend, At the Gate, p. 40.
35   Simon de Kéza, The Deeds 78, p. 162. For foreign knights, see also Engel, The Realm, p. 39; 

Bárány, “Foreign knights”; Csermelyi, “Német zsoldosvezérek.” The former county of Hont 
(now divided between northern Hungary and southern Slovakia) was named after one of 
the two Swabian brothers (Berend, “Noms”). Lukačka, “K otázke” argues that Hont and 
Poznan (Pázmán) were of local Slavic origin, not Swabians.

36   Wolf, “Északkelet-Magyarország ispáni várai”; Zsoldos, “Péter,” “Szent István vármegyéi,” 
and “Örökös ispánságok.” In Transylvania, two charters dated to 1111 and 1113 refer to a 
certain Mercurius said to have been princeps Ultrasilvanus, which probably refers not 
to a “prince” (in an administrative and territorial sense), but to the most important lord 
in the region, with no specifically designed office. Nonetheless, by the late 12th century, 
Transylvania had a specially appointed voevode, who, after 1200 was also count of Alba 
Iulia (the main administrative center in the region). See Binder, “Havaselve vajdaság”; 
Kristó, Early Transylvania, pp. 97–98; Kristó, “Die Stellung”; Curta, Southeastern Europe, 
pp. 355–56; Csók, “Approaches.”

37   Wolf, “Edelény-Borsod,” “A borsodi földvár,” and “Die Gespanschaftsburg”; Gömöri, 
Castrum Sopron; Kálmán, “A kaposvári vár”; Kertész, “‘… Ódon, tatár korabeli földsáncai 
folyópartra néznek’”; Feld, “Die Burgen” and “Korai eredetű ispánsági váraink.” There are 
also strongholds that served a clearly military purpose, but were apparently not seats 
of regional power (Rusu, “Arheologia”; Takács, “‘Castrum’”; Iambor and Edroiu, Aşezări; 
Ţiplic, “Caracteristici”; Ţiplic, Transylvania, pp. 89–118; Ţiplic, Fortificaţiile; Băcueț, “Early 
medieval fortifications”).

38   Vándor, “Archäologische Forschungen”; Valter, “A ják.” For the question of fortified, pri-
vate residences, otherwise called “castles,” see Kubinyi, “Árpád-kori váraink kérdése”; Feld, 
“Középkori várak” and “A magánvárak.”
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fines and tolls, a third of which they were entitled to retain for themselves.39 
They also were the military commanders of the warriors recruited from the 
district for the royal army, the so-called “castle warriors.” Counts also exercised 
judicial authority over the population in their districts, but royal judges ap-
pear in the laws of Kings Ladislas and Coloman. According to the latter, twice 
a year an assembly had to be summoned in each diocese, in which counts and 
local dignitaries were supposed to participate, along with churchmen.40 The 
assembly usually took place in the diocesan see, which coincided with the 
county seat. In other words, by the 12th century, several key strongholds that 
have until then served as administrative centers turned into episcopal sees, as 
each had a cathedral and a collegiate chapter.41 The spread and consolidation 
of the episcopal organization coincided in time with the rapid proliferation 
of monasteries, both Benedictine and Greek.42 The earliest were established 
by Géza (Pannonhalma) and his son, Stephen (Bakonybél, Pécsvárad, Zalavár,43 
Somlóvásárhely, and Zobor).44 According to the charter originally written in 
Greek, but surviving in a bilingual (Latin and Greek), early 12th-century tran-
script, King Stephen was the founder of the Greek convent in Veszprémvölgy.45 
Greek monasteries also existed at Cenad (western Romania46), Sremska 
Mitrovica (northern Serbia47), and Pentele (now in Dunaújváros, in central 
Hungary).48 More Benedictine houses were established in Hungary by the 

39   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 32, p. 50.
40   Bak et al., The Laws, p. 26.
41   Török, “The development”; Múcska, “O prvých uhorských biskupstvách”; Koszta, “La 

fonndation,” “Die Domkapitel,” and “State power,” pp. 69–74. For the archaeology of 
the earliest churches inside strongholds, see Wolf, “Ecclesia baptismalis”; Mordovin, 
“Templomok.”

42   For the coexistence in 11th- and 12th-century Hungary of Western and Eastern forms of 
Christianity, see Marczinka, “A keleti és a nyugati kereszténység”; Font, “Lateiner und 
Orthodoxe.”

43   Ritoók, “A zalai (zalavári) bencés monostor” and “The Benedictine monastery.”
44   László, “Régészeti”; Pál and Somorjai, Mille ani; Németh, “Bencések”; Romhányi, 

Kolostorok, pp. 12, 50–51, 74, 71, 74–75; Sólymos, “Az első bencés”; Somorjai, “Pannonhalma”; 
Szovák, “‘Monachorum pater’”; Kristó, “Tatárjárás előtti bencés monostarainkról”; Judák, 
“Pôsobenie kamaldulov.” For the history of research on Hungarian monasteries, see 
Romhányi, “Klöster.”

45   Érszegi, “A veszprémvölgyi alapítólevél”; Révész, “A keleti keresztény”; Tóth, “A veszprém-
völgyi kolostor”; Szentgyörgyi, “A veszprémvölgyi monostor”; Stojkovski, “The Greek 
charter.” For the archaeology of the convent, see Fülöp and Koppány, “A veszprémvölgyi 
apácakolostor.”

46   Iambor, “Archaeological contributions”; Móré, “Despre biserica.”
47   Györffy, “Das Güterverzeichnis.”
48   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 357; Móré, “Monostorok”; Ţeicu, Ekklesiastische Geographie. 

More Orthodox monasteries were established by King Andrew I in the mid-11th century, 
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11th-century kings—Andrew I (Tihany49), Béla I (Szekszárd50), Géza I (Hronský 
Beňadik51), and Ladislas I (Klíž,52 Somogyvár53). But counts also founded mon-
asteries, often to serve as burial places for them and their families. The earliest 
non-royal, monastic foundation is Zselicszentjakab (now Kaposszentjakab, in 
southwestern Hungary) established by Count Otto in 1061.54

3 Twelfth-Century Arpadian Hungary

At Coloman’s death, in 1116, power passed to his son, Stephen, and not to his 
half-brother Álmos, who had been blinded eight years before that, and was 
thus regarded as ineligible. Stephen II (1116–1131) lost Dalmatia to Venice, was 
defeated by Vladislav I, the king of Bohemia (1116) and then by the Byzantine 
emperor, John II Comnenus (1128).55 At Stephen’s death, the crown went to 
Álmos’s son, Béla, despite the fact that he had been blinded, together with 
his father, in 1108. Béla II (1131–1141) married a Serbian princess, Helena, who 
ordered the massacre of Coloman and Stephen II’s supporters. Her oppo-
nents called in Polish troops, but were defeated. King Béla recovered part of 
Dalmatia from Venice, and intervened in Bosnia in 1137.56 But he constantly 
faced the attempts of Coloman’s illegitimate son, Boris, to seize power, in the 
process gaining on his side some of the prominent members of the Hont clan.57 
In constant need of money, Béla II renewed Solomon’s monetary policy based 
on renovatio monetae, but the new coins issued every year had a decreasing 

such as Bizere (near Arad, western Romania). However, by the late 12th century, that mon-
astery was Benedictine (Rusu and Burnichioiu, Mănăstirea).

49   Tóth, “Tihany.”
50   Buzás, “A szekszárdi apátság.”
51   Ivanič, “Majetky opátstva,” pp. 78–79.
52   Valachová, “Dejiny.”
53   Kiss, “La fondation” and “A somogyvári bencés”; Magnani, “Réseaux”; Quéret-Podesta, 

“Les plus anciens contacts.” For the image of 11th-century Hungary in French sources, see 
Csákó, “A XI. századi Magyarország.”

54   Engel, The Realm, p. 44; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 358.
55   Stephenson, “John Cinnamus.” For the reign of Stephen II, see Tuzson, István II. During 

the reign of Stephen II, the office of count palatine (curialis comes) made its first appear-
ance (Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 194).

56   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 75–76; Engel, The Realm, p. 50; Achim, Politica, p. 43. As a consequence 
of that intervention, King Béla or one of his successors added “Rama” to the royal title 
(Živković, “Rama”).

57   Two members of that clan, Count Lampert II and his son, Nicholas were executed in 1132 
for their support of Boris. See Lukačka, “K otázke,” p. 10; Zupka, Ritual, p. 113. For Boris, see 
Raffensperger, “Identity.”
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quantity of silver. Such policies continued under Béla’s son and successor, King 
Géza II (1141–1162), who apparently had sufficient wealth to distribute gener-
ously to the German crusaders who, in 1147, crossed Hungary under Emperor 
Conrad III in the direction of Constantinople.58 They were followed by the 
French armies led by King Louis VII, who refused to extradite Boris, but instead 
took him to Constantinople.59 During Géza’s reign, an Andalusi scholar named 
Abū Hāmid (1080–1170) visited Hungary (Unqūriyya) and mentioned the great 
number of Muslims living in the kingdom. He also described them as serv-
ing in the royal army, a detail confirmed by other sources.60 Géza intervened 
in Kievan Rus’ on behalf of Grand Prince Iziaslav II (1146–1149 and 1151–1154), 
whose sister, Euphrosyne, he married in 1146.61 Allied with Serbia, he attacked 
the Byzantine Empire, but was defeated by Manuel I Comnenus, who imposed 
Stephen IV on the Hungarian throne after Géza’s death (1162).62

Géza’s son, Béla, moved to Constantinople in 1163, where he received the 
title of despot, was given a new name (Alexius), and betrothed the emperor’s 
daughter, Maria. Two years later, he was designated heir apparent, but eventu-
ally had to relinquish the title when Emperor Manuel’s son was born in 1169. 
Béla-Alexios never married Maria, but instead took as a wife the emperor’s sis-
ter-in-law, Agnes of Antioch.63 When together with her, he arrived in Hungary 
in 1172, Archbishop Luke of Esztergom refused to crown him king, so he was 
eventually crowned by the Archbishop of Kalocsa (January 18, 1173) as King 
Béla III (1173–1196).64 Emperor Manuel’s death in 1180 severed all ties that Béla 
may have still had with Constantinople. However, in an attempt to placate the 
Normans, he turned again to Byzantium in 1185, when he arranged a marriage 
between his daughter, Margaret, and the new emperor, Isaac II Angelos. The 

58   Géza was on the papal side in the controversy opposing Frederick Barbarossa to Pope 
Alexander III (Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 392).

59   Odo of Deuil, Journey of Louis VII to the East 42, pp. 24–25; Csernus, “La Hongrie,” p. 419; 
Hunyadi, “Hungary”; Ninov, “Arpadite,” pp. 283–85.

60   Dubler, Abū Hāmid, pp. 26–27 and 65; John Kinnamos, Deeds III 8, p. 107; Berend, At the 
Gate, p. 141; Katona-Kiss, “A ‘sirmioni hunok’”; Stojkovski, “Abū Hāmid.” According to Abū 
Hāmid, there were two kinds of Muslims in Hungary—Maghrebians and Khwarazmians. 
For the latter, see also Polgár, “Egy közép-ázsiai nép.”

61   Font, “Powstanie,” “Hungaro-Kievan political ties,” and “Vengersko-russkie politicheskie 
sviazi”; Kotliar, “Rusz.” For matrimonial alliances between the Arpadian kings and the 
Rurikid princes, see Pchelov, “Riurikovichi” and Zubánics, “Dinasztikus kapcsolatok.”

62   Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier, pp. 229–47; Font, “Emperor Manuel”; Stojkovski, 
“Nish”; Szabó, Háborúbán Bizánccal, pp. 110–50; Pirivatrić, “Byzantine-Hungarian rela-
tions”; Curta, “East Central Europe,” p. 627.

63   Sumonyi, Árpád-háziak Bizáncban, pp. 51–66.
64   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 83–87; Engel, The Realm, p. 53.
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375New Powers (II): Arpadian Hungary

Hungarian king was at that time a widow, and a few years later, the daughter of 
King Louis VII of France became his second wife. The marriage brought a strong 
influence of French culture to late 12th-century Hungary. One of the foremost 
examples of that influence is the rebuilding of the palace in Esztergom in early 
Gothic style (Fig. 18.3).65 Over the following years, a number of Hungarians 
educated at the schools in Paris were appointed to the highest positions in 
the Hungarian Church.66 Only a few months later, Béla III received Emperor 
Frederick Barbarossa marching at the head of his army going on the Third 
Crusade.67 On this occasion, Béla released his younger brother Géza from 

65   Marosi, Die Anfänge and “Esztergomi stílusrétegek”; Horváth, “Esztergom” and “Az Arpád-
kori Esztergom”; Nagy, “Az esztergomi vár.” For the settlement pattern in the region of 
Esztergom and its role in supplying the royal palace, see Molnár, “Local settlements.”

66   Györffy, “Jób.” For Hungarian students in Paris, see also Laszlovszky, “Hungarian univer-
sity ‘peregrinatio’,” pp. 53–54. The figure of Béla-Alexius is mentioned both by Andreas 
Capellanus (in De amore) and by Chrestien de Troyes (in Cligès). See Csákó, “III. Béla”; 
Egedi-Kovács, “Béla-Alexiosz” and “Le souvenir.”

67   Varga, Ungarn, pp. 213–17; Ninov, “Arpadite,” pp. 288–90. For the reception given to the 
emperor by Béla III and his French wife, see Zupka, Ritual, pp. 170–72.

figure 18.3  Esztergom, view of the remains of the royal palace built by King Béla III on 
the Castle Hill, with the dome of the basilica erected in 1822–1869 on the site 
of the medieval cathedral
Photo by Béla Zsolt Szákacs
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prison in order to let him join the crusaders together with 2,000 men. Like his 
father, Béla III intervened in Rus’, but in a radically different manner. In 1188, 
the Hungarian troops invaded and occupied Halych, and the king appointed 
his younger son, Andrew (future Andrew II) as duke. Andrew, however, was 
expelled soon after that by the boyars. Béla crowned king his older son Emeric 
at the age of 8 (1182), before appointing him Duke of Slavonia (1194), followed 
by Andrew as Duke of Croatia and Dalmatia (1198).68

Hungary was a rich and prosperous country, and trade was greatly facili-
tated by increased monetization. In addition to deniers, Béla III struck copper 
coins, including imitations of Andalusian feluses.69 The prosperity was already 
apparent in the mid-12th century, when two Muslims visited Hungary—Abū 
Hāmid and al-Idrīsī, the Maghrebin geographer in the service of King Roger II 
of Sicily.70 While the latter mentions the prosperity of Bač and its flourishing 
market, the former mentions 78 “cities,” each one with many forests, villages, 
and gardens.71 Writing only a few years later, Otto of Freising mentions “sev-
enty or more counties,” but describes the huts in which Hungarians lived as 
miserable and “made of reeds, rarely of wood, most rarely of stone.”72 However, 
he also knew that Hungary was very rich in agricultural produce and had large 
numbers of peasants in villages.73 The archaeological record confirms this pic-
ture of economic prosperity.74 A great number of villages have been excavated 
during the last two decades, many of them through salvage excavations on the 
occasion of highway building.75 In addition to extraordinary details about the 

68   Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 178 and 180.
69   Hunka, “Medené mince”; Nagy, “‘Islamic’ artefacts,” pp. 52–56.
70   For al-Idrīsī and his description of the southern parts of the kingdom of Hungary (now 

within Serbia), see Stojkovski, “Arapski geograf.”
71   Stojkovski, “Arapski geograf,” p. 63; Dubler, Abū Hāmid, pp. 64–65. In a second version of 

Abū Hāmid’s work, the number of “cities” is brought down to 70. Those are most likely the 
strongholds that served as county seats.

72   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 32, p. 50; English translation, pp. 66 and 67. For Otto’s Hungary as 
the antechamber of Byzantium, see Curta, “East Central Europe,” pp. 630–31.

73   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 32, pp. 49 and 51. To Otto, Hungary “seems like the paradise of 
God, or the fair land of Egypt” (Deeds I 32, English translation, p. 65).

74   For agriculture in Arpadian-age Hungary, see Laszlovszky, “Földművelés.” For silos re-
vealed by archaeological excavations, see Béres, “Getreidespeichergruben.” For byres and 
stables, see Gallina and Molnár. “Az intenziv állatartás feltételezett.”

75   Takács, “Nucleated and/or dispersed medieval rural settlements” and “Árpád-kori falusias 
települések.” Salvage excavations have been prominent in several regions of present-day 
Hungary, particularly in the northwest (Takács, “A Ménfőcsanak-Szeles dűlői lelőhelyen”; 
Pap, “Koraközépkori településrészlet”; Gömöri, “Árpád-kori település”), Transdanubia 
(Pokrovenszki, “Seregélyes-Réti-földek”), the northeast (Kurucz, “Árpád-kori településn-
yomok”; Gergely, “Árpád-kori házak”; Istvánovits and Almássy, “Késő népvándorlás kori 
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daily life76 and work of peasants in 11th- and 12th-century Hungary, including 
complete sets of household equipment,77 Hungarian archaeologists have been 
able to reveal the complex relation between environment and human activ-
ity, particularly through the understanding of the extensive ditch and channel 
system that drained the marshy lands of southern Hungary, opened them for 
cultivation, and produced complex forms of agriculture, combining fishing, 
animal husbandry, and cultivation of crops.78 Archaeological excavations have 
produced evidence of farmstead-like settlements scattered between villages, 
and raised new questions about of how fields around the village were brought 
under cultivation.79 A new emphasis on landscape archaeology has produced 
highly sophisticated pictures of terrace systems, arable lands in hill and for-
ested areas, and land use patterns. Archaeology also revealed the high level 
of industrial activities in rural settlements, particularly in terms of pottery 
and blacksmithing.80 Of great significance are also the extraordinary results 
of paleobotanical and zooarchaeological studies that have greatly increase 

és/vagy Árpád-kori településnyomok”; Ringer and Szörényi, “Árpád-kori település”), the 
southeast (Paszternák, “Arpád-kori falu”; Bálint, “Korai Árpád-kori objektumok”; Gulyás, 
“Őskori és Árpád-kori településrészlet”; Benedek and Pópity, “Árpád-kori teleprészlet”; 
Oláh, “Adatok”; Gyöngyi, “Árpád-kori településrészlet”; Szatmári and Kerekes, “Medieval 
villages”; Lukács et al., “Kora Árpád-kori teleprészlet”), and the region around Budapest 
(Terei, “Előzetes jelentés” and “Az Árpád-kori Kána falu”; Jankovich, “9th century and 
Arpád-period settlement”; Rácz, “Árpád-kori telepűlések”). Elsewhere, the knowledge of 
rural settlements is based on older, but systematic excavations (Takács, “A medium regni 
falusias településeinek”). This is particularly true for those regions of the medieval king-
dom of Hungarian that are now in Slovakia (Hanuliak et al., Mužla-Čenkov I; Ruttkay, 
“Mittelalterliche Siedlung”), Serbia (Radičević, “Medieval settlement”), and Romania 
(Harhoiu and Baltag, Sighişoara-“Dealul Viilor”; Ioniţă, Aşezarea).

76   For the reconstruction rural houses, see Bencze, Egy Arpád-kori veremház and Zay, “Egy 
Árpád-kori veremház.” For cooking habits, see Vida, “Sütőharangok.” For household uten-
sils, see Pálóczi-Horváth, “The archaeological material.” With large numbers of features 
excavated in each settlement, and a large amount of artifacts associated with them, it has 
become possible to distinguish social differences within Arpadian-age villages, such as 
Dabas, near Budapest (Rácz, “Social differences”).

77   Müller, “A középkor agrotechnikája”; Takács, “The archaeological investigation.”
78   Takács, “Árpád-kori csatornarendszerek kutatásáról,” “Árpád-kori csatornarendszerek 

kutatása a Rábaközben,” “Árpád-kori csatornarendszerek kutatásának eredményei,” and 
“Medieval hydraulic systems”; Somogyvári, “Kutak”; Béres, “Die Rolle”; Molnár and Sipos, 
“A középkori talajvíz-szint változására.” Because environmental archaeology is much 
more developed in Hungary than in any other country in East Central Europe, there is 
also an increasing interest in climate history (Kiss, “Időjárási adatok” and “Dunai árvizek”; 
Sümegi, “A középkori Kárpát-medence éghajlati”; Langó, “Environment”).

79   Laszlovszky, “Field systems”; Rácz, “Az Árpád-kori települési formák.”
80   Takács, “Handwerkliche Produktion” and “Crafts.” See also Molnár, “Az Árpád-kori Kolon”; 

Török and Kovács, “Csanádpalota II.”
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the understanding of crop cultivation, field rotation, and animal husbandry.81 
The adoption of the concept of living standard (such as championed in British 
studies of medieval economy) has turned the archaeology of rural settlements 
into one of the most significant areas of current development in the under-
standing of the economy of Arpadian-age Hungary.

In Transylvania, several settlements and cemeteries have been associated 
with the expansion of the eastern frontier of the kingdom during the sec-
ond half of the 12th-century. Groups of Szeklers (see chapter 13), who were 
most likely used as border guards, were stationed behind the fortified frontier 
(gyepű).82 Their settlements moved from the northwestern part of present-day 
Romania, to central, and finally to eastern Transylvania, where they were even-
tually organized into six administrative districts (“seats”) ruled by a count in 
the name of the king.83 Other groups of steppe populations serving as light 
cavalry troops in the royal army were settled in different parts of the kingdom, 
but the study of their settlements and burials is in its infancy, with the notable 
exception of the Cumans settled in the 13th century in the lands between the 
Tisza and the Danube river, in the middle of the kingdom (see chapter 10).84 
In addition, the prosperity of late 12th- and 13th-century Hungary attracted 
large numbers of settlers from other parts of Europe, who were encouraged to 
come by Géza II and his successors.85 Some arrived from neighboring coun-
tries, either Poland or Rus’.86 Beginning with the mid-12th century, “guest” 

81   Vörös, “Adatok” and “Ló”; Gyulai, “Honfoglalás és Árpád-kori növénytermesztés” and 
Archaeobotany, pp. 197–; Bartosiewicz, “Animal husbandry” and “Animal remains”; 
Lyublyanovics, “The cattle.”

82   Turcuş, “Teritoriul românesc.” For the notion of fortified frontier (gyepű) in medieval 
Hungary, see Zsoldos, “Confinium”; Berend, At the Gate, pp. 23–27; Severin and Sviták, 
“Přeseka.” For the fortified frontiers in Transylvania, see Ţiplic, “Über Verteidigungslinien.” 
For the role of the Szeklers and the Pechenegs in the gyepű system Țiplic, Organizarea,  
pp. 75–80.

83   Klima, “Székelyek”; Kordé, “A székelység története”; Benkő, “A székelység szerepe”; 
Benkő, “A középkori székelyek” and “Mittelalterliche archäologische Funde”; Ioniţă, 
“Archäologische Forschungen”; Botár, “Árpád-kori településrészlet”; Pinter and Urduzia, 
… Custodes; Gáll and Nyárádi. “‘Drang Nach Osten’”; Urduzia, “At the periphery.”

84   Hatházi, “Besenyők”; Berend, “Immigration”; Marek, “Dávne etniká”; Pálóczi-Horváth, 
“‘Pogányokkal védelmeztetjük országunkat’” and Keleti népek; Crişan, “Considérations”; 
Kovács et al., Török nyelvű népek. See also Kristó, Nem magyar népek and Nichtungarische 
Völker. For the archaeology of the Cuman settlement in Hungary, see Horváth, A csengeli 
kunok ura; Hatházi and Kovács, “Árpád-kori falu.” For the Alan/Jazygian settlement, see 
Langó, “Régészeti.”

85   Richtscheid, “Motive”; Elst, “The crusades”; Ţiplic, “Cruciadele.”
86   Halaga, “Kraj nad Tisou”; Kristó, “Russkie”; Voloshchuk, “Rus’”. This may well be the pe-

riod of the strongest influence of Ukrainian upon the Romanian language of Transylvania 
(Lobiuc, Contactele).
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settlers arrived from the different German-speaking areas in the Holy Roman 
Empire, as far from each other as the Lower Rhine and the Wetterau area north 
of present-day Frankfurt am Main. Although later claimed for the history of 
the local “Saxons,” the earliest settlers—some 500 families—were most likely 
Flemings or Walloons.87 They all settled in a compact area in the environs of 
Sibiu and Sebeş, in southern Transylvania. They received economic and judi-
cial privileges, including that of having their own church independent of the 
jurisdiction of the bishop of Alba Iulia.88 Called generically “Saxons” after 1200, 
the “guests” introduced new agricultural techniques, new settlement layouts 
(the so-called “nucleated villages”), new burial customs (the graves with head 
niches), and new forms of material culture (high-quality wheel-made pottery 
known as Gray Ware).89

According to a list of revenues compiled for Béla III, and preserved in a 
manuscript now in Paris, a part of the royal income came from the taxes paid 
by Saxons in Transylvania. However, coinage represents more than a third of 
those revenues, followed by salt sales, tolls, two thirds of all taxes paid in each 
county, payments from the duke of Slavonia, and gifts from counts.90 Some 
have taken the total amount of the royal annual income (166,000 marks) to 
be grossly exaggerated. Nonetheless, there is plenty of evidence that the king-
dom of Hungary was quite rich in the late 12th century, which suggests that 
the royal income was substantial. Béla III is known to have granted not just 
estates, but entire counties to members of the highest echelons of the aris-
tocracy, a policy with considerable consequences in the 13th century.91 Even 
if the actual amount of the annual royal income was smaller, the prosper-
ity of the kingdom clearly encouraged the growth of the government. The 
reign of Béla III is associated with the transformation of the royal chancery 
into a separate institution, and the generalized use of written documents for  

87   Wagner, Geschichte; Nägler, Aşezarea; Klusch, Zur Ansiedlung; Zimmermann, “Die 
deutsche Südostsiedlung” and Siebenbürgen; Pinter, “Originea”; Nikolov, “‘Gostite’.” For 
the archaeology of the “Saxon” settlement in Transylvania, see Ioniţă, “Das Gräberfeld” 
and “Grupuri”; Ţiplic Crîngaci, “Oaspeţii”; Istrate et al., The Medieval Cemetery. Walloons 
also settled near Esztergom and Székésfehérvár (Kristó, “Latini” and Marek, “Románske 
obyvateľstvo”). Other groups of German-speaking immigrants moved to Upper Hungary, 
in present-day Slovakia, primarily for the silver mines at Banská Štiavnica (Labuda, 
“Montanarchäologische Forschungen”; Rabík, “Nemecké osídlenie”).

88   Gündisch, “Gruppenprivilegien.”
89   Crîngaci Ţiplic, “Arheologia”; Istrate and Istrate, “Morminte”; Ioniţă, “Mormintele.”
90   Barta and János Barta. “Royal finances”; Engel, The Realm, pp. 61–64; Berend et al., Central 

Europe, p. 287.
91   The early Arpadian kings maintained control over a number of royal forests, which they 

used for hunting (Hudáček, “Kráľovské lesy” and “Silva Bereg”).

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   379 3/21/2019   5:08:02 PM



380 chapter 18

communications between the king and his subjects.92 The expansion of lit-
eracy was also encouraged by Benedictine monasteries, especially those that 
maintained significant libraries.93 Monasteries were also centers of writing, 
which produced the earliest biographies of saints. Pannonhalma, for example, 
was associated with the vitae of two hermits, Zoerard and Benedict, as well as 
with that of King Stephen (Legenda minor) and, perhaps, that of Emeric, his 
son.94 The influence of the Latin Classics is visible in some of those texts, as 
well as in more mundane samples of written culture, such as charters.95 The 
beginnings of historical writing may be linked to the adoption of cultural mod-
els from Western and Southern Europe.96 In the introduction to his Deeds of 
the Hungarians (Gesta Hungarorum) “Master P.,” the unknown author of the 
first extent chronicle in Hungary (see chapter 2), used one of the most popu-
lar artes dictaminis of the 12th century, Hugh of Bologna’s Principles of Prose 
Letter Writing (ca. 1119–1124).97 French or Italian influences may also be associ-
ated with the work of Simon de Kéza. In 1270, twelve years before beginning to 
work on his Deeds of the Hungarians, he traveled as an envoy of the future King 
Ladislas IV (1272–1290) to France and Italy.98

According to Simon, “pure Hungary has no more tribes or [noble] families 
than the 108 kindreds.”99 At the origin of some of those aristocratic clans were 
men who had come to Hungary to serve under the banner of the king: “In the 
days of Duke Géza and the kings who succeeded him, people of almost every 

92   Kubinyi, Főpapok, pp. 7–67; Györffy, “Die ungarischen Königsurkunden.” See also 
Solymosi, “Die Entwicklung”; Veszprémy, “The birth.”

93   Veszprémy, “A pannonhalmi bencés apátság könyvei”; Bánhegyi, “Magyar bencés könyv-
tárak”; Sarbak, “Über das mittelalterliche Bibliothekswesen.” For libraries associated with 
episcopal sees, see Nemerkényi, “Cathedral libraries.” For 12th-century manuscripts pro-
duced in Hungary, see Veszprémy, “A 12. századi magyar kódexirás alakulása.”

94   Maurus of Pécs, The Lives; Life of St. Stephen; Life of St. Emeric; Miklós, “A monachizmus”; 
Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 404. For the library of the Pannonhalma abbey, which is 
known from a list of 80 books to be found in a charter of King Ladislas issued at some 
point between 1093 and 1095, see Nemerkényi, Latin Classics, pp. 158–59.

95   Nemerkényi, Latin Classics, pp. 157–76; Havas, “L’influence.” For traces of Horace in the 
Life of St. Stephen, see Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 414; Borzsák, “Horaz,” p. 209. For two 
Ovidian verses in a 12th-century charter, see Déri, “‘Tenui pendentia filo’.”

96   There are also examples of churchmen of French origin in Hungary (Koszta, “Un prélat”). 
For the beginnings of historical writing in Hungary, see Vizkelety, “Naissance”; Veszprémy, 
“A korai magyar évkönyvekről”; Thoroczkay, “A magyar krónikairodalom kezdeteiről”; 
Benei, “Krónikafolytatások.”

97   Martyn Rady and László Veszprémy, in Gesta Hungarorum, p. xxx. For the historiographic 
debate concerning the identity of “Master P.,” see Szovák, “‘Wer war der anonyme Notar?’”; 
Thoroczkay, “Az Anonymus-kérdés kutatástörténeti”; Györffy, “Anonymus.”

98   Szűcs, Nation, pp. 326–28.
99   Simon de Kéza, The Deeds 76, p. 159.
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foreign nation on earth came to Hungary—Czechs, Poles, Greeks, Pechenegs, 
Armenians, and so on. They entered the service of the king or other lords of the 
realm, were granted fiefs by them, and in the course of time attained nobility.”100 
In fact, by 1200, noble status in Hungary was not defined by land property 
alone, but by its association with warfare.101 Great office-holders began to call 
themselves barons, while concentrating considerable power at a regional level. 
In order to set themselves apart from the rest of the nobility, they began to use 
coats of arms with family symbols.102

At Béla III’s death in 1196, a civil war broke out between his two sons, with 
Andrew turning Croatia and Dalmatia into a practically independent prin-
cipality. According to Archdeacon Thomas of Split, “all the magnates of the 
kingdom and almost the whole of the Hungarian army deserted the king and 
unlawfully sided with Duke Andrew.”103 In addition to the conflict with his 
brother, King Emeric (1196–1204) paid a great deal of attention to Balkan af-
fairs. At the request of Pope Innocent III (1198–1216), he campaigned against 
the supposed heretics in Bosnia, and, as a consequence, revived the royal 
title “king of Rama.”104 This was meant to be a crusade, and the king took the 
crusading vows one year later.105 However, when, in 1202, he lost Zadar to the 
crusaders, who stormed and conquered the city on behalf of the Venetian 
doge Enrico Dandolo (see chapter 26), his crusading enthusiasm considerably 
diminished.106

4 The Last Arpadian Century

Following Emeric’s death, his brother, Andrew, who had the support of the 
count palatine, was crowned king in 1205. To cope with the deficit of royal 

100   Simon de Kéza, The Deeds 94, p. 175.
101   Klima, “Hadakozó középnemes”; Zsoldos, “‘Igaz szolgálattal szerzett birtok’.”
102   Veszprémy, “Az 1167-es magyar zászloskócsitol”; Bertényi, “L’escut.” For barons, see 

Hunyadi, “Maiores,” p. 206; Rady, Nobility, p. 153. For the landed nobility around 1200, see 
Mályusz, “Hungarian nobles”; Gerics, “Nemesi jog”; Rady, Nobility, pp. 28–35; Kávássy, “A 
nemesi földtulajdon kialakulása”; Javošová, “ Spoločenské postavenie šl’achty.”

103   Thomas of Split, History 23, p. 141. For the civil war, see Szabados, “Imre és András”; 
Körmendi, “A kölni Királykrónika.” For the reign of Emeric, see Szabados, “Imre király.” In 
1198, he married Constance, the daughter of Alfonso II of Aragón (Szabados, “Constança”; 
Ruiz-Domènec, “La trama històrica”).

104   Brković, “Bosansko-humski kršćani”; Achim, Politica, pp. 39–40. For the papal branding of 
Bosnian Christians as “heretics,” see Hašimbegović, “Prve vijesti”; Šanjek, “Papa.”

105   Queller and Madden, The Fourth Crusade, p. 80.
106   Bozhilov, “Zadar.”
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revenue, he reorganized the fiscal system, now based on minting coins, min-
ing, customs, and extraordinary taxes from Jews and Muslims. The farming out 
of the treasury’s functions and of royal monopolies (particularly coinage and 
tax collection) led to widespread misuse.107 In addition, under King Andrew II, 
renovatio monetae became an annual practice, but the newly issued coins were 
heavily debased.108 In order to procure a constant supply of mounted knights 
for the army, the king began to make extraordinarily large land grants to the 
barons, mostly from the royal domain, and in perpetuity.109

Andrew II continued his predecessors’ meddling in Rus’ affairs. While his 
father, Béla III, attempted to annex Halych, making Andrew duke over the con-
quered territories, Hungarian troops under the personal leadership of the king 
campaigned in Halych several times between 1208 and 1216 in order to force the 
Rus’ boyars to recognize Andrew’s son, Coloman, as duke. Coloman, who was 
crowned king in 1217, was eventually expelled by the boyars in 1219. A decade 
later, power in Halych reverted to a Rurikid, Daniel I, the son of Prince Roman II  
(1170–1205), on whose behalf Andrew had intervened in the first place.110 The 
interventions in Halych, however, were not the only Transcarpathian ventures 
of Andrew II’s reign. Because of increasingly aggressive Cuman raids across 
the eastern frontier of the kingdom, the king invited the Teutonic Knights to 
Hungary in 1211, in order to protect the southeastern border of Transylvania. 
However, when the Knights began to assume political independence and to 

107   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 125–30; Rokay, “Ein Vergleich.”
108   Hunka, Mince, pp. 87–94. Ever since the late 12th century, Friesach deniers (first struck 

in Carinthia in 1125, later at several other mints in Styria and Carniola) were the most 
trusted currency in Hungary (Kolniková, “Rakúske fenigy”; Gedai, “Friesach denars”; Keve, 
“Friesach denars”).

109   Nógrády, “‘Magistratus’”; Kristó, “II. András király.” Engel, The Realm, p. 92 points out that 
the direct consequence of Andrew II’s “new arrangements” was “something of a land-
slide,” as “immense fortunes were created overnight.” Rady, Nobility, p. 33 notes, however, 
that “half a century after the introduction of Andrew’s so-called novae institutiones, about 
a half to two-thirds of the total land of the Hungarian kingdom still remained in royal 
hands.” The “new arrangements” pre-date the assassination, in 1213, of Queen Gertrude 
and her German retinue (Székely, “Gertrud királyné”; Körmendi, “A Gertrúd királyné”; 
Schüle, “Erzbischof Johann”).

110   Voloshchuk, “Vengerskoe prisutstvie,” “Terra Praemizliensi,” and “Obstaiatel’stva”; Font, 
“Ungarn.” By 1205, Andrew II added “king of Halych and Vladimir” (rex Galiciae and 
Lodomeriae) to the royal title. Several years after the expulsion of Coloman, King Andrew 
made a second attempt to place his third son, also named Andrew, as duke of Halych, 
but by 1234, Hungarian control of the Rus’ territories across the Carpathian Mountains 
has completely vanished. For the historiographic reflection of those events, see Font, 
Geschichtsschreibung.
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build stone castles without royal approval, they were expelled in 1225.111 At the 
opposite end of, and across the southern Carpathians (or “Transylvanian Alps”), 
Andrew created in 1232 a special administrative unit in western Walachia—the 
Banate of Severin. This Transcarpathian bulwark of the kingdom was meant to 
be an advanced position of defense against both the Second Bulgarian Empire 
(see chapter 30) and the Cumans.112 By that time, King Andrew had just returned 
from an expensive and unsuccessful crusade to the Holy Land (see chapter 
26), which ended in financial ruin.113 The growing social unrest involved es-
pecially the royal soldiers (servientes) and the garrisons of county strongholds 
(the “castle warriors,” iobagiones), most likely because King Andrew made ex-
tensive grants of castle lands, thus depriving garrisons of strongholds of their 
source of income and leading to a rapid deterioration of the social status of 
royal soldiers and castle warriors.114 The tensions between a group of noble-
men and the king forced him to issue in 1222 a privilege known as the Golden 
Bull, because of the golden seal allegedly attached to the original document. 
Under the guise of restoring the liberties granted by King Stephen, the docu-
ment granted members of the nobility the right to resist, should the king fail to 
keep his promises. More importantly, the bull protected the servientes against 
royal interference and justice and limited the promotion of foreigners to royal 

111   Glück, “Consideraţii”; Frank, “Ujabb nézetek”; Zimmermann, Der deutsche Orden; 
Laszlovszky and Soós, “A német lovagrend”; Hunyadi, “The Teutonic Order”; Achim, 
Politica, pp. 51–56; Zaraliev, “Roliata”; Hautala, “Gramoty” and “The Teutonic Knights’ 
military confrontation.” Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 442 believe that the Teutonic 
Knights were also expected to convert the Cumans, but there is no evidence of that. For 
the stone castles built by the Teutonic Knights in southeastern Transylvania and across 
the Carpathian Mountains, in northeastern Walachia, see Rusu, “Die Frage”; Laszlovszky 
and Soós, “Historical monuments”; Ţiplic, “Cavalerii”; Ioniţă et al., Feldioara-Marienburg; 
Marcu Istrate, Cetatea Feldioara/Marienburg.

112   Achim, “The Banate” and Politica, pp. 82–88. The Banate of Severin, which included the 
territories between the southern Carpathians, the Danube, and the river Olt, should not 
be mistaken for the province in present-day Romania known as the Banat, which is situ-
ated north of the (southwestern end of the) Carpathian Mountains. Judging from the evi-
dence of burial assemblages, the Banat was already occupied by the Magyars in the 10th 
century, although the mountain districts continued to be inhabited by the local popula-
tion and seem to have been autonomous, if not largely independent well into the 12th 
century (Oța, The Mortuary Archaeology).

113   Andrew was in fact fulfilling the crusading vows of his father, Béla III. For the Hungarian 
participation in the Fifth Crusade, see Veszprémy, “The crusade” and “II. András magyar 
király.”

114   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 428. For the meaning of servientes and iobagiones, see 
Rady, Nobility, pp. 20–21 and 36–37 and chapter 23 below.
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office.115 A revised version of the bull, issued in 1231, increased the freedoms 
of the clergy, but tensions between King Andrew and the Church continued.116 
Just one year later, Archbishop Robert of Esztergom placed Hungary under 
the interdict, and Andrew had to accept the restoration of some of the church 
privileges he had abolished. Through the oath of Bereg (1233), he promised to 
ban all Muslims and Jews from the royal administration and from the towns 
of Hungary.117 Gyula Kristó has called the 13th century, the “age of the Golden 
Bulls” in reference to numerous privileges granted by Andrew II to several so-
cial and ethnic groups.118 For example, Andrew II encouraged the immigration 
of German-speaking settlers (“Saxons”), particularly to southern Transylvania, 
and even issued a grant of privileges on their behalf—the Andreanum of 
1224.119 Under Andrew II, both Szeklers and Romanians in eastern and south-
ern Transylvania, respectively, received recognition as political communities.120 

115   Bak et al., The Laws, pp. 32–35; Homoki Nagy, “Magánjogi”; Zsoldos, A szent király szabadjai, 
pp. 79–80; Kristó, Histoire, pp. 130–32; Zsoldos, “II. András aranybullája”; Rady, “Hungary.” 
The Golden Bull was allegedly issued in seven copies, but none survives (Érszegi, “‘Hét 
példányban’”). The document on display in the cathedral museum in Esztergom is a copy 
made in 1318. A later bull of 1267 specifically equated servientes to noblemen (Berend  
et al., Central Europe, p. 429).

116   Bak et al., The Laws, pp. 36–39; Solymosi, “The situation.” For royal legislation in favor 
of the Church, see Kiss, “The protection.” For the relations between the papacy and the 
Hungarian kings of the first half of the 13th century (Emeric, Andrew II, and Béla IV), see 
Barabás, Das Papsttum.

117   Berend, At the Gate, pp. 158–60; Berend, “Hungary,” p. 266. The Muslim merchants in 
Buda (which was founded in 1247) were replaced by German merchants, who received 
privileges of self-government and exemption from customs. For the early history of Buda, 
see Irás-Melis, “A pesti városalaprajz”; Györffy, Pest-Buda kialakulása; Laszlovszk and 
Plumtree, “‘A castle’”; Spekner, “Buda before Buda.”

118   Kristó, Az aranybullák százada. See also Szűcs, Az utolsó Arpádok; Kosztolnyik, Hungary.
119   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 132–33; Blazovich, “Az Andreanum.”
120   Terra Blachorum (the country of the Vlachs) and terra Siculorum (the country of the 

Szeklers) are mentioned as separate political entities in a 1222 charter for the Teutonic 
Knights (Hautala, Gramoty, p. 22). The Vlachs are also mentioned in the Andreanum, 
while a letter of Pope Gregory IX dated to 1234 refers to Vlachs in the lands outside the 
Carpathian Mountains. See Hochstrasser, “Zur Lokalisierung”; Madgearu, “Români”; 
Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 17–18. They also appear in the Gesta Hungarorum 9, p. 26; 24, 
p. 59; 25, pp. 60 and 62; 44, p. 94. For Vlachs as the exonym for Romanians, see Paliga, 
“The problem.” Because Vlachs appear prominently in the written sources pertaining to 
late 11th- to late 12th-century political events in the Balkans, especially the rise of the 
Second Bulgarian Empire (see chapter 30), Hungarian historians typically maintain that 
the Vlachs of Transylvania arrived there in the 13th century as a consequence of a migra-
tion from the lands south of the river Danube (Boba, “Vlachs”; Kristó, Early Transylvania, 
pp. 138–39; Vásáry, Cumans, p. 27; Darkó, “Hungaro-byzantino-vlachica”; Berend, Review). 
There is, however, no indication of any migration either in the archaeological, or in the 
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Shortly after expelling the Teutonic Knights from Transylvania, King Andrew 
appointed his older son, Béla, as duke of Transylvania, responsible for all mili-
tary structures on the eastern frontier. A Cuman chieftain named Bortz came 
in 1227 to Transylvania, asking to be baptized together with his men.121 In re-
sponse to that request, a bishopric came into being in the Cuman lands on the 
other side of the Carpathian Mountains in what is now the southeastern part 
of Romania.122 Instrumental in the missionary work among the Cumans were 
the Dominicans, who first appeared in Hungary in 1221, but already had 12 prio-
ries by the middle of the century.123

The Duchy of Transylvania ceased to exist when Andrew’s son became king 
at his father’s death. Béla IV (1235–1270) reversed many of Andrew’s policies, 
and threw his trusted men into prison. He also rescinded his father’s land 
grants, and “attempted to reclaim wrongfully alienated properties from both 
his opponents and his adherents and restore them to the jurisdiction of the 
counties, although this displeased many.”124 According to Roger, the canon of 
Oradea, that was one of the main reasons for the catastrophe that was about 
to unfold. The Mongol invasion of 1241, to be discussed in detail in chapter 32, 
was a devastating experience both for Hungary and for the king. The settle-
ment pattern in the Great Plain changed dramatically in the aftermath of the 
invasion, with lands previously under cultivation turning to grazing fields, and 
the population concentrating in towns and large villages. The Mongols chased 
King Béla across the kingdom to the Dalmatian coast. Judging from the fact 
that several royal charters were subsequently dated not by his regnal year, 

historical record, and the written sources pertaining to Transylvania suggest that the 
“country of the Vlachs” was well established long before being mentioned.

121   Alberic of Trois-Fontaines, Chronicle s.a. 1227, p. 920; Emo, Chronicle, s.a. 1227, p. 511. 
See Kovács, “Bortz”; Spinei, “The Cuman bishopric,” pp. 422–23. The success of the 
Cuman bishopric encouraged Kuthen, the Cuman chieftain who had escaped the mas-
sacre at Kalka (see chapter 10) to request asylum in 1239. Like Bortz, he was converted 
to Christianity and his men were settled as “guests” in the lands between the Tisza and 
the Danube rivers. Upon Kuthen’s assassination by a mob of Pest (1241), the Cumans left 
Hungary en masse precisely when the king was preparing against the impending Mongol 
invasion. They were recalled (and returned) in 1246.

122   Alberic of Trois-Fontaines, Chronicle s.a. 1228, p. 921. The bishopric was placed under the di-
rect authority of the pope, and not under the jurisdiction of the archbishop of Esztergom. 
For the Cuman bishopric, see also Solomon, “Episcopia”; Achim, “La Coumanie”; Pecican, 
Între cruciați și tătari; Hautala and Sabdenova, “Hungarian expansion.”

123   For the mendicant orders in Hungary, see Kralovánszky, “Koldulórendek”; Hanuliak, 
“Vztah”; Kutnyánszky, “A koldulórendek.” The influence of the mendicant orders on 
new forms of sainthood is particularly clear in the case of Andrew’s two daughters, St. 
Elizabeth and St. Margaret. See Engel, The Realm, pp. 96–97; Klaniczay, “Proving.”

124   Roger of Torre Maggiore, Epistle 10, p. 153.
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but in relation to the time of the invasion,125 the psychological impact on the 
35-year old king must have been considerable. He abandoned the idea that the 
building and maintenance of fortifications was a royal prerogative, and initi-
ated a large-scale program of building stone castles, which replaced the old 
system of fortified frontiers and strongholds with garrisons of castle warriors. 
He also reverted to his father’s policy of granting large estates, no doubt in 
an attempt to secure military support, in the eventuality of a new invasion.126 
In Transylvania, the institution of the duchy was briefly reintroduced in 1257 
for the young prince, Stephen, before being turned into a banate (1258–1261).127 
Béla also decided to replace the march-like Banate of Severin with a new politi-
cal and military configuration based on yet another monastic-military order, 
the Knights of St. John, whom he invited to Hungary in 1247. The royal charter 
for the Hospitallers granted them the “land of Severin,” including a number of 
principalities in western Walachia, each called kenezatus and ruled by Vlach 
princes.128 The missionary activity in the Cuman bishopric resumed soon after 
the Mongol invasion and its success was mentioned with great satisfaction in 
the papal correspondence of the early 1250s.

Following the military intervention in Serbia, and the conquest of Belgrade 
and Braničevo (1254), a new march-like duchy appeared on the southern bor-
der of the kingdom. Mačva was under the rule of the king’s son in law, Rostislav, 
the son of the Rus’ ruler of Chernigov who had been expelled by the Mongols.129 
Béla IV was less successful in his attempt to take advantage of the crisis in 
the Babenberger lands and to occupy Styria. Prince Stephen was appointed 
duke there, but the Styrian lords revolted against him and called for help from 
the king of Bohemia, Otakar II Přemysl (1253–1278). Defeated in battle at 
Kressenbrunn (now Groissenbrunn, near the Austrian-Slovak border) in 1260, 
Béla had to face the rebellion of his son, Stephen, who had been given back the 
duchy of Transylvania. During the long civil war that followed the Hungarian 
defeat at Kressenbrunn, the royal army was defeated by Stephen’s troops, and 
the king had to accept in 1266 a division of the kingdom between him and 

125   Berend, At the Gate, pp. 37–38.
126   Engel, The Realm, p. 104. To be sure, the Mongols returned in 1260 and 1285, but both inva-

sions were easily repelled.
127   Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 63–70.
128   Hunyadi, The Hospitallers, pp. 39–40; Hunyadi, “The formation.” For the Vlach princes 

mentioned in the charter of 1247, see Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 407–08.
129   Rostislav married Béla’s third daughter, Anna, in 1226. In the 1250s, Duke Rostislav inter-

vened several times in Bulgaria, and extended the Hungarian influence deep into Bosnia. 
See Achim, Politica, pp. 141–50.
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his son.130 To secure his position against Béla, Stephen formed in 1269 an alli-
ance with the brother of King Louis IX of France, Charles of Anjou, who had 
just been crowned King of Sicily (1266). Charles’s son (future Charles II, King 
of Naples) married Stephen’s daughter, Mary, while Stephen’s son, Ladislas 
(future Ladislas IV, at that time only 7 years old), married Charles’s daughter 
Elisabeth (at that time, 4 years old). This double matrimonial alliance had the 
most important consequences for the Hungarian kingdom: Charles Robert, the 
grandson of Charles II and Mary, was proclaimed king of Hungary in 1310.131

Béla IV died in 1270, and his son ruled briefly as Stephen V (1270–1272). 
Because Ladislas IV (1272–1290) was still too young at this father’s death, the 
political agenda of the kingdom was set by the rivalry of two powerful aris-
tocratic families, Csák and Kőszeg. The large march-like duchy of Mačva 
was carved into smaller banates, each ruled by a client of the Kőszeg clan.132 
Meanwhile, in Transylvania, a rebellion of the Saxon settlers (1277–1279) led 
to widespread destruction and massacre in Alba Iulia.133 With chaos rapidly 
spreading throughout the kingdom, an assembly was summoned in 1277 at 
Rákos (now within Budapest) to declare the 15-year old Ladislas out of age and 
true king, capable of restoring order. Ladislas managed to curb the power of the 
Kőszeg clan, and in alliance with Emperor Rudolf of Habsburg (1273–1291), to 
defeat the former enemy of his father, Otakar II Přemysl. However, prompted 
by the papal legate, Philip of Fermo, who came to Hungary in 1279, the bishops 
and the barons of the kingdom adopted a strict attitude towards the Cumans, 
who were to be converted to Christianity and settled permanently, by force, if 
necessary.134 When the Cumans rebelled, they were defeated (1282), but King 
Ladislas, himself of Cuman origin, later chose to live with them, away from his 
wife and Hungarian followers. In open conflict with Archbishop Lodomer of 
Esztergom, Ladislas relied primarily on the Cumans, but also worked for the 
integration of Romanians, Saxons, and Szeklers into the structure of privileged 
classes.135 Nonetheless, a party of Cumans assassinated him in 1290. Much 
like in the early 11th century, power went again to a Venetian. The grandson of 

130   Varga, Ungarn, pp. 275–87; Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 71–107.
131   Engel, The Realm, p. 107. For the implications of this alliance for Charles of Anjou’s anti-

Byzantine plans and Stephen’s expansionist policies in the Balkans, see Achim, Politica, 
pp. 176–86.

132   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 150–54; Engel, The Realm, p. 108. For the banates of Braničevo, Kučevo, 
Mačva, Sol, Usora, and Bosnia, see Achim, Politica, pp. 190–201. Braničevo and Kučevo 
were lost in 1273 to two Bulgarian boyars, Dărman and Kudelin.

133   Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 119–24.
134   Berend, At the Gate, p. 136.
135   Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 148–51.
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King Andrew II, Andrew III (1290–1301) had been raised in Venice by a mother 
from the powerful Morosini family.136 Although he promised in an assembly 
to restore peace and order, the new king could not prevent the build-up of 
baronial power in various parts of the kingdom. Matthew Csák, for example, 
had control of the northwestern territories, from which he successfully defied 
the king. Under voevode Ladislas Kán (1294–1315), Transylvania became nearly 
sovereign.137 Croatia and Dalmatia were detached from Hungary proper, when 
Ban Paul Šubić acknowledged Charles Martel of Anjou as king. It was at the 
invitation of the Šubići clan that Charles’s son, Charles Robert of Anjou, came 
to Dalmatia in 1300. A few months later, with Andrew III’s death without any 
heir, the Arpadian dynasty died out as well.138

136   Kristó, Histoire, pp. 154–58.
137   Fara, La formazione, pp. 209–19; Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 175–202.
138   Engel, The Realm, pp. 110–11.
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chapter 19

New Powers (III): Přemyslid Bohemia

Bohemia is mentioned in a charter that Charlemagne issued for the Fulda Abbey 
in 799 or 800 as the regio from which pagan Slavs organized regular incursions 
into the Frankish territories.1 The people living in Bohemia (“Beheimi”) first 
appear in the Royal Frankish Annals, in relation to the expedition organized 
by Charlemagne’s son, Charles the Younger, in 805 (see chapter 7).2 However, 
the number of references to Bohemians in the Frankish annals increases after 
ca. 850. In 871, according to the Annals of Fulda, a daughter of a certain duke of 
Bohemia was about to be married to a member of the Moravian elite, but the 
wedding train was ambushed by Bavarian troops.3 Together with the informa-
tion pertaining to the 805 expedition of Charles the Younger, who managed to 
defeat and kill a local chieftain named Lech, the entry for the year 871 in the 
Annals of Fulda suggests that a form of political organization already existed 
in the lands now within the western part of the Czech Republic, even though 
the name of the Bohemian duke, as well as the area over which he ruled re-
main unknown. Moreover, it seems likely that in the late 9th century, the po-
litical elites in Bohemia gravitated towards the power centers in Moravia. In 
the 880s, Svatopluk may have in fact exercised control over Bohemia, if only 
by means of hegemonic power (see chapter 8). According to a later source, 
St. Methodius baptized in Moravia a prince of Bohemia named Bořivoj (Table 
19.1).4 The Moravian influence upon the elites in Bohemia is also documented 
archaeologically in lavishly furnished burials of both males and females.5 Less 
explicit from an archaeological point of view are the beginnings of Christianity 
in Bohemia, which, according to the Annals of Fulda, go back to 845, the year in 

1   Stengel, Urkundenbuch, p. 396.
2   Royal Frankish Annals, s.a. 805, p. 120 (“Beheimi” are also mentioned under the year 822,  

p. 159). “Bohemians” is most likely an exonym derived from the name of the Celtic tribe of the 
Boii. In that respect, it is therefore a learned construction. The self-designation of those peo-
ple is believed to be “Czechs.” Some argue that that name is hidden behind “Cinu,” the name 
with which the unknown author who compiled the Annales Tilliani replaced “Beheimi” of the 
Royal Frankish Annals (Annals of Tilly, s.a. 805, pp. 223–24; Charvát, The Emergence, p. 104). 
See also Nový, “Boiohaemum”; Erhart, “Odkud máme jméno”; Třeštík, “Gens Bohemorum.”

3   Annals of Fulda, s.a. 871, pp. 74–75. Under that same year, the annalist mentions a Bohemian 
refugee named Sclavitagus, who was given asylum at the court of the Moravian duke Rostislav 
(Annals of Fulda, s.a. 871, p. 74).

4   Legenda Christiani 2, p. 18; Kalhous, Anatomy, pp. 194–95 and 207.
5   Profantová, “Archaeology,” pp. 291–94; Boháčová and Profantová, “Bohemia,” pp. 146–51.
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390 chapter 19

table 19.1 The Přemyslid dynasty

Dukes

Bořivoj I ?–894 (?)
Spytihněv ?–ca. 915
Vratislav ca. 915–921
Wenceslas 921–935
Boleslav I 935–972
Boleslav II 972–999
Boleslav III 999–1002, 1003
Jaromír 1003, 1004–1012, 1033–1034
Oldřich 1012–1033, 1034
Břetislav I 1034–1055
Spytihněv II 1055–1061
Vratislav II 1061–1092, king in 1085
Conrad I 1092
Břetislav II 1092–1100
Bořivoj II 1100–1107, 1117–1120
Svatopluk 1107–1109
Vladislav I 1110–1117, 1120–1125
Soběslav I 1125–1140
Vladislav II 1140–1172, king in 1158
Frederick 1173, 1178–1189
Soběslav II 1173–1178
Conrad II Ota 1189–1191
Wenceslas II 1191
Přemysl I Otakar 1192–1193, 1197–1230, king in 1198
Henry Břetislav 1193–1197

Kings

Wenceslas I 1230–1253
Přemysl II Otakar 1253–1278
Wenceslas II 1278–1305
Wenceslas III 1305–1306
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which 14 dukes of the Bohemians came to the court of Louis the German and 
asked to be baptized.6 The earliest archaeological evidence for Christianity so 
far discovered in the Czech Republic cannot be dated before the last quarter 
of the 9th century.7 By then, the political allegiance of the rulers of Bohemia 
had shifted from Great Moravia to East Francia. In 895, two Bohemian princes 
named Spytihněv and Vitislav came to the royal court in Regensburg to pledge 
their allegiance.8

1 State Formation

Not a single one of those developments left any trace in the historical memory 
of Bohemia. Writing his Chronicle of the Czechs at some point between 1119 and 
1122, a dean of the Prague cathedral named Cosmas knew about Spytihněv, but 
only as one of Bořivoj’s two sons, who “succeeded to his father’s principate.”9 
As for the beginnings of Bohemia, Cosmas amplified a story he found in the 
10th-century life and passion of Sts. Ludmila and Wenceslas written by a monk 
named Christian. According to Cosmas, the history of the country and of the 
dynasty started with a plowman named Primizl (Přemysl), whom Libuše, “a 
prophetess like Sibyl of Cumae,” recommended to the commoners in search 
for a duke.10 After establishing laws for the Czechs, Primizl was followed by 
six pagan dukes—Nezamysl, Mnata, Voyn, Vnizlau, Crezomizl, and Gostivit.11 
According to Cosmas, “Bořivoj was baptized the first Catholic duke of the holy 
faith” in 894.12 According to Christian’s Life and Passion of Sts. Ludmila and 
Wenceslas, whom Cosmas followed at this point, upon his return to Bohemia, 

6    Annals of Fulda, s.a. 845, p. 35; Třeštík, “The baptism.”
7    Charvát, “In principio,” p. 151; Sommer, Začátky and “Der frühe böhmische Staat”; Sommer 

et al., “Bohemia,” p. 225; Boháčová and Profantová, “Bohemia,” p. 151.
8    Annals of Fulda, s.a. 895, p. 126. It is important to note that the two are called primores, not 

duces, like all previously mentioned chieftains of the Bohemians. Spytihněv was Bořivoj’s 
oldest son, but nothing else is known about Vitislav.

9    Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 15, p. 34; English translation, p. 64.
10   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 5, p. 15; English translation, p. 45; Legenda Christiani 2, 

p. 18. How much of this story is based on oral traditions, and how much it is Cosmas’s in-
vention is a matter of much debate. For a structuralist interpretation of the story, based on 
far-fetched hypotheses regarding the religion of the early Slavs, see Třeštík, “Přemyslovský 
mýtus.” For Cosmas and oral traditions, see Bláhová, “Verschriftete Mündlichkeit.” For the 
10th-century version of the story, see Kalhous, Anatomy, p. 256.

11   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 9, p. 21. For the pagan dukes in Cosmas’s version of the 
early Czech history, see Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 94–95.

12   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 14, p. 32; English translation, p. 63.
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Bořivoj built a church in Levý Hradec near Prague (Fig. 19.1), which was dedi-
cated to St. Clement.13 Later, he also built the church dedicated to the Virgin 
Mary in the Prague Castle.14 Some have concluded that at some point after 884, 

13   Legenda Christiani 2, p. 20.
14   Legenda Christiani 2, p. 24.

figure 19.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Bedřichův Světec; 2—Břevnov; 
3—Brno; 4—Bruntál; 5—Budeč; 6—Chlumec; 7—Chotěšov; 8—Hradisko; 
9—Koválov; 10—Kutná Hora; 11—Levý Hradec; 12—Libice; 13—Libušín; 
14—Litoměřice; 15—Lštení; 16—Mělnik; 17—Most; 18—Olomouc; 19—Opava; 
20—Osek; 21—Ostrov; 22—Písek; 23—Prague; 24—Sázava; 25—Sedlec;  
26—Stará Boleslav; 27—Teplá; 28—Tetín; 29—Třebíč; 30—Týřov;  
31—Vyšehrad; 32—Žďár; 33—Znojmo; 34—Zvíkov
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Bořivoj must have transferred his seat of power from Levý Hradec to Prague. 
However, and despite extensive excavations, no church has so far been found 
in Levý Hradec.15 A single-naved church found underneath the second court 
of the Castle in Prague is believed to be that dedicated to the Virgin Mary, but 
there is no indication of any date earlier than the reign of Spytihněv, Bořivoj’s 
son and successor.16 However, new excavations on the site have now chal-
lenged that interpretation: it is unlikely that the church found in the Castle is 
that mentioned in the written sources.17

To be sure, Levý Hradec was certainly occupied during the last quarter of 
the 9th century.18 It is in fact one of only two sites in existence during the 
Přemyslid period (ca. 900 to ca. 1200) that had also been occupied earlier.19 In 
the 1980s, the Czech archaeologist Jiří Sláma advanced the idea of an initial 
Přemyslid domain centered upon Prague and guarded by old strongholds 
within a 25 to 35 km radius around that city (Mělnik, Stará Boleslav, Lštění, 
Tetín, and Libušín). Two other strongholds, Budeč and Levý Hradec were lo-
cated within that domain. Those were both centers of early Přemyslid power, 
and the sites with the earliest churches in Bohemia. According to Sláma, it 
was Bořivoj’s son, Spytihněv, who put the entire system in place. The Přemyslid 
expansion beyond that domain cannot be dated before the reign of Boleslav I  
(935–972).20 More recent studies have considerably modified that scenario. 
First, the number of forts within the presumed Přemyslid domain has in-
creased considerably.21 Second, it became clear that a number of strongholds 
in relative proximity to Prague were in use long before Bořivoj. With the excep-
tion of Mělnik and Levý Hradec, however, none survived into the 10th century. 

15   Tomková, “Die Stellung,” “Neuere Grabungen,” and “Levý Hradec.”
16   Borkovský, “Kostel”; Profantová, “Archaeology,” pp. 301–02. The double burial found inside 

the church is believed to be that of Spytihněv and his wife. For the burial, see Frolik, 
“Hroby,” pp. 25–29. For the skeleton attributed to Spytihněv, Sláma, “Antropologie” and 
Brůžek et al., “Současné metody.”

17   Maříková-Kubková and Herichová, “Revize.”
18   Tomková, “Urbs Praga und Levý Hradec”; Profantová, “Levy Gradec.” The exact date at 

which the fortification was erected remains a matter of dispute (Bartošková, “K interpre-
taci”; Tomková, “K interpretaci”).

19   Varadzin, “The development,” pp. 407–408.
20   Sláma, Střední Čechy, pp. 71–80. According to Boháčová, “Prague,” p. 392, “the hypothesis 

of J. Sláma concerning the creation of a unified fortification system in the Přemyslid do-
main seems to be archaeologically corroborated.”

21   Frolík, “Die mittelböhmischen Burgstätten”; Michálek et al., Hradec u Němětic; Frolík and 
Sigl, “Počátky”; Čech, “Žatec im 10. Jahrhundert” and “Žatec”; Čtverák et al., Encyklopedie; 
Ulrychová, “Raně středověká hradiště”; Lutovský, “ Jihočeská hradiště,” “Die südböhmisch-
en Burgwälle,” and “K počátkům Tetína”; Profantová, “Rannie slavianskie gorodishcha” 
and “New evidence”; Kouřil and Gryc, “Der Burgwall”; Sommer, “Stará Kouřim.” See also 
Boháčova, “Civitas.”
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Much like in the case of the Piasts, the rise of the Přemyslids as the dominant 
family in the Prague Basin appears to have been associated with abandon-
ment of some sites, and the building, shortly before and shortly after AD 900, 
of new strongholds at different locations. Most prominent among the latter are 
Prague-Castle, Budeč, and Stará Boleslav.22 More strongholds were built dur-
ing the middle third of the 10th century within territories that had been taken 
over by the early Přemyslids. Their construction coincided with the large-scale 
reconstruction of the ramparts at Budeč and Stará Boleslav. The former site has 
also produced the so far earliest evidence of a stone church in Bohemia. The 
late 10th-century version of the Life of St. Wenceslas known as Crescente fide at-
tributes the building of a church dedicated to St. Peter in Budeč to Spytihněv.23 
The still standing rotunda in Budeč can be dated without any doubt to the 
late 9th century, for the church is surrounded by an elite cemetery, complete 
with female burials that have produced jewelry with clear Moravian parallels  
(Fig. 19.2).24 Spytihněv played a key role in the initial phase of Christianization 
of Bohemia. An archpresbyteriate was established in Prague in 895, under the 
jurisdiction of Tuto, the bishop of Regensburg. This was the first ecclesiastical 
structure in Bohemia, the personnel of which was most likely recruited from 
the Abbey of St. Emmeram in Regensburg.25

Those early efforts to convert Bohemia to Christianity continued under the 
reign of Vratislav, Spytihněv’s brother and successor (c. 915–921), who “found-
ed a basilica in honor of the Blessed Martyr George” in the Prague Castle.26 
He married a Veletian princess from the Baltic region (present-day Saxony), 
named Drahomira.27 She was the mother of Wenceslas, born in 907, and of 

22   Varadzin, “The development,” p. 408. For the Castle in Prague, see Tomková, “Noch ein-
mal”; Frolík, “Prag,” “Die Prager Burg,” and “Prague Castle”; Boháčová, “The archaeology”; 
Frolíková-Kaliszová, “Die Anfänge”; Maříková-Kubková et al., “Prague Castle.” For Budeč, 
see Váňa, Přemyslovská Budeč; Bartošková, “Zur Stellung,” “Budeč,” and “Reinterpretace.” 
For Stará Boleslav, see Boháčová, “Stará Boleslav.”

23   Emler, Prameny, vol. 1, p. 183. There are two versions of the Crescente fide, an older, 
“Bavarian” one from the last third of the 10th century, and a later, “Bohemian” version 
from the 11th century (Kalhous, Anatomy, p. 238).

24   Šolle, “Rotunda”; Profantová, “Archaeology,” pp. 294–98.
25   Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” p. 228; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 113; Charvát, The 

Emergence, p. 137. The term archpresbyteriate reflects the interpretation of a passage in 
Crescente fide (Emler, Prameny, vol. 1, p. 184) that mentions a “great priest” (maior presby-
ter) named Paul. For the cult of St. Emmeram in Bohemia, see Bok, “Zum Kult.”

26   Legenda Christiani 3, English translation from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 173. For the 
archaeology of the Church of St. George, see Merhautová-Livorová, Bazilika; Smetánka  
et al., “Archaeological excavations”; Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 52 and 55 fig. 3.10/2.

27   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 113 regard this marriage as solidifying an anti-Frankish 
alliance. However, according to Legenda Christiani 3 (English translation from Kantor, 
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figure 19.2  Budeč near Zákolany, Church of Sts. Peter and Paul
Photo by Jan Klápště

Medieval Slavic Lives p. 172), Drahomira was “from Stodorane, a land of pagan Slavs.” That 
means that she was from the Slavic tribe of the so-called Hevelli, who lived in the lands 
between present-day Berlin and Brandenburg. If the marriage had any political connota-
tions at all, then the resulting alliance was directed against the Saxon Liudolfings (who 
were the western neighbors of the Hevelli), not against the Eastern Franks in general 
(Třeštík, “Bohemia’s iron year,” p. 435).
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Boleslav. According to Legenda Christiani, shortly before his death, Vratislav 
had “sent his older son, Wenceslas, a fervent-minded lad, for an education 
in the law of God and the Scriptures to the town called Budeč.”28 Shortly 
after Vratislav’s death, his widow, Drahomira, ordered the execution of her 
mother-in-law, Ludmila, to whom the young Wenceslas had been entrusted.29 
Wenceslas ascended to the ducal throne in 925 and immediately shifted the 
political allegiance of Bohemia from Bavaria to Saxony. Wenceslas in fact built 
a new church in Prague dedicated to the patron of the Saxon Liudolfings, St. 
Vitus.30 However, Wenceslas was assassinated in Stará Boleslav in 935 at the 
orders of his younger brother Boleslav.31 The latter, upon seizing power, buried 
Wenceslas in the church of St. Vitus and immediately began promoting his cult 
as a saint.32 The cult conferred a sacred aura to the dynasty, which subsequent 
generations of dukes managed to enhance to their own advantage.33

Duke Boleslav I (935–972) destroyed the strongholds of the other Bohemian 
princes, although he allowed his relative Slavník to rule in eastern Bohemia.34 
After suffering a humiliating defeat, he was forced to take an oath of loyalty to 
Otto I in 950.35 Czech troops participated on the Frankish side in the battle of 
Lechfeld against the Magyars (see chapter 13). During Boleslav’s reign, Prague 
appears as a major trade center and a prosperous town. That much results from 

28   Legenda Christiani 3, English version from Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 173. According 
to the Second Church Slavonic Life of St. Wenceslas 4 (English version from Kantor, 
Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 72), in Budeč Wenceslas was entrusted to a priest named Uchen, 
“to be instructed in the Scriptures.” Whether or not any true school existed in Budeč de-
pends upon one’s understanding of those passages (Třeštík, Počátky, pp. 365–67). That 
the Legenda Christiani is a key source for the history of the 10th century has been re-
cently and emphatically restated (Kalhous, “Kristiánova legenda”). However, the old 
historiographic debate regarding the authenticity and the date of the Legenda Christiani 
(Kalhous, Legenda Christiani) is far from over (Kubín, “Znovu”; Kalhous, “Znovu”; Kubín, 
“Odpověď”).

29   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 113 link to this assassination a supposedly retaliatory ex-
pedition in 922 of Duke Arnulf of Bavaria. Ludmila was canonized after her remains were 
moved from Tetín (where she was apparently murdered) to the Church of St. George in 
Prague.

30   Třeštík, Počátky, pp. 411–13. For St. Vitus, see Atanasova, “Za pochitaneto.”
31   This may have been part of a larger attempt to derail the political program of Wenceslas’s 

regime. Judging from the archaeological evidence, Duke Wenceslas was not the only vic-
tim of the conspiracy (Štefan and Krutina, “Raně středověké sídliště”; Štefan et al., “The 
archaeology”).

32   Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 113–14.
33   Some argue that Wenceslas only added to an already sacred character of the Přemyslid 

dynasty: Vaníček, “Sacrum dynastie Přemyslovců.”
34   Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” pp. 229–30. For Boleslav I, see Lutovský, Bratrovrah.
35   Wihoda, “The long beginnings,” p. 57.
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the account of Ibrahim ibn Yakub, which survives in the 11th-century work of 
al-Bekri.36 The Andalusi-Jewish envoy to the court of Otto I visited Prague, 
in “the land of Būyislav,” for a few days in 961/2 or 965/6.37 According to ibn 
Yakub, Prague was “built of stone and lime” and was “the richest of towns in 
trade,” for it was visited by Rus’, Slavs, Turks, and Jews, who came to Bohemia to 
buy slaves, tin, and various furs.38 In the 960s, Prague was apparently a produc-
tion center as well, for ibn Yakub knew he could buy locally produced saddles, 
bridles, and shields. The land of Bohemia also produced light kerchiefs of very 
delicate net, the purpose of which, according to ibn Yakub, was only to serve as 
instruments of exchange on the market.39 Such finds as balances and weights, 
as well as amber artifacts represent the archaeological confirmation of ibn 
Yakub’s account.40 The amber came from the Baltic coast, transiting Poland, 
and it is in Prague that ibn Yakub learned about Mieszko (see chapter 17). 
Shortly after his visit, relations between rulers of the two polities—Poland and 
Bohemia—entered a new phase, when one of Boleslav’s daughters, Do(u)brav-
ka, married Mieszko, who subsequently converted to Christianity (see chapter 
17). According to Cosmas of Prague, the other daughter, Mlada, established a 
Benedictine convent near the Church of St. George in Prague.41 Cosmas also 
called Mlada’s brother, Duke Boleslav II (972–999) a “most Christian man,” 
who “built twenty churches for the Christian religion and generously endowed 
them with all the necessities that pertained to ecclesiastical uses.”42 One of 
the reasons for such praise was the establishment of a bishopric of Prague in 
973.43 The bishop of Prague was a suffragan of the archbishop of Mainz, which  

36   Kowalski, Relacja, pp. 8–15; Kropáček, “Ibrāhīm.”
37   Rapoport, “On the early Slavs,” p. 335. The “land of Būyislav” is also called Būyama 

(Bohemia), an indication that at least part of ibn Yakub’s information originated in “of-
ficial” accounts in Latin. For ibn Yakub’s visit to Prague, and his account, see Čiháková and 
Zavřel, “Das Itinerar.” For the date of the visit, see Třeštík, “‘Veliké město’,” pp. 67–70.

38   Rapoport, “On the early Slavs,” p. 336 (who has “flour,” instead of “slaves,” but see Kalhous, 
Anatomy, p. 70 with n. 290). According to ibn Yakub, the price of the agricultural produce 
was quite low—a kinshar (a denier) for a quantity of corn sufficient to feed one person for 
a month or for enough barley to feed a horse for 40 days.

39   Rapoport, “On the early Slavs,” p. 337.
40   Ježek, “Odkrycia wag”; Tomková, “Jantar.” For the slave trade, see Kowalska, “Handel”; 

Třeštík, “‘Eine grosse Stadt’”; Ježek, “A mass for the slaves.”
41   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 22, pp. 42–44. Although the text quite clearly identifies 

Mlada as Boleslav I’s daughter, Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” p. 231 erroneously make her his 
sister.

42   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 22, p. 42; English translation, p. 71. Sommer et al., 
“Bohemia,” p. 230 mistake Boleslav I for Boleslav II. For Boleslav II, see Žemlička, Čechy, 
pp. 35–42; Sláma, “Der böhmische Fürst”; Charvát, Boleslav II.

43   Třeštík, “K založení pražského biskupství”; Kalhous, “Záhadné počátky.”
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explains why many of the first bishops were foreigners.44 In fact, the first na-
tive bishop of Prague was Adalbert (982–997), who was later killed while on 
mission among the Prussians (see chapter 17). Initially, relations between 
Boleslav and his bishop were cordial. For example, Adalbert and Boleslav II’s 
names are associated with the foundation in 993 of the first Benedictine mon-
astery in Bohemia at Břevnov (now a district on the western side of Prague).45 
However, Adalbert was the son of Slavník and he soon clashed with Boleslav II  
over the judicial prerogatives of the duke, which simply compounded the 
growing tensions between the Přemyslids and Slavníkids.46 In the absence 
of Bishop Adalbert (who in 994 left Bohemia to go to Rome), Duke Boleslav 
perpetrated a “very bad and evil crime.”47 On September 28, 995, with the 
duke’s connivance almost all members of the rival family of the Slavníkids 
were massacred in Libice.48 The Libice massacre had long-term consequence 
for the church in Bohemia. The Břevnov monastery was abandoned, to be re-
stored only in the early 11th century by monks from the Niederaltaich Abbey 
in Bavaria.49 Adalbert, who never returned to Bohemia, was probably replaced 
for a short time with Boleslav’s brother, Christian, a former monk in the abbey 
of St. Emmeram, followed by Thiddag, a monk from the Corvey Abbey.50

The rise of the Bohemian state has been recently the subject of much  
debate.51 Was its coagulation the result of a centralization process begin-
ning in the 7th century?52 Was it the result of outside political pressure, 

44   Dietmar, the first bishop of Prague, had been a monk at Corvey, in Saxony (Sommer et al., 
“Bohemia,” p. 231). For Corvey and Prague, see also Mayr-Harting, “Was the identity.”

45   Bláhová, “Historia”; Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” p. 246. The monks from Břevnov came from 
the monastery of St. Boniface and St. Alexius in Rome.

46   Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 140–41 believe that Adalbert’s brother Soběslav claimed 
the title of duke on coins supposedly struck in his name. But that is simply a resistant 
myth of Czech historiography, for which see Petráň, “Mincovnictví” and “Soběslavův 
titul.” For Soběslav, see Steinhübel, “Soběslav.” For the coins, see Nový, “Zobezlav”; 
Suchodolski, “Ikonografia.” For the earliest coins in Bohemia, see Šmerda, Denáry; Petráň, 
“Problematik”; Hahn, “Die älteste böhmische Münzprägung”; Polanský, “The 10th cen-
tury Bohemian deniers.” For the Přemyslid dynasty at the end of the 10th century, see 
Žemlička, “Rod Přemyslovců.” For the Slavníkids, see Sláma, “Slavníkovci”; Lutovský and 
Petráň, Slavníkovci; Mařík, “The Slavníks.”

47   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 29, p. 53; English translation, p. 80.
48   For the stronghold in Libice, see Princová and Mařík, “Libice”; Mařík, “Libice.”
49   Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” p. 247. For the subsequent history of Břevnov, see Hlaváček, 

“Aus der Geschichte”; Dragoun and Sommer, “Die mittelalterliche Gestalt.”
50   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 141.
51   For the debate, see Rychterová, “Aufstieg”; Žemlička, “Přemyslovká epocha”; Charvát, “The 

inchoate state.” For general surveys, see Měřínský and Mezník, “The making”; Bláhová  
et al., Velké dějiny.

52   Strzelczyk, “Państwo” and “Stát”; Lutovský, “Der Verlauf.”
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particularly from the Carolingian and Ottonian empires?53 In the 1970s, 
Barbara Krzemieńska and Dušan Třeštík advanced the idea of a specifically 
East-Central European model of state, characterized by an absolute power of 
the ruler over both land and people. The territorial administration of the state 
was based on a network of strongholds, which were also the regional power 
centers of the local elites supplied with all necessary goods from a number 
of service settlements established in the hinterland.54 That model has been 
much criticized in recent years.55 Equally disputed is the nature of the social 
structure and organization in early medieval Bohemia. The traditional model 
implied a division of the lower strata into so-called heirs (heredes, a term 
otherwise attested only in the 12th century), “guests” (or colonists), and ser-
vants. According to that model, at the bottom of the social hierarchy were only 
slaves.56 A new study of the so-called donated people has demonstrated, how-
ever, that servants and slaves were in fact a “large class of serf producers closely 
bound to the production of the manorial estates.” Differentiation within that 
large class was exclusively based on the kind of labor those people had to do 
for their lords.57

2 From Dukes to King

A political crisis opened at Boleslav II’s death in 999. His widow, Emma, struck 
coins for a while as “queen” (regina) in Mělník, but the ducal throne was soon 
assumed by Boleslav III (999–1002). Although he established the second 
Benedictine house in Bohemia (the abbey of Ostrov, ca. 1000), the duke was 
in almost permanent conflict with Thiddag, the bishop of Prague.58 He was 
also in conflict with his own, (step?)brothers, Jaromír (whom he castrated) 
and Oldřich (whom he tried to kill). Whether or not his brothers (and, pos-
sibly, their mother, Emma) relied on the support of the aristocracy, the op-
position was so strong that the duke was expelled in 1002 and replaced with 

53   Wihoda, “The long beginnings.” Through analogy with the Piast polity, some Polish his-
torians have advanced a model of an “exploding” Bohemian state (Matla-Kozłowska, 
Pierwszi Przemyślidzi).

54   Krzemieńska and Třeštík, “Služebná organizace” and “Hospodářské základy”; Třeštík and 
Žemlička, “O modelech.”

55   Jan, “Skrytý půvab”; Kalhous, “Model.” A particularly strong line of attack against the 
model of the East-Central European state has effectively debunked the myth of the ser-
vice settlements (Curta, “The archaeology” and “Archeológia”).

56   Krzemieńska and Třeštík, “Hospodářské základy,” p. 193; Třeštík, “K sociální struktuře.”
57   Petráček, Power, p. 233. For free peasants in Bohemia, see Petráček, “Rustici.”
58   For the Ostrov Abbey, see Břicháček et al., “Archeologie.”
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Vladivoj, a member of the dynasty who was at that time living in Poland. 
Vladivoj ruled briefly, during which time he accepted the duchy as an imperial 
fief from the German king Henry II.59 With support from Bolesław Chrobry, 
Boleslav III returned to the throne, and took revenge on his political adversar-
ies. Several members of a prominent family—the Vršovci—were massacred.60 
Bolesław Chrobry intervened, captured the duke, whom he had blinded and 
imprisoned. Short of any other eligible Přemyslid that would do his bidding, 
the Polish duke assumed power in Prague and briefly ruled as Boleslav IV of 
Bohemia.61 Boleslav III’s brothers, Jaromír (1004–1012) and Oldřich (1012–1033) 
then restored the power of the Přemyslid family with the military assistance of 
King Henry II, who nonetheless divided the duchy between the two brothers 
and Oldřich’s son, Břetislav. The latter, however, became the sole ruler shortly 
after his father’s death and consolidated his power in Bohemia and Moravia 
(1034–1055).62 During his reign, Czech troops invaded Poland and sacked 
Gniezno, but Břetislav had to undergo a “satisfaction,” in order to obtain the 
forgiveness of, and reconciliation with King Henry III. According to Cosmas 
of Prague, shortly after taking Gniezno and just before removing the relics of 
St. Adalbert in order to move them to Prague, Břetislav issued the first set of 
laws (known as the “Břetislav Decrees”), which were meant to consolidate the 
Christian foundations of society in Bohemia.63 Establishing the ordeal by hot 
iron or water as a legal procedure, the duke forbade the burial of the dead in 
fields or forests, as everybody had now to bury their dead “in a cemetery of 
the faithful” (i.e., a church graveyard).64 Cosmas of Prague also attributed to 
Břetislav a speech, which the duke delivered on his deathbed, and according 
to which the seniority principle was implemented to prevent any succession 

59   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 142.
60   Thietmar of Merseburg, Chronicle II 29, p. 255; Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 37, 

p. 68. For Boleslav III, see Kalhous, “Boleslav III.” For the Bohemian aristocracy in the 
10th century, see Kalhous, “Čeští velmoži.” For the Vršovci, see Kopal, “Neznámý známý 
rod”; Wolverton, Hastening, pp. 48–49. For the archaeology of elites in early Přemyslid 
Bohemia, see Tomková, “Die frühmittelalterliche Elite”; Profantová, “Die Elite” and “Power 
elites.”

61   Urbańczyk, “Boleslav IV.”
62   For Břetislav’s reign, see Žemlička, Čechy, pp. 55–75; Krzemieńska, Břetislav I.
63   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle II 4, pp. 86–88. See Pauk, “Radix.”
64   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle II 4, p. 88; English translation, p. 117. It is important to 

note that Cosmas’s version of non-Christian burial involves forests and fields, but makes 
no mention of barrows. For the archaeology of burials in prehistoric barrows in Christian 
Bohemia, see Hejhal and Lutovský, “In agris sive in silvis.” For the archaeological correlates 
of the political changes implemented by Duke Břetislav, see Sláma, “Archeologie.”
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crises in the future.65 The principle required that the eldest male in the family 
was the designated successor. Younger sons obtained as royal domains several 
seats of power in Moravia, such as Olomouc, Brno, or Znojmo.66

Under Břetislav, a third monastery established by his father in Sázava (1032) 
became a center for the copying of Old Church Slavonic manuscripts, includ-
ing translations from Latin.67 Whether the production of those manuscripts 
reflects the continuity of the Cyrillo-Methodian tradition of 9th-century 
Moravia remains a matter of debate. There can be no doubt, however, that orig-
inal works of hagiography in Old Church Slavonic were produced in Bohemia, 
such as the First and Second Life of Saint Wenceslas, the Prologue Life of Saint 
Wenceslas, the Prologue Life of Saint Ludmila, and the Prologue Translation of 
Saint Wenceslas.68 Nor is there any debate about the historical importance of 
Procopius, the first abbot of the Sázava, who was canonized in 1203.69

In the mid-11th century, the monks of Sázava maintained ties with Kievan 
Rus’, but the circumstances under which Duke Spytihněv II (1055–1061) ex-
pelled them remain unknown. The community survived in exile in Hungary 
until 1061, when the monks were recalled by Spytihněv’s brother and succes-
sor, Vratislav II (1061–1092).70 Some believe that the return was vehemently 
opposed by Jaromír (Gebhard), the bishop of Prague since 1068. Perhaps in 
an attempt to curb the power of his bishop, Vratislav established a second 

65   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle II 13, p. 102; Wihoda, “Testament.”
66   Měřínský, “Morava,” pp. 225–27 and 230–31; Wihoda, Morava, pp. 115–16; Wihoda, 

Vladislaus Henry, p. 141. The portraits of the Přemyslid dukes have been painted in 1130s 
on the walls of the rotunda of St. Catherine in Znojmo (Friedl, Přemyslovci; Krzemieńska 
et al., Moravští Přemyslovci; Dvořáková, “Dating”).

67   For the Sázava Abbey, see Iwańczak, “Les abbés”; Sommer, “Benediktinské opatství,” 
“Sázava,” and “Der heilige Prokop”; Blahová, “Literarische Beziehungen”; Kopal, “Sázavský 
klášter”; Wihoda, “Das Sázava-Kloster” and “Sázavský klášter.”

68   Kantor, The Origins, pp. 59–112. See also Třeštík, “Manželství”; Nastalska, “‘Bonus et ius-
tus’.” Almost all those texts have been preserved in East Slavic (primarily Russian) manu-
scripts of much later times. For Old Church Slavonic liturgy and literature in 11th-century 
Bohemia, see Clifton-Everest, “Slawisches Schriftum”; Hauptová, “Církevneslovanskě 
písemnictví”; Večerka, Staroslověnská etapa; Kalhous, “Slovanské písemnictvé” and 
“Slawisches Schrifttum”; Konzal, “The continuity of Slavic liturgy.” For diverging posi-
tions on the continuity of the Moravian tradition, see Třeštík, “Slawische Liturgie” and 
“Slovanská liturgie”; Vepřek, “Filologický pohled.”

69   For St. Procopius, see Hanak, “Saint Procopius”; Sommer, Svatý Prokop and “Saint 
Procopius”; Kadlec, Svatý Prokop.

70   Vratislav, who fell out with his brother after Břetislav I’s death in 1055, has also fled 
to Hungary, and has been a refugee at the court of Andrew I (Cosmas of Prague, The 
Chronicle II 15, p. 106). Vratislav later tried unsuccessfully to gain papal approval for the 
use of the Slavonic liturgy. The monks of the Sázava abbey were definitively expelled by 
Vratislav’s younger son, Duke Břetislav II, in 1096, but his reasons for that are unknown.
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bishopric in Olomouc (1063), and then confirmed the foundation of the first 
Benedictine monastery of Moravia, in Hradisko near Olomouc (1078).71 During 
the Investiture Controversy Vratislav II was on the side of Emperor Henry IV, 
and he was rewarded for his efforts with the title of king.72 Whether the title 
was hereditary or not, relations between the Empire and the Bohemian king 
remained close. One of the most valuable manuscripts of medieval Bohemia, 
the so-called Codex of Vyšehrad, was commissioned for Vratislav’s coronation.73 
It is often assumed that Vratislav granted a privilege to the German inhabit-
ants of Prague, who were now regarded as “guests” and placed under ducal  
protection.74 Similar privileges may have also been granted to the Jews, who 
were under direct ducal control in economic terms, and under his jurisdic-
tion for any disputes with the duke’s subjects.75 Vratislav built a second seat of 
power in Vyšehrad, a little farther upstream from Prague, on the opposite bank 
of the river Vltava. Although the idea that a stone fortification existed there in 
the 11th century cannot be substantiated archaeologically, the Church of Sts. 
Peter and Paul is clearly Vratislav’s foundation and must be associated with the 
beginnings of the Vyšehrad chapter.76

3 Transformations of the High Middle Ages

Before Vratislav’s death in 1092, a succession crisis began to take shape, as 
the king attempted to promote his many sons over his surviving brothers, 

71   Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” pp. 242 and 247. For the ecclesiastical organization and monas-
ticism in 11th-century Bohemia, see Kalhous, “Problémy.”

72   Obrazová and Turský, “Cesta”; Wolverton, Hastening, p. 253; Malaťák, “Korunovace”; 
Třeštík, “‘Gloria regni’”; Wihoda, První Česká království, pp. 119–69; Reitinger, Vratislav. 
According to Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 236, the title (“king of Bohemia and Poland”) 
was also meant to diminish the position of the ruler of Poland, Władysław Herman. For a 
different interpretation, see Žemlička, Čechy, pp. 107–109. For the Investiture Controversy 
in Bohemia, see Suchánek, “Ohlasy.”

73   Probably a product of the scriptorium of the Abbey of St. Emmeram in Regensburg, the 
codex contains a feast service for St. Wenceslas, who had become the patron saint of the 
Přemyslid dynasty. See Merhautová, “Kodex”; Merhautová and Spunar, Kodex vyšehradský.

74   For “guests” in Bohemia and Moravia, see Žemlička, “Die Deutschen,” “Naši Němci,” and 
“The Germans.” See also Leśniewska, Kolonizacja and “Středověká německá kolonizace.”

75   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 259. The Jewish community in Prague was sufficiently 
large to be the target of violence in 1096. For the archaeology of Jewish life in Prague, see 
Wallisová, “První etapa”; Dragoun, “Záchranný výzkum.”

76   For the Vyšehrad Castle, see Pleszczyński, Vyšehrad; Moucha et al., Vyšehrad. For the 
church of Sts. Peter and Paul, see Nechvátal, Kapitulni chrám.
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thus bypassing the principle of seniority set in the “Testament of Břetislav.”77 
Nonetheless, Vratislav’s brother Conrad succeeded him, followed by his 
nephew, Břetislav II (1092–1100), who attempted to limit succession to his 
father’s descendants (to the exclusion of Conrad’s son, Oldřich, and Otto’s 
sons, Svatopluk and Otto). He was indeed succeeded by his brother, Bořivoj I  
(1100–1107, 1117–1120). In the ensuing civil wars, his cousin Svatopluk man-
aged to gain power and ruled briefly (1107–1109), followed by his other cousin 
(Bořivoj’s younger brother), Vladislav. The latter’s rule (1110–1117, 1120–1125) was 
challenged both by Bořivoj and by Svatopluk’s younger brother (the senior in 
the family), Otto II.78 Following Vladislav’s death in 1125, Soběslav, the last liv-
ing son of King Vratislav II, took the throne (1125–1140) and managed to defeat 
his cousin, Otto II, as well as his German allies in the battle of Chlumec (1126).79 
Despite his efforts to secure the throne for his older son, Vladislav, the Czech 
noblemen gathered in assembly in 1140 chose as their duke another Vladislav, 
the son of the late duke Vladislav I.80 The new duke quickly marginalized the 
powerless members of the large Přemyslid family and favored his own brothers 
Theobald and Henry, as well as the successors of those Přemyslids who ruled in 
Olomouc, Brno, and Znojmo.81

Vladislav is the hero of Vincent of Prague, the author of a chronicle that, to-
gether with that of Gerlach of Milevsko, represents the main source for the his-
tory of Bohemia during the second half of the 12th century. Vincent’s Vladislav 
had Samson’s strength and David’s bravery, and he threw himself into battle to 
give an example to his soldiers of courage and stamina (see chapter 28). This 
is true both for his battle against his political enemies at home and the Italian 
campaign on behalf of Frederick Barbarossa.82 He was handsomely rewarded 
for that: in 1158, in recognition for his military service, Vladislav obtained the 
title of king.83 During his conflict with the Přemyslids in Moravia, the bishop 
of Olomouc, Henry Zdík (1126–1150) was one of Vladislav’s strongest allies, 

77   Wolverton, Hastening, pp. 200–203, largely on the basis of Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle 
II 37–48, pp. 134–55.

78   Žemlička, Čechy, pp. 121–46.
79   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 169. For the reign of Soběslav I, see Dragoun, “Konflikt”; 

Pleszczyński, “‘Sobeslaus’”; Vaniček, Soběslav I.
80   Wihoda, “Sněmy Čechů.” For Vladislav II, see Žemlička, “Křižovatky.”
81   The main group of marginalized Přemyslids was that of Bořivoj and Soběslav’s sons 

(Wolverton, Hastening, pp. 215–16).
82   Vincent of Prague, Annals, pp. 658, 622, 668–69, and 681–2. For Vincent’s view of Vladislav 

II, see Kernbach, “Vladislav II.”; Antonín, The Ideal Ruler, pp. 150 and 217.
83   Žemlička, Čechy, pp. 238–39; Wolverton, Hastening, pp. 12, 62, 160, 236, and 253–54; 

Wihoda, První Česká království, pp. 173–96l; Wihoda, Vladislaus Henry, pp. 21–25 and 64.
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although he almost paid with his life for that loyalty.84 Under Vladislav’s suc-
cessors, Soběslav II (1174–1178) and Frederick (1172–1173, 1178–1189), the power 
of the Přemyslid ruler of Znojmo increased considerably, to the point where 
Conrad Otto II, the senior member of the dynasty during Frederick’s rule, was 
granted the title of margrave of the entire Moravia.85 The “Statutes” attributed 
to Conrad Otto II, but preserved only in the 1222 charter of Přemysl I Otakar, first 
granted privileges to the increasingly powerful nobility.86 The German coloni-
zation was only one aspect of a radical transformation taking place in Bohemia 
shortly before, but especially after 1200. The transformation was “an extensive 
cultural change where the domestic situation formed over a long time encoun-
tered a system of innovations, which had already been developing in western 
Central Europe.”87 One aspect of that transformation was the explosion of 
urban settlements, many of which were new foundations. Archaeological ex-
cavations indicate that the Old Town of Prague, Litoměřice, Opava, and Most 
were all established or otherwise reshaped in the early 13th century.88 To judge 
from the archaeological evidence, the transformation was much more gradual, 
and took considerably longer in the countryside. Nucleated villages cannot be 
dated in Bohemia before the late 13th century, although there is clear evidence 
from the written sources both of assarting (for example, place names such as 
Žďár, “burnt land”) and of settlement in previously uninhabited lands.89

Equally clear, particularly from donation charters, is the evidence of landed 
property.90 Hroznata of Teplá, for example, was a lord “whose social position 
did not primarily depend on service at the sovereign’s court or in the state ap-

84   Wolverton, Hastening, pp. 216–17; Bolina, “Kde byl přepaden biskup Jindřich Zdík”; Hejhal, 
“Poslední Vánoce.”

85   Wolverton, Hastening, pp. 222–23; Wihoda, Vladislaus Henry, pp. 36–37.
86   Wolverton, Hastening, p. 28 and 294 with n. 67. The “Statutes” are traditionally dated to 

1189, the year in which Conrad Otto II became duke of Bohemia (Horák, “K statutům”).
87   Klápště, The Czech Lands, p. 463.
88   For the Old Town of Prague, see Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 103 and 112–18. For Prague 

houses of the late 12th and early 13th centuries, see Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 122–23. 
For Opava and Most, see Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 127–29 and 135–38. For Litoměřice, 
see Žemlička, “Leitmeritz”; Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 367–73 and 427–28. For the 
very developed archaeology of medieval towns in Bohemia, see Velímský, “Archäologie”; 
Klápště, “Zu den Anfängen.”

89   Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 182, 242–71, and 275–81. The earliest example of a nucleated 
village in Bohemia is Svídna, near Slány. For a late 12th- and early 13th-century village, in 
which there are no traces of boundaries, fences, or ditches, see Kováčik, “Záblacany.” For 
the archaeology of medieval villages in Bohemia and Moravia, see also Černý, “Wüste”; 
Klápště and Smetánka, “The archaeology”; Nekuda, “Das frühmittelalterliche Dorf” and 
“Das hoch- und spätmittelalterliche Dorf”; Procházka et al., “Knowledge.”

90   Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 46–58.
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paratus. He relied mainly on inherited property, complemented by his own 
colonization activity.”91 Some of the Czech lords had manors, but many more, 
after ca. 1200, built castles for themselves and their families.92 They also estab-
lished monasteries, which they generously endowed from their own estates. 
Sedlec (now in Kutná Hora), for example, was not only the first aristocratic 
foundation, but also the first Cistercian house established in the Czech lands 
in 1144 by a nobleman named Miroslav and his wife Gertrude.93 Hroznata 
founded the Premonstratensian houses in Teplá (1193) and Chotěšov (1202–
1210).94 Czech noblemen who had participated in the Second Crusade became 
interested in the military-monastic orders, and endowed them generously.95 
The early 13th-century Czech noblemen, some of them called barons or sup-
pani, used coats of arms, sported family names derived from those of their 
castles, and cared about genealogies.96 They also embraced the chivalric ethos 
and culture, particularly after ca. 1250.97

91   Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 68–76, here 75. For Hroznata and his family, see also Kubín, 
“Rodina blahoslaveného Hroznaty” and Blahoslavený Hroznata; Hlinomaz, “Blahoslavený 
Hroznata Tepelský. Přehled” and “Blahoslavený Hroznata”; Charouz, “Duchovni rozměr.” 
For landowning elites in Bohemia, see also Charvát, “Notes”; Žemlička, “Die Anfänge”; 
Čechura, “Zur Grundherrschaftentwicklung”; Jan, “K počátkům českě šlechty.”

92   Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 36–43 and 126–68. To be sure, some manors were also forti-
fied, if only with palisades and fences, as in Bedřichův Světec, in northwestern Bohemia 
(Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 65 and 64 fig. 3.19). At Koválov (southern Moravia), the 
manor was built on top of a motte, surrounded by a deep ditch (Unger, Koválov). For aristo-
cratic castles, see Durdík, Kastellburgen and “Gegenwärtiger Stand”; Klápště, “Poznámky”; 
Razím, “Nad počátky hradů”; Tomas, “Burgus.” Most other castles were royal foundations, 
such as Přimda in western Bohemia, built by Soběslav I or Vladislav II, or Týřov in central 
Bohemia, built by Wenceslas II (Durdík, Hrad Týřov). See Durdík, “Anfänge.”

93   Charvátová, “Cisterciácký řád”; Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 51–52. The monks in Sedlec 
came from the nearby abbey of Waldsassen in the Upper Palatinate. At the end of the 12th 
century, another Cistercian abbey was established in Osek (northwestern Bohemia) by 
Slavek, a member of the powerful Hrabišice family (Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” p. 247). For 
the Hrabišice clan, see Vaniček, “Příspěvek”; Velímský, “Hrabišici” and Hrabišici; Žemlička, 
Počatký, pp. 354–55. For Cistercians in the Czech lands, see also Charvátová, “Filiační sys-
tém”; Pojsl, “Příchod cisterciáků.”

94   Klatečková, “Několik úvah”; Sommer et al., “Bohemia,” p. 247.
95   Jan, “Ivanovice na Hané,” “Böhmische und mährische Adelige,” and “Čeští a moravští 

šlechtici”; Jan and Skřivánek, Němečtí rytíři. To be sure, the Knights Hospitallers also re-
ceived estates in western Bohemia from dukes Vladislav II (Manětín, 1169) and Frederick 
(Kadaň, 1183). For Czech participants in the crusades, see Iwańczak, “Udział Czechów”; 
Hrochová, “La participation tchèque.”

96   Žemlička, Čechy, pp. 358–64; Žemlička, Počatký, p. 365; Vaníček, “Sociální mentalita,”  
pp. 165–66; Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 92–93.

97   Žemlička, Století, pp. 327–28; Žemlička, Počatký, pp. 503–17; Vaníček, “Sociální mentalita,” 
pp. 178–88; Antonín, “From warrior to knight.”
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After 1200, gold was mined from the secondary deposits near the town of 
Bruntál in the Jeseníky Mountains of northern Moravia.98 The town of Písek in 
southern Bohemia was founded by King Wenceslas I (1230–1253) next to gold-
bearing fluvial sediments (Fig. 19.3).99 Extensive silver mining activities began 
in the hilly region between Bohemia and Moravia, particularly at Jihlava, and 
continued in central Bohemia, at Kutná Hora.100 The silver boom of the 13th 
century allowed Bohemian rulers of the early 14th century to strike large coins, 
called groats, with high percentage of silver.101 The 13th century was also a pe-
riod of remarkable cultural developments. The widespread literacy, especially 
among churchmen, is responsible for the generalization of written records for 

98   Wihoda, Vladislaus Henry, pp. 181–86.
99   Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 180–81.
100   Žemlička, Století, pp. 291–94; Žemlička, Počatký, pp. 303–12. For the archaeology of 13th-

century gold and silver mining in Bohemia, see Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 180–84.
101   A Prague groat was worth 12 deniers (Žemlička, Století, p. 297).

figure 19.3  Písek, historical center with the Church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary, the first church of the town established by King Wenceslas I. The  
construction of the church began in 1240 and ended in 1360.
Photo by Jaroslav Jiřík
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all sorts of transactions.102 This was also the time of the earliest Gothic works 
of art and architecture in Bohemia, such as the castles of Zvíkov and Písek 
(both in southern Bohemia) or the abbey church at Třebič, in western Moravia 
(see chapter 29).103

4 The Last Přemyslid Century

Duke Přemysl I Otakar (1197–1230) received in 1203 the crown from the German 
king Otto IV, who granted him the right to transmit the royal title to his  
successors—all members of his own family.104 As a matter of fact, the king had 
the firm support of this brother, the margrave of Moravia, Vladislav Henry.105 
Přemysl I Otakar was among the electors who designated Frederick II king, 
and as a reward, the emperor acknowledged the new status of the Bohemian 
king as imperial prince through the Golden Bull of Sicily (September 1212).106 
The principles spelled out in that privilege were in fact put into practice over 
the next decades, as Přemysl I Otakar’s son (Wenceslas I, 1230–1253), grand-
son (Přemysl II Otakar, 1253–1278), great-grandson (Wenceslas II, 1278–1305), 
and great-great-grandson (Wenceslas III, 1305–1306), all ruled after him as 
kings of Bohemia.107 The kingdom expanded in the mid-13th century into the 
Babenberg lands in what is now Austria, and then into southern Poland under 
Wenceslas II, who was proclaimed king of Poland in 1300.108 Wenceslas is cred-
ited with the foundation of the first Franciscan convent in Prague, at the church 

102   Hlaváček, “Allgemeine Vorbedingungen” and “The use”; Žemlička, Počatký, pp. 526–32. For 
the use of ducal charters before 1200, see Bistřický, “Übersicht.”

103   Žemlička, Počatký, pp. 532–39; Kuthan, Splendor, pp. 95–126.
104   Žemlička, “Tertius rex Bohemorum”; První Česká království, pp. 199–255. For Přemysl I  

Otakar I, see also Žemlička, Počatký, pp. 91–103. Together with the crown, Přemysl I 
Otakar also received the right of investiture and control over the bishops in Bohemia 
and Moravia. His divorce from Adelheid and attempt to remarry Constance, the daughter 
of King Béla III of Hungary played a great role in Pope Innocent II’s thwarting Přemysl I 
Otakar’s efforts to obtain the elevation of the see of Prague to the status of archbishopric 
(Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 386).

105   Wihoda, Vladislaus Henry, pp. 112–33.
106   Wihoda, Die sizilischen Goldenen Bullen. A separate privilege issued at that same time 

granted a property named “Mocran et Mocran” to the margrave of Moravia and his heirs. 
Much ink has been spilled over the location of that estate and its relation to Moravia 
(Žemlička, “Mocren”; Wihoda, Vladislaus Henry, pp. 105–107 and 109–12).

107   Jan, “Budování.” For Wenceslas I, see Žemlička, Počatký, pp. 153–94; Bárta, “Smiření otce.” 
For Přemysl II Otakar, see Žemlička, Století, pp. 151–83. For Wenceslas II, see Jan, Václav II. 
Král and Václav II. Struktury.

108   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 239.
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of St. Jacob.109 During the last quarter of the 13th century, monasteries played 
a key role as economic centers on the newly gained estates of the aristocracy.110 
Members of the upper aristocracy obtained large privileges under Přemysl II 
Otakar, who created the land’s court, an institution which, towards the end of 
the 13th century, adjudicated all disputes over allodial property between noble-
men and other freemen.111 However, the notion that by the late 13th-century 
the kingdom of Bohemia had become a “privatized state,” in which the royal 
administration had renounced its role in internal affairs in favor of the nobility 
has recently been criticized as a misinterpretation.112

Upon the death of King Andrew III of Hungary in 1301 (see chapter 18), 
Wenceslas II’s son (future Wenceslas III) was crowned king by the Archbishop 
of Kalocsa with the approval of a great number of Hungarian (but not 
Croatian) magnates. However, in the ensuing conflict with Charles Robert of 
Anjou, his position in Hungary was weakened, and in 1304, he left for Bohemia. 
He also lost Poland shortly after his father’s death, and was himself murdered 
on August 4, 1306, at the age of 16. With him, the Přemyslid dynasty also came 
to an end on the male line.113

109   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 352. By contrast, the earliest Dominican houses were es-
tablished by members of the nobility or female members of the dynasty.

110   Pauk, “Klasztor.”
111   Jan, “Zrod.” The rise to power of the Vítkovci clan in southern Bohemia, even after their 

defeat by King Přemysl II Otakar (1276), and the influence of their most prominent mem-
ber, Záviš of Falkenštejn upon the young Wenceslas II (whose mother he married) may 
be viewed as another symptom of the same phenomenon (Berend et al., Central Europe,  
pp. 417–18).

112   Žemlička, “České 13. století.” Contra: Jan, “Dominium generale.” See also Hlaváček, 
“Panovnické listiny.”

113   For the political events of the first decade of the 14th century, following the assassination 
of Wenceslas III, see Šusta, Poslední Přemyslovci, pp. 431–530.
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chapter 20

Population: Size, Health, Migration

The earliest census data for any part of Eastern Europe cannot be dated before 
1600, and in many regions nothing of that nature is available until the late 19th 
century.1 Throughout the period taken into consideration in this book, most 
written records contain no reliable data on population size. Historians have 
therefore relied either on proxy data or on retrogressive estimates. The latter 
are often based on a combination of sources. For example, Estonian historians 
have employed the Danish Census Book of the early 13th century, which re-
corded the size of arable (and therefore taxable) land measured in plowlands 
(unci). Under the assumption that a plowland was the area that could be culti-
vated by means of one plow, some have estimated the medieval population of 
present-day Estonia at between 100,000 and 200,000 people.2 The latter figure is 
also the estimate for the 15th-century population of Moldavia (eastern part of 
Romania, between the Carpathian Mountains and the river Prut, and the lands 
of present-day Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, between the Prut and the 
Dniester Rivers).3 On the basis of the floor area of sunken-feature buildings of 
the same phase in several settlement sites excavated in Moldavia, the popula-
tion of that region for the 6th and 7th centuries has been estimated at between 
30,000 and 45,000 people, with a slight increase (40,000 to 50,000 inhabitants) 
for the 8th and 9th centuries.4 Much smaller figures have been obtained on 
the basis of data from 49 cremation barrows of south-eastern Estonia, and the 
observation that each barrow contained the burials of between 4 and 6 indi-
viduals. The total number of such burials was therefore calculated to between 
5,462 and 6,827, all dated between the 6th and the 10th centuries, which sug-
gests that between 273 and 344 people were buried in barrows in southeastern 

1   The earliest census for the Czech lands is that of 1651, followed by the census carried out 
under Joseph II for the lands of the former kingdom of Hungary in 1784–1785. For the regions 
of present-day Romania outside the Carpathian Mountains, the first population census was 
conducted in 1859–1860, while for Bulgaria, the earliest census is that of 1886. For the regions 
of Poland taken by Prussia in the late 18th century, the first census is that of 1895, while in 
Russia the first census was conducted in 1897.

2   Tervel, “Adramaa”; Palli, Eesti rahvastiku ajalugu, pp. 12–13 and 22; Tvauri, The Migration 
Period, p. 306.

3   Mitrea, “Estimări,” p. 335.
4   Mitrea, “Estimări,” pp. 334–35. A 6th- to 7th-century village with up to 30 houses may have 

had between 116 and 145 inhabitants, while the population of an 8th- to 9th-century village 
with some 32 houses was between 128 and 160 people.
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Estonia for each one of those centuries. Given that the whole area of south-
eastern Estonia is about 965 square miles, the resulting, mean population den-
sity (between 28.5 and 36.2 persons for every 100 square miles) is far lower than 
that implied by the estimated population of the whole of Estonia.5 That that 
may indeed have been the case results from a model of stationary population 
based on the anthropological analysis of the human bones from stone grave in 
Maidla (northeastern Estonia). The model indicates that the family who lived 
there between the 10th and the 13th centuries was no larger than 8 to 9 indi-
viduals, including 3 to 4 children.6 The lands to the north and to the west from 
Lake Peipus must have indeed been sparsely populated on the eve of the Baltic 
Crusades (see chapter 27). Although the territory of Estonia is almost seven 
times smaller than that of Poland, a relatively similar density of population has 
been also postulated for the lands included, after the year 1000, into the Piast 
state. Polish scholars believe that Poland had some 1.25 million inhabitants by 
that time, but 2.5 million by 1300.7 The population of Poland around AD 600 
is therefore estimated as five times smaller than that, but serious doubts have 
been recently raised about the initial models advanced for the presumed Slavic 
migration. Polish scholars now agree that a much lower population density 
must be presumed both for Poland and the lands farther to the southeast from 
which the Slavs are believed to have immigrated.8

Immigration—in this case, of the Magyars—has also been the starting 
point of long discussions regarding the population of medieval Hungary.9 
On the basis of the figures advanced for the conquering Magyars in various 
sources, calculations suggest a population of half a million people (including 
the population the Magyars found in the Carpathian Basin), which grew to 

5   Ligi, “Kul’tura”; Tvauri, The Migration Period, p. 306. Much like in Moldavia, the population 
increased suddenly after ca. 900 (during the “Viking Age”), as clearly indicated by the con-
siderably larger number of settlements. For the 10th- to 11th-century “demographic boom” in 
Moldavia, see Teodor, “Evoluţia,” p. 279.

6   Allmaë, “Grave 2,” p. 16.
7   Ładogórski, “Zaludnienie”; Samsonowicz, “Remarks,” p. 19; Berend et al., Central Europe,  

p. 251. The conclusion is supposedly substantiated by the model of population growth in the 
parish of Dziekanowice (Greater Poland) based on 19th- and early 20th-century parish regis-
ters (Budnik et al., “Dynamika biologiczna”).

8   Piontek, “Climatic changes,” “Zastosowanie modelu,” and “Origin of the Slavs.” For a good 
summary of the debate, see Makiewicz, “W sprawie aktualnego stanu badań,” pp. 19–24; 
Dulinicz, “Antropologia fizyczna.”

9   The issue of how large the immigrant Magyar population was is related to a broader discus-
sion of the size of nomad populations in the steppe lands north of the Black and Caspian 
Seas (Tortika, “Ekologicheski vozmozhnaia”; Pylypchuk, “Skol’ko bylo kypchakov?”).
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between 1.8 and 2 million around 1300.10 For much, if not all of this, there is in 
fact no documentary basis whatsoever. In fact, as Pál Engel put it, “the available 
evidence is hardly sufficient for even the wildest estimate.”11 He most likely 
had in mind the written evidence, in the absence of which archaeologists and 
historians alike have turned to proxy data. Some have used floor areas of ex-
cavated dwellings or entire (fortified) settlements to estimate the number of 
occupants within every individual phase.12 The results are surprisingly con-
servative. For example, when applied to fortified sites in the Iron Gates seg-
ment of the 6th-century, Danube frontier of the early Byzantine Empire, this 
approach has shown that the entire defense system may have relied on no 
more than a legion with an operational strength of 5,000 men.13 Others used 
a Geographical Information System (GIS)-based approach to gauge the varia-
tions in population levels over several centuries, and especially to point to de-
mographic collapse.14 It became apparent that during the existence of the large  

10   Kovacsics, József. “A történeti demográfia”; Kristó, “Magyarország lélekszáma,” 
“Magyarország népei,” and “Die Bevölkerungszahl.” For comparisons between the 10th 
and the 11th centuries, see Györffy, “A honfoglalók száma”; Szűcs et al., “Hajdúdorog-
Temetőhegy”; Kristó, “Hányan voltak a honfoglalók?” For micro-regional perspectives, see 
Mende, “Alsorajk-Kastélydomb”; Szathmáry, “A Tiszántúl népességeinek rekonstrukciója.” 
There is still a debate among Hungarian historians as to the demographic consequences 
of the Mongol invasion of 1241. Some argue for quite large numbers of victims (Kristó, 
“A tatárjárás korának demográfiai”), others are more cautious (Fügedi, “A tatárjarás de-
mográfiai következményeiről”).

11   Engel, The Realm, p. 58.
12   Mitrea, “Estimări”; Kardulias, “Estimating population”; Šalkovský, Häuser, p. 81. For the 

theory behind the idea of using floor areas as proxy data, see Brown, “Population estima-
tion.” By contrast, the idea of employing pottery shards for population estimates (Kohler 
and Blinman, “Solving mixture problems”) had no echo in Eastern Europe.

13   Curta, The Making, pp. 182 and 184 fig. 13. It is also clear that floor areas of early medieval 
sunken-featured buildings strongly suggest the existence of nuclear, not extended families 
within single residential units. The large proportion of nuclear family households in later 
centuries has also been confirmed by computer simulations (Hammel, “Demographic 
constraints”). For a good cautionary tale against the idea of using (only) nuclear families 
for population estimates, see Pushkareva, “Russkaia sem’ia.”

14   Volkmann, Siedlung, “Region,” and “Archaeological Information Systems.” The pollen 
diagrams from the area under investigation confirm the demographic chasm at the 
beginning of the Middle Ages (Ciesielski et al., “Sozioökonomische und geografische 
Bedingungen”). The emigration of the Slavs has been associated with an ecological crisis, 
the main reasons for which were supposedly podzolization (caused by slash-and-burn 
form of agriculture) and epizootics (itself caused by the depletion of soils of basic metals, 
especially cobalt) (Shevchenko, V zone). Nonetheless, there are no archaeological indica-
tions of a demographic collapse in any of the regions believed to have been the Slavic 
Urheimat. For the application of GIS to the study of settlement history (and, by implica-
tion, of demographic variation), see also Kučera and Macháček, “GIS” and “Pohansko”; 
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strongholds in 9th-century Moravia, a vast network of satellite settlements 
was created in the hinterland of each one of them. All those settlements were 
abandoned (but not destroyed) at the same time as occupation of the strong-
holds ceased shortly after AD 900. Conversely, a great number of settlement 
sites appeared in northwestern Russia during the 8th and 9th centuries, which 
has been interpreted as a demographic explosion. That sudden increase was at 
least partly the result of immigration.15 A population surge in late 11th- and 12th-
century Thrace has also been attributed to a migration from the regions north 
of the Stara Planina mountains that had been devastated by the Pechenegs.16

1 Migrants

The study of migrations in medieval Eastern Europe has entered a radically 
new phase with the introduction of biogeochemical techniques for the identi-
fication of the first-generation of immigrants.17 The strontium isotope analysis 
of a number of skeletons from the Viking-age cemetery in Bodzia (Poland; see 
chapter 17) suggests that many of those buried there were from Kievan Rus, 
perhaps Varangians in local retinues of warriors, together with their wives 

Sikora and Wroniecki, “Zobaczyć niewidoczne?”; Kalamara et al., “The digital mapping 
programme”; Sergeev et al., “Primenenie metodov inzhenernoi geofiziki”; Bakhshiev and 
Kolonskikh, “Metody prostranstvennogo analiza.”

15   Callmer, “The rise,” pp. 152–53.
16   Borisov, “Demographic and ethnic changes,” pp. 75–77. Others have advanced the idea 

of a “return migration” of the population of Thrace to northern Bulgaria a century later 
(Stanev, “Migraciiata”; contra: Kirilov, “Mnimoto izselvane”). For small-scale migration in 
12th- and 13th-century Poland, see Kaleta, “Migracja.”

17   Biogeochemical values are compared for dental and skeletal elements that formed at 
different times over an individual’s lifetime. If those values are different for dental and 
skeletal elements, then the individual in question must have moved from one geologic or 
environmental zone to another during his or her lifetime. The underlying idea is that dur-
ing an individual’s life development, strontium substitutes for calcium in hydroxyapatite, 
the mineral component of enamel and bone. Enamel (on the permanent teeth) is formed 
in early childhood and does not change through life. It is also the hardest tissue in the 
skeleton and therefore resistant to decay and diagenesis. The ratio of the radiogenic iso-
tope of strontium, 87Sr, and one stable isotope of strontium, 86Sr, found in the teeth and 
in the bones reflect the 87Sr/86Sr found in plants, animals, and water that the individual 
in question consumed during his or her lifetime. That in turn reflects the isotope ratios 
found in the soil and bedrock of the specific region in which the individual lived. If the 
isotopic ratios of the place of burial are different from those of the enamel, then the indi-
vidual in question must be a migrant, who changed residence during his or her lifetime. 
See Schweissing, “Archäologische Fragen” and “Neuankömmlinge.”
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and children.18 Similar conclusions have resulted from the isotope analysis of  
tooth enamel from skeletal material found in the 6th-century cemeteries of 
Lužice and Holubice (Czech Republic). There were many immigrants among 
those buried in those cemeteries, each one of which was in use over three 
successive generations.19 An integrative study of the skeletons from the 6th-
century cemetery recently excavated in Szólád (on the southern shore of Lake 
Balaton, in Hungary), which employed anthropological, molecular genetic, 
and biogeochemical techniques has shown that after just one generation, the 
settlement of the small community, and its adjacent cemetery, were aban-
doned, most likely because of emigration.20 Sometimes, however, the stron-
tium isotope analysis produces unexpected results. Only 5 out 17 skeletons in 
the 5th- to 9th-century cemetery located to the south from the late Roman 
fort in Keszthely-Fenékpuszta (at the western Hungary) were of immigrants, 
but they were all buried in exactly the same manner and style as the locals.21 
Although still in an incipient stage, the application of biogeochemical tech-
niques to the study of human migration in Eastern Europe during the early 
Middle Ages strongly suggests a high degree of mobility for a relatively small 
number of people over a relatively short period of time. It is impossible to as-
sess the significance of such population movements for the demographic pro-
file of any given region in Eastern Europe.

2 Diet

The results of the anthropological study of excavated cemeteries, especially 
the sexing and ageing of the skeletal material, has also produced abundant 
evidence for basic demographic indicators, such as life expectancy, child popu-
lation, sex and age ratios, as well as the death rate.22 For example, children 

18   Price and Frei, “Badania.” A Scandinavian origin has been established on the basis of 
biogeochemichal research for the 41 individuals buried in the mid-8th century in two 
ships discovered on the southwestern coast of the Saaremaa island (Estonia) (Price et al., 
“Isotopic provenancing”).

19   Tejral, “K současnému stavu,” p. 59.
20   Alt et al., “Lombards.”
21   Heinrich-Tamáska and Schweissing, “Strontiumisotopen- und Radiokarbonuntersu-

chungen”, pp. 466–67. No more than a quarter of the entire population buried in 
Keszthely-Fenékpuszta is made up of “foreigners.” For a comparison between the re-
sults of the biogeochemical studies done on the skeletons from Szólád and Keszthely-
Fenékpuszta, see Peters et al., “Schmelztiegel Balaton?”

22   Kondova and Cholakov, “Antropologichni danni”; Wrzesińska and Wrzesiński, 
“Rekonstrukcja” and “Mieszkańcy”; Justus, “Initial demographic observations”; Mikić, 
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and teenagers represent almost a third of all individuals buried in the large, 
6th-century cemetery excavated in Holubice (Moravia, Czech Republic). 
Most adults in that cemetery died between 40 and 50 years of age, but there 
is a considerable difference between the life expectancy of men and women,  
respectively.23 Similarly most adults buried in three Avar-age cemeteries ex-
cavated in Austria (Zwölfaxing, Zillingtal, and Leobersdorf) died between 20 
and 30 years of age, but that a very large number of individuals buried in those 
cemeteries never reached 14 years of age. Even more interesting is the observa-
tion, according to which high-status women died at a much younger age than 

“Paleodemografska interpretacija”; Živný, “Demografie”; Sládek and Macháček, 
“Skeletons.” The sexing of sub-adult skeletons is now possible because of molecular 
anthropology (Mertlová and Drozdová, “DNA based sex determination”; Boberová and 
Drozdová, “DNA-based sex determination”). Unfortunately, molecular archaeology has 
much more often been used for tracking migrations, with results that are often dubious, 
especially when associated with the so-called “DNA genealogy” (Barač et al., “Y chromo-
somal heritage”; Jurić, Genetičko podrijetlo; Malyarchuk et al., “Mitochondrial DNA vari-
ability in Bosnians” and “Mitochondrial DNA variability in the Czech population”; Bosch 
et al., “Paternal and maternal lineages”; Grzybowski et al., “Complex interaction”; Tömöry 
et al., “Comparison”; Csányi et al., “Y-chromosome analysis”; Mielnik-Sikorska et al., “The 
history”; Klesov, “Chitaia”; Stamatoyannopoulos et al., “Genetics”). For mortuary archae-
ology and demography, see Lang and Ligi, “Muistsed.” For attempts to address questions 
of demography and population health on the basis of the written sources, see Myśliwski, 
“Starość”; Józsa, “Az Arpád-kori magyarság.”

23   Tejral et al., Langobardische Gräberfelder, pp. 158–59. A similar proportion of child buri-
als appears in other 5th- and 6th cemeteries with both inhumations (Bratislava-Rusovce, 
Slovakia: Šefčáková et al., “Langobarské pohrebisko,” p. 87; Eski Kermen, Crimea, Ukraine: 
Jacobi et al., “Eski Kermen,” p. 339) and cremations (Rõsna-Saare, Estonia: Allmaë and 
Maldre, “Rõsna-Saare I,” p. 126; Mitino, Russia: Skvorcov, Mogil’nik Mitino, p. 202; Ocna 
Sibiului, Romania: Protase, Cimitirul, p. 59). Moreover, the proportion appears typical for 
9th- to 12th-century cemeteries in Slovakia (Hanuliak, “Gräberfelder,” p. 166). The 7th- 
to 8th-century cemeteries excavated in Slovakia (Komárno: Jakab, “Anthropologische 
Analyse,” pp. 315–16) and Bulgaria (Balchik: Ruseva, “Predvaritelni rezultati,” p. 201) offer 
a larger proportion—up to 45 percent. The same is true for several 4th- to 12th-century 
inhumation cemeteries in Lithuania (Kurila, “Cremation,” p. 74). The largest proportion 
of children—55 percent—is that of the late 8th- to mid-11th-century cemetery excavated 
in Dolní Věstonice-Na Piskách (southern Moravia, Czech Republic), one of the largest, 
early medieval cemeteries in East Central Europe (Živný, “Struktura,” p. 32). Given that 
a large proportion of children is typical for 9th- and early 10th-century cemeteries in the 
region, (Great) Moravia appears to have a lower life expectancy at birth and a greater 
child mortality rate than any other region in Europe at that time (Fojtová and Jarošová. 
“Demografie”). By contrast, children represent only 16.8 percent of all graves in the very 
large medieval cemetery excavated in Sibiu-Huet Square (Istrate et al., The Medieval 
Cemetery, p. 126).
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both high-status men and women of a lower status.24 Further observations 
on the skeletal material from the 5th- to 6th-century cemetery excavated in 
Plinkaigalis (Lithuania), on the basis of trace element analysis (particularly the 
presence of calcium, zinc, copper, manganese, iron, lead, and strontium, as 
well as the ratios of zinc to calcium and of strontium to calcium), strongly sug-
gest that men of high social status ate more food rich in animal protein than 
women of high social status, whose diet was based mostly on plant products.25

Both biogeochemical and trace element analysis of skeletal remains from 
cemeteries has been recently employed for reconstructing the daily diet of 
medieval populations.26 Chryssi Bourbou’s research has skillfully revealed that 
besides relying on the trio of Mediterranean staples—grain, oil, and wine—
the diet of the medieval inhabitants of Greece included significant amounts 
of animal and marine protein.27 This is in sharp contrast to the situation in 
Croatia during the early Middle Ages, when, despite the relative proximity of 
the sea, marine resources were completely ignored and the diet relied primar-
ily on grain (especially millet).28 Contrary to the expectation that the end of 

24   Grefen-Peters, “Zur Anthropologie.” The explanation advanced, that high-status women 
married and had children at a comparatively younger age is, of course, little more than 
circumstantial evidence. The differential study of life expectancy on the basis of crema-
tion and inhumation cemeteries in early medieval Lithuania shows contradictory re-
sults: the life expectancy for males is longer than for females in cremation cemeteries, 
but the other way around in inhumation cemeteries. Moreover, “male life expectancies 
are higher in cremations than in inhumations, and just the opposite for females” (Kurila, 
“Cremation,” p. 78). For very similar conclusions drawn on the basis of cemeteries exca-
vated in neighboring Latvia, see Zariņa, “The social status.”

25   Jankauskas and Kozlovskaia, “Biosocial differentiation.” High-status men in Plinkaigailis 
were also less exposed to stress than lower status men, as indicated by the incidence of 
linear enamel hypoplasia (Palubeckaitė, “Patterns”). For similar conclusions on the basis 
of a larger sample from a much latter period, see Tóth, “A halandósági viszonyok.” For 
trace element analysis revealing the same daily diet for men and women buried in a 10th- 
to 11th-century cemetery in Greece, see Papageorgopoulou and Xirotiris, “Anthropological 
research,” p. 215.

26   Bourbou et al., “Reconstructing the diets”; Bourbou, “Fasting or feasting?”
27   Bourbou, “Are we what we eat?” p. 225. The isotope analysis of the skeletal remains from a 

number of sites in Greece dated to the Middle Ages also indicate a low level of consump-
tion of legumes, which contradicts the evidence of the written sources. At the same time, 
the isotopic analysis of child skeletons has shed a remarkable light on medieval weaning 
practices (Bourbou, “Breasts and bottles”).

28   Lightfoot et al., “Changing cultures,” p. 551. In that respect, the dietary profile of the 
early medieval population of Croatia may not have been very different from those of the 
early medieval population in southern Moravia and the medieval population of central 
Hungary, which have been established on the basis of the dental abrasion identified 
on skeletons cemeteries excavated in Dolní Věstonice (Jarošová, “Rekonstrukce”) and 
Visegrád (Kondor, “Dental pathology”), respectively.
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Antiquity and the beginning of the “Dark Ages” in Greece brought about a de-
terioration of both life standards and diet, the bioarchaeological data derived 
from the analysis of the 6th- to 7th-century cemetery in Sourtara (northern 
Greece) show a dependence on carbohydrates in the diet, but also a relative 
low incidence of infectious conditions and the presence of diffuse idiopathic 
skeletal hyperostosis (DISH). The latter is a multisystem hormonal disorder as-
sociated with good living conditions and nutritional status.29 The number of 
studies based on isotope analysis is not yet sufficiently large to begin drawing 
meaningful comparisons between various parts of Eastern Europe, in order to 
answer questions regarding the medieval diet, and whether or not dietary pro-
files were dictated by economic conditions or cultural choices.

3 Diseases

Much more traditional, bioarchaeological studies of human bones have begun 
to shed light on diseases.30 The results are already spectacular, especially when 
compared to the state of research in the late 1980s, when almost every study 
on this topic was based on written sources, and consisted of attempts to iden-
tify specific diseases in rather vague descriptions of symptoms.31 Despite the 
incipient stage of bioarchaeological research in Eastern Europe, some general 
trends are already clear. For example, the high incidence of cribra orbitalia (po-
rotic hyperostosis on the roof of the orbits), a phenomenon relatively common 
in early medieval Europe, which has been generally linked to iron-deficiency 
anemia, is believed to indicate “significantly higher parasite loads, and higher 
frequencies of acute and chronic infectious disease.”32 Increased porosity vis-
ible on infant bones from the 9th- to 11th-century cemetery near the Church 
of St. Mary in Tribalj (near Rijeka, Croatia) points to scurvy.33 New bone lay-
ers on the ribs of a 50 year-old male from that same cemetery may well be a 
sign of tuberculosis, a disease also documented in the 12th- to 13th-century 

29   Bourbou and Tsilipakou, “Investigating the human past,” p. 132.
30   Kozak, “Problemy” and “Sledy”; Berner and Sládek, “Observations”; Bourbou, The People; 

Šlaus, Bioarheologija.
31   Krumphanzlová, “Nemoc a smrt”; Gładykowska-Rzeczycka, “The diseases.”
32   Šlaus, “Osteological and dental markers,” p. 465; see also Šlaus, “Demography,” p. 144; Bedić 

and Novak, “Stenjevec,” pp. 48–50. Periostitic lesions on other bones of the body have also 
been linked to infectious conditions (Bourbou and Tsilipakou, “Investigating the human 
past,” p. 125; Bourbou, “To live and die,” p. 229).

33   Premužić and Rajić Šikanić, “Starohrvatska populacija,” p. 210.
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church graveyards of Wrocław and Sibiu.34 Metastatic carcinoma of a kind 
commonly associated with breast cancer has been blamed for multiple lytic 
lesions on the skull and vertebrae of a 30- to 35-year old woman from the 12th-
century cemetery in Feldioara, which has been attributed to the some of the 
first Saxon “guests” of Transylvania (see chapter 18).35 Some of the most inter-
esting conclusions derived from bioarchaeological studies are those pertaining 
to the spread of leprosy (Hansen’s disease). DNA studies dealing with single-
nucleotide polymorphisms have revealed that cases in 7th- and 10th-century 
Hungary, as well as 9th- to 10th-century Bohemia were all associated with the 
same, particular strain of Mycobacterium leprae.36 The disease has been iden-
tified by means of the macroscopic examination of no less than 7 skeletons 
from two Avar-age cemeteries excavated in Kiskundorozsma near Szeged 
(Hungary). One of those individuals was buried together with a gold coin 
struck in 667/8 for Emperor Constans II, which makes that particular burial 
not only one of the earliest attestations of the leprosy in Europe, but also an 
indication that the diseases may have entered the Carpathian Basin almost a 
century after the arrival of the Avars, most likely via the Balkans and contact 
with Byzantium.37 Leprosy was also attested at a much later date in Poland.38 
Much more difficult is to demonstrate the spread of plague caused by Yersinia 
pestis. The idea that the “Justinianic plague” has spread to the Balkans, caus-
ing a massive depopulation, and thus making room for the Slavic immigrants, 

34   Premužić and Rajić Šikanić, “Starohrvatska populacija,” pp. 210–11; Cieślik, “‘Blada śmierć’”; 
Istrate et al., The Medieval Cemetery, p. 155. The earliest attestation of tuberculosis in 
Eastern Europe so far is in the 6th century (Klárafalva, Hungary: Csajkás, “Csontgümökór”; 
Messene, Greece: Bourbou, “Infectious conditions,” p. 88). For Pott’s disease, see Pósa  
et al., “Egy Árpád-kori temetőben fellelt Pott-gibbusos.”

35   Muja, “A case of metastatic carcinoma.” The earliest cases of cancer known from Eastern 
Europe, however, are those from Late Avar (8th-century) cemeteries in Hungary (Pálfi, 
“The occurrence”; Marcsik et al., “Serious pathological lesions”) and 9th-century cemeter-
ies in Slovakia (Šefčaková et al., “Case of metastatic carcinoma”; Staššíková-Štukovská  
et al., “Doklady,” pp. 5–8).

36   Donoghue et al., “A migration-driven model,” p. 252; Meserve, “A ravaging disease.”
37   Donoghue et al., “Lepra nyomai”; Szalontai, “Ismét az avar kori lepráról” and “Inter-

perszonális kapcsolatok.” That the disease may have spread from Byzantium also results 
from the presence of two burials with leprosy paleopathology in the 7th-century cem-
etery excavated at Vicenne-Campobasso (southern Italy; Donoghue et al., “A migration-
driven model,” p. 253). By the 9th century, leprosy is documented in Moravia, Croatia, and 
Austria. A 22 to 32 year-old male buried in the Arpadian-age cemetery in Zalavár may have 
suffered simultaneously of tuberculosis and leprosy (Christensen et al., “Periostitis and 
osteolysis”). The co-existence of the two diseases in the Middle Ages is now demonstrated 
(Donoghue, et al. “Co-infection”).

38   Kozłowski and Cabalska, “Występowanie.”
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has no basis either in the written or in the bioarchaeological evidence.39 Mass 
burials are not necessarily evidence of plague victims, especially when de-
tailed anthropological analysis indicates clear signs of trauma on multiple 
skeletons.40 The latter is relatively common in the bioarchaeological record 
of Eastern Europe in the Middle Ages. Lethal blows to the head or other parts 
of the body are well documented on 9th- and 10th-century cemetery sites in 
Moravia and Ukraine.41 The 45- to 55-year old man buried in Nagyszénás (near 
Orosháza, in southern Hungary) together with a pair of stirrups dated to the 
second half of the 10th century was perhaps a warrior who died of a several 
axe blows to the head.42 Similarly, the 21- to 25-year old male buried in the 
11th- to 12th-century cemetery of Suhopolje-Kliškovac (northeastern Croatia) 
was most likely killed with a sharp-bladed weapon that cut the right upper 
arm bone.43 Such examples clearly point to the high incidence of intentional 
violence within medieval communities. However, not all traumas were caused 
by interhuman violence. Trunk fractures identified on many male, but also fe-
male skeletons in the medieval cemetery of Giecz (Poland) were most likely 
linked to intensive labor, particularly heavy lifting and repetitive, strenuous  
activities.44 Such activities were most likely associated with agriculture.45  
The lower spine of a 40- to 50-year old woman buried in an isolated, late 6th- 
or early 7th-century grave found in Enisala (Dobrudja, Romania) presented 
multiple fractures, most likely caused by fall from a considerable height. 
Nonetheless, there are clear traces of healing, which suggest that “the indi-
vidual, who must have suffered considerable pain, was well taken care of by 
others—kin group, friends, or community at large—long before death.”46

A recent study has proposed a correlation between biological and social 
status, with “healthier” individuals being also of high social status.47 Others 
have simply linked higher social status to taller stature. The average height of 
the individuals buried in three Avar-age cemeteries in Austria was 168 cm for 

39   Matanov, “Chumni pandemii”; Sołtysiak, “The plague endemic”; Fetner, “Wpływ zarazy 
Justyniana.”

40   Unger, “Epidemie a války.”
41   Hanuliak, “Informácie”; Kozak, “Travmatychni zminy.”
42   Langó et al., “10. századi sírok,” pp. 536–38.
43   Šlaus and Novak. “Analiza trauma,” pp. 219–20.
44   Agnew and Justus, “Preliminary investigation.” Degenerative changes of intervertebral 

joints have also been linked to intensive labor (Kwiatkowska et al., “Zmiany”).
45   Beňuš and Masnicová, “Možnosť rekonštrukcie.”
46   Ailincăi et al., “An early seventh-century female grave,” p. 68.
47   Soficaru, Populaţia, pp. 231–34. The biological score of the Enisala woman, for example, 

is -6, while the social score is 19 (Ailincăi et al., “An early seventh-century female grave,”  
p. 67).
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men and 159 cm for women.48 This is similar to the male and female stature 
established on the basis of the skeletal material from the 11th- to 12th-century 
cemetery excavated in Poznań-Śródka.49 By contrast, most men from the 5th- 
to 6th-century cemeteries in Belgrade and Stari Kostolac. were much taller.50 
Tall people, especially men, were typically buried with more and richer grave 
goods.51 Much may be expected from future studies combining an archaeologi-
cal interest in social status and an integrative approach to the bioarchaeology 
of medieval cemeteries.

48   Grefen-Peters, “Zur Anthropologie,” p. 428. For a diachronic approach, see Mikić, 
“Izuchavanje”; Éry, “Honfoglaló magyarság”; Piontek, “Climatic changes”; Krunić, “Visina 
tela”; Heapost, “Osteologicheskie dannye.”

49   Wrzesińska, “Wyniki,” p. 131.
50   Stefanović, “The necropolis,” p. 172.
51   Borysławski and Rutka, “Wyposażenie.”
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chapter 21

Rural and Urban Economy

Several macro- and micro-regional studies have dealt with the characteristics 
of the medieval economy of Eastern Europe.1 It has become clear that large 
areas in Eastern Europe came under cultivation only in relatively recent times. 
For example, the chernozem belt in the steppe lands in southeastern Romania, 
southern Moldova, and southern Ukraine—some of the most fertile in the 
whole of Europe—became completely plowed only around 1900. The marshy 
lands in southern, but also northeastern Hungary were dried up only in the late 
18th century, when the waterways were regulated and a major part of the for-
mer wetlands was turned into arable land. Furthermore, there can be no doubt 
that throughout the Middle Ages, the demographic pressure was sufficiently 
large to make assarting on a large scale imperiously necessary, particularly in 
large parts of northern and northeastern Russia. Finally, the agricultural tech-
niques employed throughout the Middle Ages (and, in some cases, in the early 
modern period as well) were typical for extensive, not intensive agriculture.2 
Although the common stereotype is that slash-and-burn agriculture was the 
norm, neither the written, nor the archaeological evidence seems to substan-
tiate that idea.3 The analysis of paleobotanical samples from archaeological 
sites, combined with the study of agricultural implements, suggests instead 
that the system in place in many areas of East Central and Eastern Europe was 
a flexible form of a fallow sequence in which arable lands were periodically 
allowed to regenerate naturally for a varying number of years, sometimes for 

1   Tel’nov, “O khoziaistvennoi deiatel’nosti”; Saksa, “Khoziaistvo”; Noonan, “Some obser-
vations”; Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 209–29; Ilieva, “Bulgarian contribution” and 
“Ikonomicheskoto razvitie”; Grigor’ev, “Ob ekonomicheskom razvitii.” For Bohemia, see 
Sláma, “Hospodářství.” For Bulgaria, see Leszka and Marinow, Carstwo bułgarskie, pp. 277–
304. For Croatia, see Fabijanec, “Gospodarstvo.” For (Great) Moravia, see Ivanič, Západní 
Slovania, pp. 64–71. For Hungary, see Laszlovszky, “Földművelés.” For Poland, see Łowmiański, 
“Zagadnienia.” For Rus’, see Cvetkov, “Ekonomicheskaia osnova.”

2   Henning, “Ways of life,” p. 45. However, certain species of weeds indicate the repeated use 
of one and the same plowed field, which in turn suggests intensive agriculture. So far, such 
a situation has been documented only for 8th- to 11th-century sites in the region of the Don 
River (Gorbanenko, “Ril’nytstvo,” p. 117).

3   Laul and Kihno, “Viljelusmajandusliku asustuse”; Comşa, “Date privind agricultura,” p. 356; 
Tvauri, The Migration Period, p. 98.
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as long as was needed for old fields to turn into waste land.4 Elsewhere, the pa-
leobotanical evidence even suggests the existence of the two-, even three-field  
rotation.5 Four 6th- to 7th-century settlement sites excavated in Dulceanca 
were located about two miles from each other on the left bank of the Burdea 
creek in southern Romania (Fig. 21.1).6 This has been interpreted as the archae-
ological correlate of “itinerant agriculture” practiced by a community moving 
periodically over more than a century within a distance of about 10 miles, in 
order to allow old fields to regenerate naturally and clear the land for cultiva-
tion elsewhere.7 Each hamlet included a relatively small number of sunken-
floored and above-ground buildings, each with a fireplace (oven or hearth) in 
a corner.8

4   Bellon, “Földművelés”; Njegovan and Pantelić, Agriculture; Postică, “Agricultura medievală 
timpurie”; Korobushkina, “Sel’skaia gaspadarka”; Rier, Agrarnyi mir; Tel’nov, “O zemledelii”; 
Koloda and Gorbanenko. “K voprosu”; Gorbanenko, “Sil’s’ke gospodarstvo,” “Zemlerobstvo,” 
and “Systemy”; Bejan, “Economia,” p. 274; Tuganaev and Tuganaev, Sostav; Veretiushkina and 
Gorbanenko, “Zemledelie”; Benková, “Rastlinná produkcia”; Biermann et al., An Thaya und 
Notte, pp. 140–48 and 292–94; Bilavschi, “O analiză,” p. 78.

5   Gorbanenko et al., “Zemlerobstvo,” pp. 87–88; Smetánka, Die Geschichte, p. 60; Gorbanenko 
and Pashkevich, Zemlerobstvo, pp. 268–76; Gorbanenko, “Ril’nytstvo,” p. 117; Gotun and 
Gorbanenko, “Zemlerobstvo,” p. 164.

6   Dolinescu-Ferche, Aşezări, “Contributions,” and “Habitats.” Băcueţ Crişan, “Consideraţii” has 
dated the later site to the 9th or even 10th century.

7   Curta, The Making, p. 276.
8   Despite the concomitant presence on several sites in southern Romania of both sunken-floored 

and above-ground buildings, some authors have advanced the idea of two zones of Slavic 
“house cultures”—one in the north (Poland and Germany) with above-ground buildings, the 
other in Romania and the Balkans, with sunken-floored buildings (Milo, Frühmittelalterliche 
Siedlungen, p. 41). Such ideas are contradicted by the results of recent excavations in north-
eastern Slovenia, which have not produced any evidence of sunken-floored buildings, only of 
above-ground buildings (Pavlović, “The settlement” and “Peeking”). Meanwhile, the excava-
tion of settlement sites in the forest zone of northern Russia has produced clear evidence 
of sunken-floored buildings (Nosov and Plokhov, “Poselenie”). The current problems of the 
research on early medieval, rural settlements are largely caused by the tendency to associate 
specific building forms (as well as the associated pottery) to specific ethnic groups, especially 
the Slavs. Sunken-floored buildings, however, are documented for earlier periods as well 
(Masek, “Száz gepida ház”), while above-ground structures such as found in Slovenia have re-
cently been associated with pastoralist communities (Magdič, “New archaeological research,” 
p. 447). For sunken-floored and above-ground buildings, see also Šalkovský, Häuser; Vizauer, 
Aşezări. For sunken-floored buildings, see Pryshchepa and Gorbanenko, “Budivli”; Brather, 
“Grubenhäuser.” For above-ground buildings, see Lavi, “Muinasaja”; Chernykh, Zhilishcha; 
Krylasova and Belavin, “Zhilishcha.” For other rural settlements of the early Middle Ages, see 
Pleinerová, Die altslawischen Dörfer; Mitrea, Comunităţi; Băcueţ Crişan, Aşezările; Harhoiu 
and Baltag, Sighişoara-“Dealul Viilor”; Olteanu et al., Comunitatea; Voinarovs’kyy, Chornivka; 
Klanica, Mutěnice-Zbrod; Makushnykau, Gomel’skoe Podneprov’e; Negru et al., Militari-
Câmpul Boja; Podgórska-Czopek, Grodzisko Dolne; Măgureanu, “Aşezarea”; Matei and Băcueț  
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figure 21.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Athens; 2—Banská Štiavnica;  
3—Bratislava; 4—Buda; 5—Cherson; 6—Ciepłowody; 7—Cracow;  
8—Dubrovnik (Ragusa); 9—Dulceanca; 10—Esztergom; 11—Gdańsk;  
12—Gnezdovo; 13—Henryków; 14—Kiev; 15—Kołobrzeg; 16—Litoměřice; 
17—Melnik; 18—Monemvasia; 19—Moscow; 20—Mstěnice; 21—Niš;  
22—Nitra; 23—Novgorod; 24—Ovruch’; 25—Pereiaslavl’-Zalesskii; 26—Pest; 
27—Pfaffenschlag; 28—Plovdiv (Philippopolis); 29—Poznań; 30—Prague; 
31—Preslav; 32—Riga; 33—Roztoky; 34—Sandomierz; 35—Sibiu;  
36—Siemisławice; 37—Sofia; 38—Svídna; 39—Szczecin; 40—Székésfehérvár; 
41—Tallinn; 42—Tărnovo; 43—Thebes; 44—Thessaloniki; 45—Tmutarakan’; 
46—Trenčin; 47—Trogir; 48—Úherce; 49—Wrocław; 50—Záblacany; 
51—Zadar
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However, there is also evidence of very large settlements, such as Roztoky 
(to the west from Prague, in the Czech Republic), which, moreover, do not 
appear to have the best location possible for either extensive, or intensive  
agriculture.9 No outbuildings are known from early medieval settlements, 
but refuse pits, silos, and wells are documented on several sites.10 While wells 
have been recently used to obtain precise dates from the dendrochronological 
analysis of their timber lining, silos provide important information about agri-
cultural production. Many of them still contained plant seeds (some charred), 
which form the basis of a great number of recent paleobotanical studies. 
Combined with samples of occupation deposits obtained by means of flota-
tion, the evidence of silos has been used not only to identify patterns of bread 
cereal consumption, but also to reconstruct the environment surrounding im-
portant strongholds or towns.11 Paleobotanical samples from 6th- to 7th cen-
tury settlement sites in Eastern Europe show that millet predominated in the 
cereal diet of their inhabitants.12 In East Central Europe, barley and rye played 
a minor role in the agriculture of the early Middle Ages; their importance only 
became apparent after ca. 1100.13 However, both were important cereals in Rus’ 
even before AD 1000. In Gnezdovo (Fig. 21.2), for example, barley dominates pa-
leobotanical samples of the earlier period (10th century), along with two kinds 
of wheat (Triticum aestivum L. and Tr. Dicoccum Schubl.). In later (11th-century) 
samples, the percentage of rye increases, which suggests that lands left fallow 

  Crișan, Contribuții; Odler and Kolník, “Včasnostredoveké sídlisko”; Kolozsi and Szabó, 
“Avar falu”; Tentiuc, Contribuţii; Corbu, Vlădeni-Popina Blagodeasca; Teodor, Așezarea; 
Grozdanova and Popov, “The early medieval settlement”; Mitrea, Așezarea; Bozu et al., 
“Așezarea”; Bonta, Locuirea.

9    Kuna and Profantová, Počátky. According to Kuna et al., “Raně středověké areál,” one part 
of the Roztoky settlement may have been reserved for non-agrarian activities.

10   For refuse pits, see Băcueţ Crişan, “Elemente”; Corbu, “Bordeie.” For silos, see Lamiová-
Schmiedlová, “Zásobnicová jama”; Béres, “Getreidespeichergruben”; Fusek and Samuel, 
“Včasnostredoveká zásobná jama”; Milo, Frühmittelalterliche Siedlungen, pp. 106–10. For 
wells, see Veremeychyk and Gotun, “Kolodiazi”; Biermann, “Der Brunnenbau”; Tomka, 
“Die awarischen Brunnen”; Pleinerová, “Studny”; Salatkienė, “The reconstruction”; Milo, 
Frühmittelalterliche Siedlungen, pp. 133–41; Stanciu, “A well” and “The wells”; Kondé, “Egy 
kút élete.”

11   Gyulai, “Archaeobotanical sources”; Strzelczyk, “Badania roślin”; Aleshinskaia et al., 
“Landshafty”; Hajnalová and Hajnalová, “Der Nitraer Burgberg”; Koszkałka, “Between 
stronghold and village”; Loshenkov and Tret’iakov, “Arkheobotanicheskie kollek-
cii”; Khrisimov, “Khranata”; Chernenko et al., “Svedlovs’ke-1,” pp. 273–76; Látková, The 
Archaeobotany.

12   Gorbanenko, “Paleoetnobotanicheskie materialy,” pp. 309 and 310 fig. 5.
13   Pető et al., “A késő avar kor növényhasznosítási és tájgazdálkodási potenciáljának,” pp. 189 

and 192 fig. 9; Hlavatá, “Archeobotanické nálezy rastlín,” p. 12 and graph 1; Rapan Papeša  
et al., “Arheobotanička analiza,” pp. 275 and 277 fig. 3.
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figure 21.2  Principal sites mentioned in the text. Numbers indicate sites in the list at  
Fig. 21.1
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in the hinterland of Gnezdovo were used to grow winter rye.14 Winter crops 
were perhaps the correlate of stock breeding, as suggested by associated faunal 
remains.15

The analysis of the zooarchaeological material indicates that the vast ma-
jority of the animal bones were of cattle, some used as burden animals, pos-
sibly for traction.16 Changes in subsistence strategies, however, have also been 
detected through the analysis of faunal remains. For example, following the 
abandonment of the large strongholds in Moravia shortly after AD 900, there is 
not only a marked reduction in the cultivation of crops on sites in the region of 
Dyje River (southern Moravia), but also a greater reliance on hunted, than on 
domestic animals.17 Game was also a significant part of the meat available on 
both open and fortified settlements in early medieval Poland. However, the es-
tablishment of the Piast state seems to coincide with a change in stock breed-
ing profiles of many open settlements in Poland—from a predominantly cattle 
to a predominantly pig model.18

Faunal remains strongly suggest that the cattle of Eastern Europe were ani-
mals both shorter and sturdier than those in existence at that same time in 

14   Kir’ianova, “K voprosu.” Together with the two kinds of wheat that appear in Gnezdovo, 
barley was also the most important cereal in the paleobotanical samples from the 
8th- to 10th-century strongholds of Khodosivka, near Kiev (Gotun and Gorbanenko, 
“Zemlerobstvo,” p. 164) and Verkhnyi Saltiv, near Kharkiv (Gorbanenko and Koloda, 
“Sil’s’ke gospodarstvo,” p. 31 and fig. 5), as well as from a 10th-century open settlement 
in Kideksha, on the river Nerl (Makarov et al., “Sobor na pashne,” p. 63). Barley and rye 
were the most important cereals in 7th- to 9th-century Estonia (Tvauri and Vanhanen, 
“The find of pre-Viking age charred grains”). For rye as a later crop in the agriculture of 
the Middle Dnieper region of present-day Ukraine, see Beliaev and Pashkevich. “Zernove 
gospodarstve.” For paleobotany and the study of medieval agriculture, see also Badura, 
“Źródła archeobotaniczne”; Alsleben, “Zemledelie” and “The plant economy”; Pashkevich, 
“Paleoetnobotanichni doslidzhennia.”

15   Bejenaru and Hrişcu, “Creşterea animalelor”; Bejenaru, “Strategia”; Stanc, Relaţiile; 
Hlôška, “Výsledky”; Miklíková, “Archeozoologické nálezy”; Abłamowicz, “Analiza”; 
Serdiuk, “Kharakteristika”; Ninov, “Arkheozoologichni prouchvaniia na srednovekovni 
obekti” and “Arkheozoologicheski prouchvaniia na srednovekovni kreposti”; Šefčáková, 
“Archeozoologické nálezy”; Iwaszczuk, “Zwierzęce szczątki kostne.”

16   Gorbanenko, “Do istorii tvarynnytstva”; Zhuravlev, “Zhivotnovodstvo”; Maldre, “Faunal 
remains”; Haimovici, “The study”; Koloda and Gorbanenko, “Osile tvarynnytstvo”; Koloda 
and Kroitor, “Zhivotnovodstvo”; Susi, “Analiza.” On the 5th- to 7th-century settlement site 
in Obukhiv, however, the predominant species of domestic animals represented in faunal 
samples is the pig (Zhuravlev, “Osteologichni materialy”). Differences have been noted 
at the intrasite level as well, with cattle in the center of the 13th-century village of Muhi 
(Hungary), and goats and pigs on the outskirts (Lyublyanovics, “The cattle of Muhi”).

17   Dreslerová et al., “Subsistenční strategie.”
18   Lasota-Moskalewska, “Polish medieval farming.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   425 3/21/2019   5:08:09 PM



426 chapter 21

other parts of Europe. The sturdy character of the East European species was 
no doubt a form of adaptation to the harsh winters of the continental climate.19 
Indeed, no structures have been found on any settlement site in East Central or 
Eastern Europe that could have been used for stockbreeding.20 In other words, 
stabling or livery, as practiced in Western Europe throughout the Middle Ages, 
does not seem to have been known to farmers in Eastern Europe. That may also 
explain why implements directly associated with stockbreeding—cattle bells, 
branding irons, shears, or even plow chains—rarely, if ever appear in hoards of 
agricultural implements and weapons.21 Such hoards are assemblages most typ-
ical for the early medieval period in several parts of East Central, Southeastern 
and Eastern Europe.22 In many of them, plowshares appear together with coul-
ters, a clear indication that such agricultural implements were meant for rich 
soils, despite the relatively small size of both categories of implements, which 
suggests that there was no deep plowing.23 It is therefore no surprise that some 
of the earliest agricultural tool kits appear on 8th- to 9th-century settlements 
in the lands of Eastern Europe under Khazar rule. It is from the chernozem 
belt of Eastern Europe that asymmetrical plowshares (meant to turn the turf 

19   Bökönyi, “The development,” pp. 42–43. Pigs were allowed to roam freely, which explains 
crossbreeding with the wild boar. The Avars or the Magyars introduced to East Central 
Europe a type of sheep from the southern region of the Near East, the so-called “Zackel” 
group, with horns standing up in a horizontal shape.

20   Milo, Frühmittelalterliche Siedlungen, pp. 104–106 and 115–18.
21   Henning, “Ways of life,” p. 47. By contrast, Roman and late antique hoards include im-

plements related to stockbreeding (Cholakov, “Antichnoto stopanstvo” and “Ancient 
economy”). For individual finds of cattle bells, see Kulakov, Drevnosti, pp. 75 and 143 pl. 
XLIX/2; Popović and Bikić, Vrsenice, pp. 63 and 87 fig. 62/4, 7; Koloda and Gorbanenko, 
Sel’skoe khoziaistvo, pp. 119–20 and 119 fig. 66; Skvorcov, Mogil’nik, pp. 132–33 and 774 pl. 
DCLXXI/1. For a rare case of shears in an early medieval hoard of agricultural implements, 
see Gorbanenko et al., “Skarb,” p. 86 with fig. 7. For hoards of agricultural implements, 
that also include plow chains, see Vitlianov, “Kolektivna nakhodka” and “Ein Hortfund”; 
Špehar and Jacanović, “Kasnoantichka ostava alata.”

22   Atanasov, “Klady”; Gaspari et al., “Late Roman tool finds”; Kouzov, “A find”; Völling, 
“Early Byzantine agricultural implements”; Cholakova, “Rannovizantiiski kompleks”; 
Teodor, “Depozitul”; Jaworski, “Die Eisenschatzfunde”; Galuška, “Depot”; Vitlianov, 
“Ein Hortfund”; Ciupercă, “Câteva observaţii”; Myronenko and Gorbanenko, “Skarb”; 
Profantová and Kašpárek, “Depot”; Pugolovok and Gorbanenko. “Skarb”; Bitenc and 
Knific, “Zgodnjesrednjeveški zakladi”; Gorbanenko et al., “Skarb,”; Gotun and Gorbanenko, 
“Kompleks.”

23   For plowshares and coulters found not in hoards, but on settlement sites, see Koneckii, 
“Nekotorye voprosy”; Murasheva and Nefedov, “Soshniki”; Stankiewicz, “Elementy”; 
Paraschiv-Talmaţchi and Custurea, “Brăzdare”; Kovalevskii and Gorbanenko, “Znakhidka.” 
For agricultural implements known from archaeological excavations, see also 
Constantinescu, “Unelte”; Laul and Tõnisson, “Muistsete sirpide.”
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to one side or the other) and coulters—the essential elements of advanced 
plowing techniques—may have been adopted in other areas of Central and 
Western Europe.24 But the advanced plowing techniques also spread to the 
north (into the forest belt of Eastern Europe) and to the east.25 Clear-land ag-
riculture, in which fields were obtained through deforestation, made it neces-
sary to adapt the form and shape of plowshares. Besides plowshares, coulters, 
hoes, and sickles, several hoards of agricultural implements and weapons also 
include scythes with shortened “half handles.” Such tools were activated by 
oblique slashes to left and right, which means that a part of the grass above the 
earth must have remained uncut. The short-handled scythes were best suited 
for wood clearings, stony soils, and for all spots where grass grew in abundance 
and had a sufficient height. In other words, such scythes are indirect evidence 
that stockbreeding in early medieval Eastern Europe involved neither high-
quality meadow cultivation, nor regular fodder production.26

1 Transformations

There is very little direct evidence for any of the techniques and procedures as-
sociated with the dramatic changes in the economic profile of the rural world 
of Europe between ca. 1100 and ca. 1300. Although fields have been identified 
by archaeological means in Estonia and Hungary, there is no archaeological or 
written evidence of an open-field system of cultivation.27 Nor have any frames 
with iron pegs have been found that may have been used for harrowing, while 
both manuring and the use of the horse-collar to increase the traction power 
of the horse remain elusive.28 The “medieval transformation” in East Central 
Europe is primarily signaled by new types of rural settlements. Early medi-
eval villages were clusters of several sunken-floored buildings with one or two 
heating facilities. The buildings were arranged around a central, open space 

24   Henning, “Ways of life,” p. 46. Often repeated, but never explained, the theory of a transfer 
of farming technology from the East to West needs revisiting.

25   Kir’ianova, “Zemledelie” and Sel’skokhoziaistvennye kul’tury; Samoilov, “Sledy”; Sarapulov, 
“Drevnerusskoe (slavianskoe) vliianie” and “Eshche raz.”

26   Curta, “Blacksmiths,” pp. 220–21; Henning, “Ways of life,” pp. 46–47.
27   Lang, “Muistsed”; Lang et al., “Fossil fields”; Laszlovszky, “Field systems.”
28   Müller, “A középkor agrotechnikája”; Takács, “The archaeological investigation.” But the 

concern with the increasing traction power of the horse was undoubtedly associated with 
the increasing number of horseshoes in the archaeological record during and especially 
after the 11th century (Pleterski, “Čar”).
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probably reserved for communal activities and ceremonies.29 Open-air ovens 
or kilns are typically grouped together in a separate area of the settlement, 
away from the cluster of sunken-floored buildings. There are no indications of 
fenced-in household plots, although on some 8th- to 10th-century sites, there 
are groups of features (houses, silos, or ovens), which can be tentatively associ-
ated with individual households.30 Most ditches identified on Avar-age settle-
ment sites served to prevent the movement of animals, primarily cattle, not as 
property markers.31

During the 13th century, a different form of village made its appearance 
in East Central Europe. Some time before 1300 a nucleated village came into 
being at Svídna near Slaný, in central Bohemia. This was a cluster of fourteen 
plots, separated by perimeter walls, each with residential and economic build-
ings of one and the same household. The precise distances between the side 
walls of the individual properties suggest a unified system of measurement 
and the existence of a 21 m module—all of which further indicate that the 
village layout was pre-planned. This corresponds to the use of “hides” for the 
measurement of field holdings. For example, in 1203, when Bishop Daniel II 
of Prague described in a charter the limits of the parish of St. Lawrence in 
Rynárec (southeastern Bohemia), he mentioned that the material provision for 
the parish church was to be secured by two hides.32 Those were holdings of pre-
determined area, which constituted the building blocks of the colonization of 
previously uninhabited lands. The Henryków Book, a history of the Cistercian 
abbey of Henryków (south of present-day Wrocław, in Silesia, Poland) was 
written in the 1260s by its third abbot, Peter. This is in fact a collection of sto-
ries about individual monastic holdings. One of those stories involves three 
entrepreneurs, Sibodo, Martin, and Jan acting on behalf of a local nobleman 
named Peter, who wanted to open up for colonization the densely forested 
slopes of the Owl Mountains. The settlement emerging from the efforts of the 
three entrepreneurs (locatores) was named Sconewalde (Schönwald), which 
suggests that the settlers were speakers of German, from the lands farther to 
the west. This was a village with two attached areas in the woods, each of 50 
hides, which the settlers began to clear to make room for agricultural fields.33 

29   Curta, The Making, pp. 298–307; Măgureanu and Szmoniewski, “Domestic dwell-
ings”; Burić, “Segmenti”; Milo, Frühmittelalterliche Siedlungen, pp. 269–314; Gruszka, 
“Zabudowa.”

30   Milo, Frühmittelalterliche Siedlungen, pp. 315–321.
31   Milo, “Lineare Strukturen”; Szabó, “Rejtélyes körárkok.”
32   Klápště, The Czech Lands, p. 273.
33   The hides in question were of variable size, although most often “Frankish” (about 60 

acres), not “Flemish” (about 40 acres). See Górecki, A Local Society, pp. 48–49.
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Since the measurement of the hides was often done with a rope, the very name 
of the hide in medieval sources in Bohemia is laneus (rope).34 When a new vil-
lage was established, the number of prospective hides sometimes became the 
very name of that village. A “village of seven hides” (septem mansi) was there-
fore named Siebenhufen and is now Siemisławice, near Strzelin, in Silesia.35 
The hides were assigned by lot to settlers brought by an entrepreneur typi-
cally called locator in the sources. Those entrepreneurs were often of middle 
or even high social status (knights or burgesses), and their position was typi-
cally enhanced if the process of settlement was successful. The expansion of 
the cultivated fields accompanying the settlement is known as “improvement 
of the land(s)” (melioratio terrae), because it was accompanied by what some 
historians call “modernization.”36 In southern Hungary, this truly coincided 
with large-scale water regularization works—ditches, dikes, and irrigation  
canals.37 In Silesia, as well as in Bohemia, locatores brought settlers from vari-
ous regions. For example, the village of Ciepłowody, less than 10 miles to the 
west from Siemisławice, was settled with Germans.38 Úherce near Louny (in 
Bohemia) was established by Hungarian settlers, brought as vintners in the 
12th or 13th century, while Rus’ settlers are known to have been brought at that 
same time to Hungary.39 In the kingdom of Hungary, on the other hand, set-
tlers of unknown origin were organized “in German fashion” (more Teutonico). 
In 1264, King Béla IV granted a royal estate at the foot of the Tatra Mountains 
(on the upper Poprad River, in present-day Slovakia) to a count named Batiz 
and to his brothers. Fifteen years later, the brothers hired locatores to carry 
out the land clearance and to establish villages. For his effort, each locator re-
ceived one sixth of all incomes, in addition to two tax-free plots for himself. 
Moreover, the locator was also appointed judge in a village, with jurisdiction 
over all minor crimes.40

The region of southern Moravia was similarly cleared and put under culti-
vation largely as a result of the 13th-century wave of colonization. One of the 
most famous deserted medieval villages known in the history of medieval ar-
chaeology was in fact excavated near Slavonice, in southwestern Moravia, next 

34   Klápště, The Czech Lands, p. 253.
35   Bartlett, The Making, p. 139.
36   Gawlas, “Fürstenherrschaft.” For a comparative approach, see Erlen, Europäischer 

Landesausbau.
37   Ferenczi, “Vízgazdálkodás”; Takács, “Medieval hydraulic systems”; Magdič, “New archaeo-

logical research,” p. 454. For irrigation systems in Serbia, see Živojinović, “L’irrigation.”
38   Górecki, A Local Society, p. 107 with n. 46.
39   Klápště, The Czech Lands, p. 179; Voloshchuk, “Rus’”, pp. 140–41.
40   Sutt, Slavery, p. 190.
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to the present-day border between Austria and the Czech Republic. Its German 
name, Pfaffenschlag, recalls the deforestation that accompanied the coloni-
zation process. This was a village very different from those in existence in 
Bohemia prior to that process. It consisted of two rows of 8 farmsteads aligned 
on either side of stream. Each house was built on stone foundations and had 
a tripartite division—living room, hall, and storage room (or granary).41 The 
nucleated settlement of Pfaffenschlag was built like that from the very begin-
ning. In Mstěnice, near Třebíč, a rural settlement was already in existence at 
that time since the 11th century. While the earlier occupation phase consists of 
a cluster of sunken-floored buildings, without any apparent arrangement, the 
medieval village that came into being at Mstěnice during the second half or 
at the end of the 13th century, had 17 farmsteads with stone houses arranged 
on either side of an elongated village green.42 In other words, the colonization 
process also entailed the reconfiguration of the existing settlement pattern, 
most likely connected to an expansion of fields into neighboring pasture lands 
or woods.43 At Záblacany, a ditch was cut across the settlement at some point 
in the early 13th century, to separate an area of about three acres reserved for a 
wooden tower building, either the residence of the local lord, or a farm-animal 
breeding facility.44

The reorganization of older villages, no doubt associated with an intensive 
form of agriculture, the growth of production, and the reorientation of the 
rural economy towards market exchanges is also attested in Bohemia, Bulgaria, 
Hungary, Poland, Romania, Serbia, and Slovakia.45 In northeastern Russia, the 
colonization of the forest belt coincides with the establishment of new villag-

41   Nekuda, Pfaffenschlag. For an excellent discussion of house II/62–63 in Pfaffenschlag as 
an example of a tripartite division, see Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 28–30. For the histo-
ry of Czech research on deserted medieval villages, see Klápště, “Das frühmittelalterliche 
Dorf”; Procházka et al., “Knowledge.”

42   Nekuda, Mstěnice; Nekuda, “Wüstung Mstěnice.” For the question of how is a farmstead to 
be defined in archaeological and historical terms, see Nekuda, Zemědělská usedlost.

43   Holata, “Příspěvek.”
44   Kováčik, “Záblacany.”
45   Ruttkay, “Der ländliche Hausbau,” pp. 269–70; Bálint et al., “Medieval villages”; Maksimović 

and Popović, “Le village”; Rashev et al., “Le village byzantine,” pp. 357–61; Ioniţă, Aşezarea; 
Terei, “Az Árpád-kori Kána falu”; Buko, “Medieval rural settlements”; Szilágyi, “Perished 
Arpadian-village”; Szatmári and Kerekes, “Medieval villages”; Zlatkov, “Za interpretaci-
iata.” For a rural settlement in Estonia associated with Swedish colonists, see Markus, 
“Field investigations.” Coin finds in 12th- and 13th-century villages bespeak the integra-
tion of the rural world into the larger economic structures defined by market exchanges 
(Gyöngyössy, “Pénzhasználat”). It remains unclear whether rare episodes of widespread 
famine have anything to do with those changes, or were caused by some other factors 
(Beranová, “Výživa a hladomory”; Morozova, “O prichine goloda”).
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es, none of which, however, had a nucleated layout.46 Elsewhere, the absence 
of a nucleated layout has been attributed to a greater emphasis on pastoral-
ism, despite clear evidence that the inhabitants of those villages practiced the 
cultivation of crops as well.47 Unfortunately, the archaeology of pastoralism in 
medieval Eastern and East Central Europe is underdeveloped. Only recently 
trough-like features excavated in early medieval settlements have been inter-
preted as temporary shelters for shepherds.48 Ethnoarchaeological studies 
meant to illuminate key aspects of the daily life, and especially the economic 
aspects of pastoralist communities are conspicuously absent.49 Research on 
other aspects of medieval agriculture in Eastern and Southeastern Europe, par-
ticularly viticulture and olive oil production, or the use of watermills, is also at 
an incipient stage.50 By contrast, the archaeological study of rural crafts is very 
developed, particularly in Bohemia, Hungary, and Russia.51 This is especially 
true for research on blacksmithing, and advanced metallographic studies have 
revealed sophisticated techniques employed in the production of both tools 
and weapons.52 In Halych, western and northeastern Rus’, as well as Bohemia, 
high-quality steel was produced both in rural and in urban smithies.53 Craft 
activities at the household level are particularly visible in the archaeological 

46   Klenov, “Zhiganovskoe poselenie”; Makarov, “Rural settlement,” Arkheologiia, and “Arkheo-
logicheskie izuchenie”; Makarov et al., “Kleshchin.” See also Tropin, Sel’skie poseleniia.

47   Pinter and Urduzia, … Custodes confiniorum. The village excavated in Miercurea Băi 
(southern Transylvania) has been attributed to a community of Szeklers on the basis of 
the historical evidence alone.

48   Wicker, “Árpád-kori állattartás”; Stanciu, “Câteva aspecte.” Wells have also been occasion-
ally associated with pastoralist activities (Tomka, “Frühawarenzeitliche Hirten”).

49   However, see Kosincev, “Skotovodstvo”; Nandris, “Ethnoarchaeology.”
50   Aladzhov, “Belezhki”; Melvani, “Ampelokalliergeia.” For wine presses, see Beaudry 

and Chevalier, “Le cœur économique.” For olive oil production, see Anagnostakis, “He 
elaiophoros.” For watermills, see Kotyza, “K počátkům vodních mlýnů”; Germanidou, 
“Watermills.” Comparatively more archaeological emphasis has been placed on the study 
of quern stones for rotary, manual mills (Valaseková, “Rotačné mlynčeky”).

51   Pleiner, Iron in Archaeology; Maiarchak, “Pro deiaki remesla”; Fodor, “Hungarian crafts.”
52   Zav’ialov, “Innovacii”; Zav’ialov and Terekhova, “Fenomen ‘trekhsloinoi tekhnologii’” 

and “Three-fold welding technology.” For blacksmithing in the early Middle Ages, see 
Voznesenskaia, “The technology”; Gömöri, Az avar kori és Árpád-kori vaskohazát; La 
Salvia, Iron Making; Zav’ialov et al., “Osnovnye etapy”; Minasian, “Popytka”; Zhekov and 
Vitlianov, “Metalografski izsledvaniia.” For the technology of sword-making, see Żabiński 
and Stępiński, Technology.

53   Rozanova, “Kuznechnaia produkciia”; Losev, “Chernaia metallurgiia”; Ježek et al., “K 
železářské výrobě”; Ježek, “A mass for the slaves”; Figol’, “Metaloplastyka”; Voitovich, 
“Gorna metalurgiia.” For blacksmithing in early medieval Estonia, see Lavi, “Põhja-
Tartumaa rauatööst”; Peets, The Power and “Muinas- ja keskaegsed”; Kiudsoo and Kallis, 
“Metallurgic complex.”
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record of the early Middle Ages, in Romania, as well as in the Ural region of 
present-day Russia.54 Hungarian, Polish and Romanian archaeologists have 
unearthed several settlements, which appear to have specialized in craft activi-
ties (particularly blacksmithing and non-ferrous metallurgy) and were there-
fore supplied with food from the outside, probably under the control of local 
political authorities of a yet undetermined nature.55 Industrial centers in the 
hinterland of Preslav specialized in the production of dress accessories, par-
ticularly belt buckles and mounts.56 However, the most common of all rural 
industries was pottery making. Several kilns are known from Transylvania, 
Greece and Ukraine.57 While common traits are readily notable at the level of 
common, kitchen pottery production, innovations such as glazing that origi-
nated in central Greece did not spread much beyond the Balkans. In 12th- and 
13th-century Bulgaria, however, such wares were in use not only on urban, but 
also on rural sites.58

2 Land and the Organization of Labor

An earlier generation of historians has attempted to tackle the question of 
whether manors existed in Eastern Europe at all, and if so, whether bipartite 
estates were the result of Western influence or of internal developments. To be 

54   Krylasova, “Tkani”; Shcheglova, “Mastera bez masterskikh”; Măgureanu and Ciupercă, 
“The 6th–8th centuries metallurgical activity”; Tănase, Prelucrarea metalelor. The house-
hold production of bone and antler artifacts is also very well documented archaeologi-
cally (Manojlović-Nikolić, “A contribution”; Stanciu et al., “Economic and everyday life 
facets”). For the production of tar in early medieval Poland, see Gruszka, “Przyczynek.”

55   Gallina and Hornok. “Avar kori vaskohászati centrum”; Nierychlewska and Sikora, 
“Wczesnośredniowieczna osada”; Rozmus and Szmoniewski, “La fusion”; Ciupercă, 
“Câteva puncte de vedere.” One of the most interesting industrial centers of Eastern 
Europe in the Middle Ages is Lozna (eastern Romania), for which see Teodor, Un centru.

56   Bonev and Doncheva, Starobălgarski proizvodstven centăr and “Rannosrednovekoven 
centăr”; Doncheva, “Proizvodstvo.” For the production of dress accessories in contempora-
neous Rus’, see Shcheglova, “Svincovo-oloviannye ukrasheniia”; Eniosova and Saracheva, 
“Cvetnoi metall.”

57   Kovalenko, “Goncharnyi proizvedstvennyi centr”; Ioniță, “Un four de potier”; Hasaki, 
and Raptis, “Roman and Byzantine ceramic kilns.” See also Varadzin, “Hrnčířská výroba”; 
Orton, “Indicators.”

58   Koleva, Srednovekovna glazirana keramika; Manolova-Voikova, “Import”; Borisov, 
“Polivnaia keramika.” Glazed wares were also produced in Bulgaria (Dimitrov, 
“Vizantiiskata sgrafito keramika”; Borisov, “Za proizvodstvoto”). For finds of glazed wares 
in Serbia, see Bikić, “Glazed pottery.” For rare finds in Hungary, see Curta, “East Central 
Europe,” pp. 619–20. Glazed wares appear in Poland in the 12th century (Bodnar et al., 
Wczesnośredniowieczna ceramika).
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sure, episcopal and monastic estates are known from the written sources per-
taining to the territories of present-day Slovenia, Croatia, Hungary, Slovakia, 
and Ukraine.59 But the meager evidence of estates of lay landowners is more 
problematic.60 In Bulgaria and Moravia, archaeologists have been able to rec-
ognize settlement complexes, which they promptly dubbed “manors” and 
interpreted as residences (farmyards) of landowners.61 The same is true for 
small, earth-and-timber strongholds dated to the Arpadian age in Hungary, 
which have been equally interpreted as residences of the lower nobility.62 In 
a few cases, it has been possible to associate the archaeological evidence from 
the excavation of such settlement complexes to manors known from written 
sources.63 While an older generation of Czech historians has rejected the idea 
of ducal manorial estates, more recent research has pointed out that there is 
in fact sufficient evidence of ducal “courts” in the Czech lands to advance the 
idea of estates owned by the duke.64 In Bohemia, Poland, and Hungary, such 
courts and the accompanying lands were known as pr(a)edia, a word that after 
ca. 1300 came to refer to a deserted or uninhabited piece of land.65 A praedium 
typically included plowland, but also hayfields, orchards, fishponds, mills, and 
vineyards. Praedia varied considerably in size. In Poland, as well as in Bohemia, 
praedia were run by ducal administrators, called villici in the sources. Like lo-
catores of later times, the administrators of ducal estates received a portion of 
the revenue, as payment for their various roles, particularly for gathering levies 
in kind and ensuring the fulfilling of labor obligations, such as construction 
and maintenance of castles, roads, and bridges.66 Bohemian sources indicate 
that praedia produced a variety of goods—wax, honey, cheese, bread, stallions 
and cattle, pigs, flour, sheep, textiles, and footwear.67 In Hungary, some praedia 
seem to have specialized in horse breeding.68

59   Albertoni, “Začetki”; Bizjak, “Razvoj”; Mihelič, “Srednjeveska posest”; Zágorhidi, “Torvaj”; 
Ivanič, “Majetky opátstva”; Kashtanov, “ Le rôle.”

60   Koziuba, “Vyvchennia.”
61   Vitlianov, “Kharakter”; Kouřil, “Vom Burgwall zur Curtis”; Baxa and Maříková-Kubková, 

“Predbežna správa.”
62   Sutt, Slavery, pp. 47–48.
63   E.g., Meduna, “‘Curia Radunice’.” For later examples of manorial farms, see Klápště, The 

Archaeology, pp. 37–39.
64   Petráček, Power, pp. 139–44.
65   Sutt, Slavery, p. 178. In Hungary, the terms praedia and curiae were not interchangeable. In 

other words, there are many examples of praedia (estates) without curiae (courts).
66   Petráček, Power, p. 145.
67   Petráček, Power, p. 146.
68   Sutt, Slavery, p. 49. The earliest evidence of praedia specializing in corn production can-

not be dated before ca. 1200.
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A wide variety of workers with different degrees of servility appear on es-
tates in East Central Europe. Some were slaves, some were serfs, and others 
free tenants (see chapter 22).69 Cameron Sutt has suggested that the disappear-
ance of praedia in 13th-century Hungary was accompanied by a terminological 
change, with the term servus falling out of use, to be replaced by iobagio. Both 
phenomena are associated with the introduction of serf plots and commu-
nally organized agriculture. All those changes were in response to the increas-
ing number of “guests” invited to settle on different estates in Hungary under 
specific privileges. As villages of “guests” came to pass into the ownership of 
secular lords, especially during the second half of the 13th century, the social 
status of those “guests” was now regarded as something worth imitating. Many 
“native” workers on the estates of both king and magnates requested that they 
be given the same privileges that applied to “guests.” Lords tended to answer fa-
vorably such requests, because servile workers were particularly prone to leave 
the lands in search of other, more favorable conditions, and because lords were 
now interested in procuring cash. The latter reason points to the rise of the 
money economy shortly before 1300.70

3 Urban Centers

The vast majority of the population in medieval Eastern Europe lived in the 
countryside, but the changes taking place in the economy of Hungary in the 
late 13th century suggest a growing importance of urban markets. The vexing 
question of how to define a town has long prevented studies other than those 
based on a strictly legal approach. Equally disputed is the question of urban 
continuity from Antiquity to the Middle Ages.71 The eastern Adriatic coast 
(Zadar, Trogir), Greece (Athens, Corinth, Thessaloniki), and Crimea (Cherson) 
are the regions of Eastern Europe in which occupation of several Roman cities 
continued without interruption to this day.72 The same regions also witnessed 
the creation of new towns during the Middle Ages—Ragusa (Dubrovnik) in 
the Adriatic region, Monemvasia in Greece, and Tmutarakan’ on the eastern 

69   Sutt, Slavery, pp. 52–158; Petraček, Power, pp. 52–136.
70   Sutt, Slavery, pp. 177–204.
71   Curta, “Postcards.”
72   Jović Gazić, “Urban development”; Mavropoulou-Tsioumi, Byzantine Thessaloniki; 

Bauer, Eine Stadt; Kazanaki-Lappa, “Athens” and “Medieval Athens”; Sanders, “Corinth”; 
Romanchuk, “Chersonesos”; Sorochan et al., Zhizn’; Sorochan, Vizantiiskii Kherson; 
Albrecht, “Cherson.”
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side of the Kerch’ Strait.73 In a few cases in the interior of the Balkans, Roman 
urban sites abandoned in Late Antiquity were reoccupied in the early Middle 
Ages (Philippopolis/Plovdiv, Serdica/Sofia, Zikideva/Tărnovo, Naissus/Niš).74 
Most other towns in East Central and Eastern Europe are entirely medieval 
creations. Many emerged as small fortified posts with adjacent settlements 
serving as centers of commerce and industrial activities. Archaeologists have 
insisted upon the links between a ducal court (or castle) and the nearby mar-
ketplace. For example, Poznań emerged as a town when an urban agglomera-
tion coalesced in the bailey of the ducal fortification. Two other settlements 
grew nearby, one with a marketplace.75 Wrocław began with the “foundation” 
in 1211 of the “New Market,” a settlement separate from the ducal stronghold 
and the adjacent bailey. A second marketplace was established in 1232, but the 
entire town was devastated by the Mongol invasion of 1241, and was rebuilt 
twenty years later, when the first walls were erected around the town perime-
ter. The population grew rapidly, and new walls had to be built in 1300, to make 
room for a larger number of inhabitants.76 During the 12th century, there were 
about 250 such towns in Poland.77

The first town in Hungary to receive a royal privilege was Székesfehérvár  
(ca. 1170), but by 1300, no less than 32 towns had royal privileges. The urbaniza-
tion process took off particularly during the reign of King Béla IV and contin-
ued throughout the remaining part of the 13th and in the 14th century. Buda 
was still a smaller town than either Cracow or Prague, with fewer inhabitants. 
The town was erected after 1244, the moment at which German “guests” were 
allowed to settle on the opposite bank of the Danube, in Pest. Although a sepa-
rate town known as “Old Buda” (Óbuda), this was one of the most important 
cattle markets in the kingdom, and its growth after 1300 was resented and re-
sisted by other neighboring towns, such as Esztergom.78 In northern Hungary, 
at the turn of the 13th century, there were only four major towns (Nitra, 
Pressburg/Bratislava, Trenčín, and Banská Štiavnica), but by 1300, there were no 
less than 30 towns on the territory of what is now Slovakia.79 In Prague, a small  

73   Peković, Dubrovnik; Kalligas, “Monemvasia”; Chkhaidze, Tamatarkha.
74   Milanova, “Le renouveau urbain.”
75   Hensel and Żak, Poznań; Kürbis, “Przyczynki.”
76   Buśko et al., “Wrocław/Breslau.”
77   Piekalski, Von Köln nach Krakau; Rădvan, At Europe’s Borders, pp. 30–31 and 47–48. 

See also Horwat, “Miasta.” For smaller towns in Poland, see Dulinicz, “Zalążki miast”; 
Dzieduszycka and Dzieduszycki, “Early medieval Kruszwica”; Gołembnik, “Early medi-
eval Płock”; Dworaczyk, “Szczecin.”

78   Spekner, “Buda before Buda.”
79   Rădvan, At Europe’s Borders, p. 78. For smaller towns in southern Hungary, see Fedeles and 

Koszta, Pécs. For Transylvania, see Niedermaier, Habitatul.
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settlement (called Malá Straná or “Lesser Side”) began to grow during the 13th 
century beneath the fortified promontory on the left bank of the Vltava river, 
where the residence of the Přemyslid princes was located. In the early 12th 
century, the Old Town (Staré Město) began to grow on the opposite bank of 
the river, as the main marketplace of Prague. A stone bridge (the so-called 
Judith Bridge, built under King Vladislas II) linked the two banks of the river. 
Moreover, in the 1230s, the Old Town was enclosed by a stone wall, and several 
houses and palaces were built inside the area bordered by the ramparts, some 
of which are still standing.80 In the early 13th century, many rural settlements in 
the hinterland of the Přemyslid stronghold in Litomĕřice (northern Bohemia) 
were abandoned, and their inhabitants moved into a newly established, urban 
settlement on the opposite bank of a creek now known as Pokratický potok. 
Some of the inhabitants of that new town were German merchants from 
Saxony. By 1250, the new town was surrounded with a stone wall.81 In Bulgaria, 
the largest town was Tărnovo, which was built on several hills, one of which 
(Carevec) was the site of both the imperial and patriarchal seats during the 
existence of the Second Bulgarian Empire (see chapter 30). Excavations on the 
neighboring hills, particularly Trapezica, revealed the remains of many hous-
es, workshops, storage facilities, in addition to 21 churches and 4 monasteries. 
One of the most interesting areas outside the main lines of fortification sur-
rounding the Carevec Hill was the so-called Frenk Hisar, the quarter of for-
eign merchants—westerners, particularly Italian (hence the name “Frankish 
Fort”), but also Jewish and Armenian. By 1300, Tărnovo may have had between 
12,000 and 15,000 inhabitants (Fig 21.3). Most other towns in the Bulgarian 
lands, such as Melnik, were considerably smaller, and the same is true for 
towns on the southeastern rim of the Baltic Sea, such as Riga and Tallinn.82 
The largest city in Eastern Europe before ca. 1300 was Kiev, its population esti-
mated at between 36,000 and 50,000 inhabitants. Kiev, in other words, was an 
urban center of the size of contemporaneous cities such as London and Paris. 
Second to that in Eastern Europe were Prague and Novgorod, each with 25,000 
to 30,000 inhabitants.83 In both Bohemia and Rus’, most other urban centers 

80   Kašpar, “Jak vypadala Praha”; Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 100–20 and 122–23.
81   Smetana et al., Dějiny; Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 98–99.
82   For towns in Bulgaria, see Pliakov, “The city of Melnik”; Panova, Srednovekovniiat 

bălgarski grad; Dancheva-Vasileva, “Plovdiv (Filipopol)” and Plovdiv; Milanova, “Gradăt” 
and “Le paysage”; Pletn’ov, Varna; Stepanenko, “‘Goroda na Dunae’”; Dimov, “The notion.” 
For the Baltic region, see Žulkus, “Zur Frühgeschichte” and Viduramžių Klaipėda; Mäll, 
“Arheoloogilise kultuurkihi.”

83   For Prague, see Huml, “Research in Prague”; Frolík and Klápště, “Praha.” For Novgorod, see 
Brisbane and Gaimster, Novgorod; Müller-Wille, Novgorod.
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figure 21.3  Veliko Tărnovo, view of the Old Town from the Carevec Hill. Besides Carevec, 
the medieval town developed on two other, neighboring hills—Trapezica 
and Sveta Gora—situated between the meanders of the river Iantra. By 1300, 
Tărnovo, the capital of the Second Bulgarian Empire, was a large city, and  
the settlement spilled into the area at the foot of the hills, on the banks of the 
river. One of the most important residential quarters was Frenk Hisar, in the 
loop formed by the river Iantra, to the southeast from the imperial palace on 
Carevec Hill.
Photo by Ivo Hadzhimishev

must have been comparatively smaller, much like towns in Serbia and Volga  
Bulgharia.84

Medieval towns were not only commercial, but also industrial centers. Iron 
working took place in the Old Town of Prague during the 11th and 12th cen-
turies, particularly in the area of the modern Malé Náměstí (Small Square), 
where archaeological excavations have identified a thick layer of cinder and 

84   For towns in medieval Bohemia, see Doležel, “Nová centra”; Klápště, The Czech Lands, 
pp. 406–42; Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 123–30 and 135–41. For Rus’, see Marzaliuk, 
Mahiliou; Labutina and Kulakova, “Pskov.” For Serbia, see Kalić, “Beograd.” For towns in 
Volga Bulgharia, see Khuzin, Bulgarskii gorod; Poluboiarinova, “Gorod.”
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slag, as well as remains of smithies.85 Large-scale ironworking has been doc-
umented archaeologically in large towns like Novgorod, as well as in much 
smaller ones, such as Pereiaslavl’(-Zalesskii), between Moscow and Iaroslavl’.86 
Both categories of sites are also known for the manufacturing of amber  
artifacts.87 In addition, medieval Novgorod was a major center for the produc-
tion of combs.88 Beginning with the 11th century, the small town of Ovruch’ 
(north of Korosten’, Ukraine) became a production center of all sorts of ar-
tifacts made of a local, pink-reddish slate.89 The most famous of them were 
spindle whorls exported as far as Scandinavia, northeastern Rus’, and Bulgaria.90 
Leather dressing has been the object of intensive study in Russia, with remark-
able results shedding light on the production and distribution of a vast array of 
leather artifacts dated between the 11th and the 13th centuries.91 Scholars have 
pointed to Szczecin and Novgorod as some of the most prominent tanning 
and leather-dressing centers in medieval Europe.92 Thebes, in Greece, was fa-
mous across the Mediterranean region for silk, while Kołobrzeg was known 
across the Baltic region for its salt pans.93 The prosperity of Byzantine Cherson 
was based primarily on the fishing industry and the production of fish sauce.94 
Goldsmithing is archaeologically documented for Poznań, as well as several 

85   Podliska, “Herstellung”; Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 103–04. For ironworking on the left 
bank, in the area of Malá Straná, see Havrda and Podliska, “Hutnictví kovů.”

86   Martinón-Torres and Rehren, “Analytical study”; Zav’ialov, Kuznechnoe remeslo.
87   Nesterovs’kyy and Zhurukhina, “Tekhnologiia obrobky burshtynu.” For large towns, see 

Khamayko et al., “Burshtyn.” For smaller centers, see Bliujienė, Northern Gold, pp. 289–90 
and 313–24; Wojtasik, “Bursztyniarstwo.”

88   Smirnova, Comb-Making. Combs were also made elsewhere in western Rus’ (Sergeeva, 
“Obrobka” and Maystry; Miadzvedzeu, “Vyraby”). For other typically Rus’ artifacts made 
of bone, see Sergeeva, “Ob odnom tipe.”

89   Tomashevs’kyi et al., “Ovrucka pirofilitova industriia”; Pavlenko, “Issledovanie” and 
“Ovruts’ka seredn’ovichna profilitova industriia”; Ivakin et al., “Seredn’ovichna ovruts’ka 
industriia.” There is evidence of stone spindle-whorl production in the neighboring, rural 
sites as well (Pavlenko, “Issledovaniia”).

90   Diadichenko, “Shyfernye priaslica”; Iotov, “Ovruchki preshleni.”
91   Grigor’eva and Kurbatov, “Kozhevennoe remeslo”; Kurbatov, “Predystoriia,” “Nachal’nyi 

period,” and “Kozhevennoe syr’e”; Voynarovs’kyy, “Vychynka shkiry.” For a recent peak of 
interest in this question among Hungarian scholars, see Bendefy et al., “Archaeological 
evidence.”

92   Kurbatov, “Novgorodskaia ‘revoliuciia XII veka’”; Kowalska, “Uwagi,” Wytwórczość skór-
zana, and “From a homemade product”; Kurbatov, “Kozhennoe remeslo.”

93   Mitsou-Talon, “Le commerce et l’industrie de la soie”; Louvi-Kizi, “Thebes”; Leciejewicz 
and Rębkowski, Kołobrzeg and “Kołobrzeg.” For salt pans on the Baltic Sea shore, see 
also Schich, “Die Rolle der Salzgewinnung.” For the mining of salt in Transylvania, see 
Ciobanu, Exploatarea; Velter, “Some remarks.”

94   Čechová, “Fish products.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   438 3/21/2019   5:08:10 PM



439Rural and Urban Economy

towns in Rus’.95 Pottery production was associated practically with every town, 
and even a small one like Moscow had its own glassmaking industry.96

The foundation of new towns was often followed by a grant of restricted 
privileges, in exchange for a portion of market profits to be paid to the lord 
responsible for the urban foundation. Grants of privileges were stereotyped, 
and as such they could be easily replicated elsewhere, under similar condi-
tions. Many newly established towns in East Central Europe were granted the 
“German city law” of one of three basic types.97 The Lübeck Law was adopted 
by the Baltic sea ports (Kołobrzeg, Gdańsk), but most other towns in Poland 
adopted the Magdeburg Law. A variant of that law became the norm in the 
Prussian lands of the Teutonic Order, while other variants spread to Moravia 
and Bohemia. Finally, the South German law, based largely on the models 
of either Nuremberg or Vienna, was adopted by most towns in the kingdom 
of Hungary (Fig. 21.4). Neighboring communities sometimes adopted differ-
ent laws. For example, the privilege of Old Prague was inspired by the South 
German law, but the Malá Straná was founded on the basis of a variant of the 
Magdeburg law. Mining towns in Bohemia, Moravia, Slovakia, and Transylvania 
adopted a fourth type of law, known as the Iglau (or Jihlava) law. Privileges in-
spired by the “German city law” were also granted by King Stephen Uroš I of 
Serbia (1243–1276) to mining towns established in Bosnia and Serbia.98 Despite 
variations, the different kinds of “German city law” set up principles of organi-
zation that pertained to legal, topographic, and economic matters. The inhab-
itants of towns granted privileges enjoyed personal freedom and the right of 
self-government, albeit in direct relation to the lord issuing such privileges. For 
example, the privilege for Pest granted by King Béla IV in 1244, and renewed by 
Ladislas IV in 1276, allowed the inhabitants of the town to have free elections 
of their representatives, including a mayor with executive and legal powers, 

95   Kóčka-Krenz, “Pracownia złotnicza”; Zaiceva, “K voprosu”; Magalinski, “Syravinny metal.” 
See also Grigor’eva, “Svidetel’stva”; Veremeychyk, “Usad’ba.”

96   Olenich and Bibikov, “Keramichnyy kompleks”; Gotun et al., “Goncharne gorno”; 
Stoliarova, “Struktura drevnerusskogo steklodeliia.”

97   Górecki, A Local Society, pp. 52–53; Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 449, 454, and 461; 
Rădvan, At Europe’s Borders, pp. 34 and 57–58.

98   Rădvan, At Europe’s Borders, pp. 90–92. Medieval mining in East Central Europe was long 
believed to have started in earnest during the second half of the 13th century (Labuda, 
“Těžba”). However, recent finds point to a possibly 11th-century date for the beginning 
of lead and silver mining in Silesia (Witkowski, “Górnictwo srebra”; Boroń, “Where did 
the Piasts take silver from?”; Pierzak, “Wczesnośredniowieczne ośrodki”). For the his-
tory of medieval mining (especially of silver and gold) in East Central Europe, see Hrubý, 
Centrální Českomoravská vrchovina.
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who was helped by 12 jurors.99 Some towns even had their own laws and pro-
cedures, as well as courts. Town privileges also established the layout of the 
town, often with a rectangular square at its center and plots of land around it.100 
Finally, under various types of “German city law,” towns were exempted from 
taxes and received the right of marketplace, in exchange for duties paid to the 
local lord, the duke, or the king. Poznań was granted complete exemption from 
customs in 1283, but Wrocław had to purchase the right to collect customs and 
taxed from foreign tradesmen.101

99   Rădvan, At Europe’s Borders, p. 69.
100   The largest central, market square in medieval Europe was that of Cracow (Rădvan, At 

Europe’s Borders, p. 49).
101   Rădvan, At Europe’s Borders, p. 43. During the last quarter of the 13th century, three towns 

in Poland—Wrocław, Szczecin, and Sandomierz—received the staple right, i.e., the privi-
lege whereby foreign merchants had to unload and sell goods first in those particular 
towns, and then in other parts of the country.

figure 21.4  Sibiu, Lesser Square in the Upper Town, the core of the urban settlement first 
mentioned in 1191. Like most other towns in Transylvania, Sibiu adopted the 
Iglau law in 1224. The Council’s Tower in the center of the photograph was 
built in the 13th century as a gate tower, then rebuilt and repaired several 
times. The city council is first mentioned in 1324.
Photo by Răzvan Pop
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chapter 22

Social Organization

One of the most resistant misconceptions about the societies of East Central 
and Eastern Europe in the early Middle Ages is that in the course of their mi-
gration (see chapter 4), the Slavs have brought to the region specific forms of 
social organization. “Neighborhood” communities, such as the opole of Poland 
or the župa of the northwestern Balkans (present-day Croatia and Slovenia), 
long pre-dated, but also contributed to the rise of medieval states.1 Several 
neighboring villages or hamlets within a micro-region (e.g., a river valley) 
formed a political entity, which governed itself and had unrestricted rights to 
the surrounding lands—both cultivated and grazing fields. That such forms of 
social organization existed since the early Middle Ages is a 19th-century idea, 
largely derived from evolutionary theories about state formation. That idea 
was only recently challenged primarily on grounds of lack of any evidence that 
the opole, for example, existed before ca. 1100, or that it was more than an in-
formal association with none of the “legal” traits attributed to it by an earlier 
generation of scholars.2 Similarly, 19th-century theories about the supposedly 
rapid Slavicization of Eastern, Southeastern, and East Central Europe being 
the result of a specifically Slavic mode of life and society have been revived 
in Slovenian scholarship. Andrej Pleterski claims that the župa was the build-
ing block of Slavdom: the župa was nothing less than the Slavic equivalent of 
the polis in ancient Greece, the Gau in the Germanic world, and the oppidum 
among the Celts—all being “small units of spatial organization” of society.3 
However, the evidence of župa as a territorial, or even an administrative entity 
is of a much later date. The mir of imperial Russia was still on the minds of 
Soviet-era Russian historians, who believed that the transition to feudalism in 
Byzantium was made possible only by the Slavs. After their settlement in the 

1   Wasilewski, “Les župy”; Boroń, “Opola.”
2   Matuszewski, Vicinia attacks the theory put forward by Modzelewski, “Organizacja” and 

“L’organisation.” Ten years after the publication of Matuszewski’s book, a polemic between 
the two scholars shows that the debate is far from over (see Modzelewski, “Czy opole 
istniało?” and Matuszewski, “Polemika”). Nonetheless, Górecki, “Medieval peasants,” who 
correctly points out that in Polish historiography peasants are discussed in the context of 
state formation, knows nothing about the opole debate.

3   Pleterski, “The inventing,” p. 332. See also Pleterski, Župa Bled; “Die altslawische župa”; 
Nevidna srednjeveška Evropa; and The Invisible Slavs. For a critique of Plesterski’s ideas, see 
Curta, “Four questions,” pp. 299–303, who points out that Josip Mal (1884–1978) first put for-
ward the idea of the župa being the foundation of medieval Slavic society.
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Balkans, the Slavs have supposedly imposed their specifically Slavic mode of 
social organization in village communities, quickly adopted by the Byzantine 
society as well. Such ideas have now been proved wrong.4 However, Ukrainian 
and Belarusian archaeologists still look for the archaeological correlates of the 
Slavic “communes.”5

Neither property relations, nor social structure can be delineated on the 
basis of excavated settlement sites. Some of them are surprisingly large, al-
though each habitation unit is similar in all respects to the other.6 Others 
have produced evidence of ditches, which cannot however be associated with 
property demarcations.7 At Bajč, an 8th- to 10th-century settlement in Slovakia 
(Fig. 22.1), dwellings were separated spatially from both silos and open-air, clay 
ovens. This has been interpreted as a functional division of the settlement 
area, but there is no indication of social differentiation.8 A bit more promising 
are the results of the intrasite analysis of a number of 6th- to 7th-century set-
tlement sites excavated in Romania, Moldova, and Ukraine. The distribution 
of artifacts, particularly of such “exotic” items as amphorae, dress accessories, 
and tools reveals settlement nuclei, which may well represent elite residences. 
However, the same analysis has brought to light loci of communal activities 
that are not separated physically from the areas in which “elite” artifacts are 
distributed, an indication that social differentiation inside those settlements 
may have been quite fluid, with no distinctions firmly marked in material  
culture.9 Such distinctions are first salient in villages of the 12th and 13th cen-
turies, particularly in Hungary.10 Remains of fenced-in elite residences have 
been found on 12th- and 13th-century rural sites in the Rostov-Suzdal lands, 
and the associated finds (weapons, richly decorated harness fittings, glazed 
pottery from Central Asia, and high-quality objects of Christian worship) 

4    Górecki, “The Slavic theory.”
5    Timoshchuk, Vostochnoslavianskaia obshchina; Iou, “Sel’skaia abshchyna”; Baran, 

Slov’ians’ka obshchyna. A Romanian version of those theories was promoted in the 1980s 
under the Communist regime, but also several decades after its demise (Zaharia, “Rolul”; 
Comşa,. “Considérations”; Teodor, “Contribuţii”; Postică, “Obşti”).

6    E.g., Roztoky (Kuna and Profantová, Počátky).
7    E.g., Dunaújváros (Bóna, VII.századi avar települések).
8    Ruttkay, “Mittelalterliche Siedlung.” For a critique of attempts to read social distinctions 

in the layout of early medieval settlements, see Milo, Frühmittelalterliche Siedlungen,  
p. 318.

9    Curta, The Making, pp. 297–307; Măgureanu and Szmoniewski. “Domestic dwellings,” 
pp. 123–30; Măgureanu, “Expresivitatea așezărilor”; Curta, “Social identity,” pp. 139–40. 
Šalkovský, “Zur Problematik” notes that there is no evidence of elite buildings (i.e., built 
in some special way, different from that of other buildings on the same site) in the early 
Middle Ages, either in East Central or in Southeastern Europe.

10   Rácz, “Társadalmi különbségek.”
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confirm the high social status of the people living in those residences.11 Elite 
residences built of stone during the 12th and 13th centuries, such as found in 
Orăştie, Viscri, and Gârbova, have been associated with the social stratification 

11   Makarov, “Social elite,” pp. 374–82.

figure 22.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)
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of the German-speaking “guests” coming to Transylvania at the invitation of 
the Hungarian kings.12

1 Elites

The issue of the medieval elites in Eastern Europe has received recently a great 
deal of attention, particularly in archaeology. Czech, Hungarian, Ukrainian, 
Polish, Romanian, and Russian archaeologists assume the existence of social 
stratification and of elites whenever and wherever rich, unusually furnished, 
or specially constructed burials are found.13 They believe that elites were 
socially marked off by means of luxury belt sets such as found in graves or 
strongholds.14 The use of specific styles for the decoration of those sets has 
also been interpreted as social strategies for setting apart groups of privileged  
people.15 Another assumption is that elites are visible in the archaeological 
record through the grave deposition of weapons (especially swords), knouts, 
or spurs.16 Burial together with one or many horses has also been systemati-
cally used for the archaeological identification of elites.17 Sometimes, even the 
presence of coffins is treated as sufficient evidence of high social status.18 Of 

12   Crîngaci Ţiplic, “Arheologia.” For 9th-century elites in the strongholds of Great Moravia, 
see Ruttkay, “Frühmittelalterliche gesellschaftlichen Eliten.”

13   Klanica, “Eliten”; Tomková, “Die frühmittelalterliche Elite”; Ungerman, “Reich ausges-
tattete Gräber”; Trugly, “Komárom-Hajógyár”; Mikhailov, “Pogrebal’nye pamiatniki”; 
Vida, “Bestattungen”; Ivakin, “Elitarnye pogrebeniia”; Băcueţ Crişan, “Contributions” and 
“Elite și centre de putere”; Grochecki, “Wczesnośredniowieczne elity”; Galuška, “Hrob”; 
Eichert, “Archäologische und historische Evidenzen”; Frolík, “Das Gräberfeld”; Loskotová, 
“Lombard burial grounds”; Mazuch and Hladík, “Grave pit modifications”; Sikora, “Ethnos 
or ethos?”; Stanilov, “Belezhki”; Profantová, “Power elites”; Rudenko, “Elita”; Mikhailova 
and Sobolev, “Elitarnye kompleksy”; Kazanski et al., “Priznaki.”

14   Totev and Pelevina, “‘Nakhodkite’”; Tobias, “Riemenzungen”; Totev, “Săkrovishteto”; 
Zelencova and Saprykina, “Kriterii”; Szenthe, “Über die Aussagekraft.” For mounts dec-
orating the harness, see Kara and Wrzesiński, “Ozdobne okucie”; Profantová and Vích, 
“Zlacený vrchlík.”

15   Heinrich-Tamáska, “Deutung” and “Tierornamentik.”
16   Košta and Hošek, “Meč”; Kulakov, “Zheleznoe knutovishche”; Profantová, 

“Frühmittelalterliche Gräber” and “Ostruhy.” For beads made of precious or semipre-
cious stones, see Gołębiowska-Tobiasz, “Precious and decorative stones.” For earrings, see 
Kóčka-Krenz, “Schmuck.”

17   Zubov, “Elementy,” pp. 209–10; Bede, “The status of horses,” p. 47 notes, however, that “nu-
merous rich graves of the late Avar period are not associated with horse burials.”

18   Galuška, “Gehörten die in Särgen bestatteten Personen zur Gesellschaftselite”; Poláček, 
“Zur Erkenntnis der höchsten Eliten.” For the use of inscriptions on tombstones, see 
Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Pogrebalni praktiki.”
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particular significance in recent discussions of medieval elites have been privi-
leged burials, particularly burials in churches.19 Linking some of those burials 
to known kings has caused some controversy, but most “princely graves” dated 
to earlier centuries pose even greater problems of historical interpretation.20 
What princess or queen was buried ca. 500 in Moravia under the Žuráň barrow, 
from the top of which Napoleon would later watch the battle at Austerlitz?21 
What kind of power did the “amber coast masters” of the Sambian Peninsula 
(now within the Kaliningrad region of Russia) have during their lifetime, before 
being buried in the early 6th century in rich cremation graves?22 Who exactly 
were the “clan chiefs” buried in the 7th century in Maglód (near Budapest) and 
Petőfiszállás (near Szentes, Hungary), together with gold or gilded belt sets, 
swords, and quivers full of arrows?23 Is Kunbábony the resting place of an Avar 
qagan?24 Could the old man buried underneath the large barrow at Chunhul 
(near Melitopol’, in southern Ukraine; Fig. 22.2) be one of the Cuman chieftains 
who fought on Johannitsa Kaloyan’s side at the battle of Adrianople in 1205 
(see chapter 30)?25 There is no satisfactory answer to any of those, and many 
other similar questions. Part of the problem, of course, is the absence of any 
contextual information, particularly that derived from written sources. But at 
stake is a much greater issue.

For all efforts, still driven primarily by Marxist attempts to find social class-
es in the archaeological record, there has been very little discussion of how 
elites came into being within the early medieval communities of East Central 
and Eastern Europe. When not concerned with matching “princely graves” or 
elite burials with the social categories mentioned in the written sources, ar-
chaeologists have not offered so far any explanation for social stratification in 

19   Milanova, “Pogrebenie”; Barvenova and Lavysh, “Burials”; Dąbrowska, “Miejsce up-
rzywilejowane grobu” and “W kościele czy poza kościołem”; Chernenko, “Pro mist-
seznakhodzhennia kniazivskykh pokhovan’.”

20   For royal tombs, see Arkhipova, “Die Marmorsarkophage” and “Sarkofag”; Frolík, “Hrob 
93”; Milošević, “Sarkofag”; Lutovský, “Hroby”; Szabados, “Könyves Béla király?” For “prince-
ly graves”, see Shchavelev, “Osobennosti kniazheskikh pogrebenii”; Bálint, “Der Reichtum 
der Awaren”; Madaras, “Egy méltatlanul elfelejtett törzsfői sír”; Lifanov, “‘Kniazheskii’ 
kurgan.”

21   Poulík, “Žuráň”; Drozdová et al., “Anthropological examination.”
22   Skvorcov, “‘The amber coast masters’.”
23   Garam, “Avar kori nemzetségfő sírja”; Balogh and Wicker. “Avar nemzetségfő sírja.”
24   Madaras, “Lehetett-e a kunbábonyi sír egy kagán nyugvóhelye?” For Kunbábony, the rich-

est burial assemblage of the Avar age known so far, see Tóth and Horváth, Kunbábony; 
Tóth, “Kunbábony.”

25   Galenko et al., “Trofei.”
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figure 22.2  Principal sites mentioned in the text
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medieval Eastern Europe.26 Both archaeologists and historians have relied in-
stead on anthropological models of social organization, some of which are out 
of step with the archaeological evidence of specific periods and places.27 Much 
of the discussion of elites and social stratification in the early Middle Ages is 
based on data derived from the excavation of cemeteries. There has been al-
most no attempt to examine the contemporaneous evidence from settlement 
sites, to see if possibly elite status was also represented in spatial terms: were 
elite residences inside settlements set apart, or were they larger than, and built 
in some way different from all other dwellings in those same settlements? As 
mentioned above, a few pioneering studies in that direction have so far pro-
duced negative answers to those questions.28 Others have pointed out that an 
anthropological “reading” of the information about early Slavic leaders to be 
found in 6th- and 7th-century Byzantine sources reveals the “co-existence of 
three different sorts of power”—great men, big men, and chiefs.29 Chiefdoms 
are now the favorite social and political model for the interpretation of sev-
eral categories of archaeological information pertaining to “tribal,” pre-state 
phases of development, but big-man systems have also been used for the un-
derstanding of the transition from late antique to early medieval social and 
political structures.30

It remains unclear how the social structures associated with chiefdoms de-
veloped into the social categories known from the 10th century onwards. The 
traditional view derived from the Marxist concept of “military democracy” was 
that the origins of the medieval nobility must be sought in the retinue of war-
riors surrounding the ruler. Initially rewarded with both offices and a share of 
the ruler’s revenue, at some point during the 11th century, warriors began to 

26   For the problem of taking the social terminology of the sources at face value, see Tarvel, 
“Die Interpretation”; Kalhous, “Some observations.”

27   Ecsedy, “Nomadic society”; Solymosi, “Die Gesellschaft”; Dancheva-Vasileva, “Socialnata 
struktura”; Samsonowicz, “Więzi społeczne”; D’iakonov, Ocherki; Hanuliak, “Skizze”; Levak, 
“Tragovi”; Jovaiša, “Baltų visuomenė”; Kovtun, Rekonstrukciia; Poliakov, “Drevnerusskaia 
civilizaciia”; Atavin, “Pogrebal’nyi obriad.” For a successful combination of anthropologi-
cal theory and skillful interpretation of the archaeological data, see Šnē, “Archaeological 
evidence” and Sabiedrība; Mägi, “Eesti ühiskond”; Kurila, “Social classes.”

28   Măgureanu, “About power” and “Expresivitatea așezărilor.”
29   Curta, “Feasting with ‘kings’” and The Making, pp. 325–32.
30   For chiefdoms, see Mägi, “‘… Ships are their main strength’”; Šnē, “The economy”; 

Tymowski, “Tribal organizations”; Alimov, “Potestarnaia organizaciia”; Stepanov, 
“Bolgarskie gosudarstvennye obrazovaniia.” For big-man systems, see Dzino, “The rise and 
fall” and “Post-Roman Dalmatia.”
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receive landholdings, thus turning into noble landowners.31 The differentia-
tion of the nobility was further based on land, with the highest officials being 
also among the greatest landowners.32 But recent studies have drastically 
modified that view, while carefully drawing a distinction between elite (a rela-
tive social category defined by its power status within any given community) 
and aristocracy (the highest stratum of a society, whose members have inher-
ited their positions).33 The existence of warriors in society is supported by the 
archaeological evidence of grave deposition of weapons, but there is actually 
no archaeological correlate of what historians have called the “retinue” (often 
employing the Slavic word, druzhina, to refer to a supposedly special role of 
that retinue in early medieval societies in East Central and Eastern Europe). 
Moreover, it has become increasingly clear that social categories are not di-
rectly reflected in the mortuary record, because of the highly symbolic char-
acter of the burial.34 Not all weapons in existence at one time within a given 
society (and presumably in use by that society’s warriors) were deposited in 
graves.35 Moreover, the study of the correlation between the age at death and 
the deposition of weapons in burials shows that the latter has much more to 
do with social maturity than with fighting ability.36

31   Nikolov, “The Bulgarian aristocracy.” For the Bulgarian aristocracy in Byzantium, see 
Chondridou, “He ensomatose.” For Volga Bulgharia, see Vladimirov, “Koi sa ‘bilerite’.”

32   Třeštík and Krzemieńska, “Wirtschaftliche Grundlagen”; Györffy, Wirtschaft; Modzelewski, 
“Comites.” For a critique of that scenario, see Jan, “K počátkům”; Jurek, “Geneza,” pp. 66–
81; Żmudzki, Władca, pp. 330–81 demonstrates that the relation between rulers and reti-
nues in Rus’ and Poland is a literary construction of the author(s) of the Tale of Bygone 
Years and of Gallus Anonymus, respectively. Lukin, “‘Starcy’,” argues that there is sufficient 
evidence for social stratification without the retinue.

33   Bak, “Probleme”; Pavlov, Praviashchaia elita; Kalhous, Anatomy, pp. 107–108; Jusupović, 
Elity; Stefanovich, “Elita”; Galuška, “Rex.”

34   Kotowicz, “‘… wszystką jego broń umieścili obok niego …’”; Tihanyi and Pálfi, “Harcos 
vagy nem harcos?” Similarly, nothing indicates that the deposition of tools and imple-
ments signals graves of artisans (Ivanov, “Pogrebeniia ‘remeslennikov’”; Tănase, “Gräber”; 
Rácz, “Sind Goldschmiede”).

35   Vaškevičiutė, “Semgallian warrior weaponry” notes that only spearheads and close com-
bat weapons have been deposited in early medieval male graves from northern Lithuania 
and eastern Latvia (no arrow heads have so far been found).

36   Csiky, Avar-age Polearms, p. 388 notes that “we are not in a position to discuss so-called 
warrior graves, since the militarily most active age group appears very poorly represented 
amongst these weapon burials, with most of the weapons having been deposited with 
aged or even old men.” However, others continue to believe that graves with weapons are 
graves of warriors (Cosma, “Războinici,” “Avar warriors,” “Observaţii,” and “Notes”; Jovaiša, 
“Military aristocracy”). The presence of weapons in settlements raises different questions 
(Cosma, “O locuință”).
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No direct evidence exists, therefore, for the retinue of warriors, as a sepa-
rate, special group in the early medieval society, from which the later nobility 
supposedly derived. Nor can the knighting ceremonies mentioned in Gallus 
Anonymus be regarded as evidence of a knightly class in late 11th- to 13th- 
century Poland.37 “Knights” were those members of social groups that could 
otherwise be regarded as privileged, and for whom the sources use several 
other, equally ill-defined terms such as domini, comites, or, occasionally,  
barones.38 Land grants as rewarding for military service are also a relatively late 
phenomenon in East Central Europe.39 Rulers in the region used a variety of 
gifts to reward or to entice cooperation.40 While some of the earliest texts writ-
ten in Old Church Slavonic, such as the Life of Methodius and the Court Law for 
the People, describe elites both in general as “great” or “old,” and using special 
terms, such as zhupan, a differentiation of the nobility is clearly documented 
in 9th-century Bulgaria, where it was most certainly linked to state office al-
ready in the 9th century.41 On the other hand, the analysis of the terminology 
in use in the Chronicle of the Czechs shows that Cosmas of Prague and his early 
12th-century audience placed a great emphasis on kinship and the proximity to 
the ruler.42 Elites in the Chronicle of the Czechs may be wealthy, but the nature 
of that wealth is never explained. Cosmas mentions a certain Mztis as “count” 
(comes) of the Bílina castle.43 By the mid-12th century, the terms comes and 
castellanus were interchangeable.44 Similarly, in both Bulgaria and Hungary 
the aristocracy used strongholds, which were often centers of royal power, 
to build regional networks, and not only to acquire land.45 A position in the 

37   Dalewski, “The knighting”; Piwowarczyk, “Funkcje”; Ławrynowicz, “Pas rycerski”; Pauk, 
“Lords and peasants,” p. 256. For the meaning of miles (knight, but also soldier) in 
Arpadian-age Hungary, see Zsoldos, “Ispán és vitéz”; Ladányi, “A miles.”

38   Górecki, “Words,” p. 121.
39   But see Wybranowski, “Powstanie”; Mularczyk, “Palatyn wrocławski Stefan.” Górecki, 

“Words,” p. 137 notes that by the late 13th century, “knighthood” did not necessarily refer 
to military service or even attributes, but to a bundle of privileges, not unlike those be-
stowed upon the German “guests” or townspeople at about that same time.

40   Dygo, “Uczty”; Petrukhin, “The ‘feast’”; Kalhous, “Čeští velmoži”; Mel’nikova, “‘Druzhinoiu 
nalăzu srebro’”; Curta, “Gift-giving”; Mininkova, “Dar.”

41   Life of Methodius 11, p. ?; Petkov, The Voices, pp. 49 and 52. For the differentiation of the 
nobility in 9th-century Bulgaria, see Stepanov, “Zashto velikite boili sa bili shest na broi?”; 
Ziemann, “Between authoritarianism and consensus,” pp. 385–88. For the differentiation 
of the Volga Bulghar nobility, see Mechkov, “Socialnata stălbica.”

42   Kalhous, Anatomy, p. 119.
43   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle II 19, p. 111.
44   Teršlová, “Ilburkové”; Velímský, Hrabišici; Kalhous, Anatomy, pp. 127–28; Tejček, 

“Držkrajovici.”
45   Manikowska, “L’aristocrazia.”
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Byzantine administration considerably mattered to Count Nikola, a member 
of the powerful Kačić clan, in the 1160s.46 Some of the most important mem-
bers of the Šubić clan in the 12th and 13th century were local zhupans, with one 
of them—Paul (1270–1312)—becoming ban of Croatia.47

Most landholdings granted in 11th-century Poland were small, and true 
landholding noblemen did not appear before the 12th century.48 In Hungary, 
because kings needed to reform the structure of the military force of the king-
dom in favor of the heavy cavalry, exemptions were granted to lesser nobles, 
who were expected to provide military service. Those “servants of the king” 
(servientes regis) lived scattered all around the country on their estates, which 
were not a reward for their military service. Despite a campaign of ennoble-
ment under Béla IV and Ladislas IV, the servientes became noblemen not by 
receiving land from the king, but by requesting to be recognized as noble on 
the basis of the service provided for the king. To be sure, by 1300, all noble 
warriors were landowners, but it is through marriages and negotiated alliances 
that most noble families maintained the control of their family estates. The 
process is best illustrated by the ascension of the Elefánthy family in the coun-
ty of Nyitra (now Nitra, in western Slovakia; Fig. 22.3).49 That family’s name 
most likely derives from the word “olifant” in direct reference to Roland. It has 
been recently been noted that invented names, genealogies, and coats of arms 
signal dramatic changes taking place in the structure of the nobility shortly be-
fore 1300.50 By that time, however, the existence of noble families is also docu-
mented in urban, not just rural contexts.51 Moreover, the noble status was now 
linked to patronage of churches and monasteries.52

46   Majnarić, “Prilog poznavanju,” pp. 19–21.
47   Karbić, “Šubići,” pp. 11–19.
48   The same is true for Bohemia (Čechura, “Zur Grundherrschaftentwicklung”).
49   Fügedi, The Elefánthy. See also Javošová, “Spoločenské postavenie šl’achty”; Tóth, “A 

Győr-nemzetség.”
50   Kos, “Grb in mit.”
51   The plaintiffs in the case tried at the placitum of Rižana (804) were the primates of the 

Istrian towns of Pula, Poreč, and probably Trieste (Petranović and Margetić. “Il Placito,”  
p. 58; Levak, “Primates,” pp. 92–93). Bileta, “At the crossroads” regards them as a mili-
tary elite. For the nobility of Novgorod, see Gimon, “Letopisnye dannye”; Musin, “K is-
torii”; Vilkul, “Letopisnye ‘boiare’”; Lukin, “Novgorodskaia elita.” For the aristocracy of 
Philippopolis, see Dancheva-Vasileva, “Aristokraciiata.” For Corinth, see Kordosi, “Apo ton 
koinoniko bio.” For the urban nobility of Dalmatia, see Nikolić, Rođaci and “Madjevci.”

52   Pauk, Działalność fundacyjna; Pavlikianov, The Medieval Aristocracy; Stefanovich, 
“Boiarstvo”; Górny, “Ród Pałuków”; Pirivatrić, “O Stefanu Prvoslavu”; Popkonstantinov and 
Kostova, “Manastirăt.” For noblemen as patrons of the military-monastic orders, see Jan, 
“Čeští a moravští šlechtici.”
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There has been some discussion of the meaning of the term “inheritance” 
(hereditas), which appears in the first article of the late 12th-century Statutes 
of Conrad Otto: “All hereditates that without objection, in peace and justice 
were held by significant, as well as less significant nobles at the time of Prince 
Conrad, let them retain henceforth.”53 Were inheritances estates that noble-
men received in exchange for services, or heritable property? Some are in favor 
of the former, others of the latter.54 Leaving aside the imprecise usage of the 
word in various sources, there is clear evidence that by the 13th century, at 
least in Silesia, inheritances (in the sense of ancestral estates) were carefully 
distinguished from acquisitions, although the latter could quickly be turned 
into patrimonial property.55

53   Friedrich, Codex, p. 223; English translation from Kalhous, Anatomy, p. 136. The Statutes 
are preserved in a later confirmation by Přemysl Otakar I (Horák, “K statutům”).

54   Žemlička, “Heredes”; Jan, Václav II. Struktury, p. 171. For Hungary, see Zsoldos, “Terra he-
reditaria”; Kávássy, “A nemesi földtulajdon kialakulása.”

55   Górecki, “A historian.”

figure 22.3  Nitra, view from the north with the old town and the Castle Hill. In the early 
1270s, the king of Bohemia, Přemysl II Otakar, twice burnt the town. Nitra was 
the seat of the County of Nyitra, in which the Elefánthy family began to rise to 
prominence after ca. 1270.
Photo by Marek Meško
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2 Slaves and Serfs

Significant changes have taken place over the past few decades in the study of 
the lower classes in medieval Eastern Europe. Earlier generations of scholars 
in that region of Europe, who subscribed to Marxist orthodoxy, minimized the 
social magnitude and economic impact of slavery.56 But the evidence, particu-
larly for the 9th and 10th centuries is so overwhelming that by now, with the 
pendulum swinging the other way, slaves are regarded as the main commod-
ity transported over of the long-distance trade routes across Eastern Europe.57 
The late 9th-century Court Law for the People is quite explicit: “if someone 
buys a prisoner of war with all his chattels from foreigners, and the former can 
pay his price, let him be set free. If he cannot ransom himself, let him work 
as a slave until he ransoms himself.”58 Some have linked slave prices to dir-
ham hoards found in Eastern Europe, while others saw slave pens in the large 
strongholds built in the early Middle Ages in East Central Europe.59 To be sure, 
in the 10th century, Prague was one of the largest slave markets in Europe and 
some have even attempted to estimate the scale of slave-trading on the basis 
of manumission prices.60 The great importance of slaves in the Rus’ trade with 
Byzantium is confirmed by the treaties of 911 and 944 preserved in the Tale of 
Bygone Years.61 Slaves are mentioned as servi and ancillae in the laws of Kings 
Stephen and Ladislas of Hungary, as well as in charters of the second half of the 
11th century.62 Treated as property, they were sold, pawned, and even stolen. 
Slaves also appear in 12th-century Croatia as living in their own village next to 
the Benedictine monastery of St. Peter de Gumay. Notarial documents from 
Dubrovnik that are preserved for the period 1280–1301 refer to sales of slaves 
on the local market.63 There is, in other words, a constant presence of slaves 

56   Graus, Dějiny, p. 186. Graus’s ideas are not different from those of Wickham, Framing,  
p. 263. For a brief survey of the older historiography, see Ježek, “A mass for the slaves,”  
pp. 636–37.

57   Shorokhov, “Predposylki razvitiia.”
58   Petkov, The Voices, p. 52.
59   Jankowiak, “Wer brachte”; Henning and Ruttkay, “Frühmittelalterliche Burgwälle.” 

Another group of scholars attributed abnormal burials, particularly those with clear evi-
dence of deviant practices (bound or executed bodies, with no grave goods) to slaves (see 
Kajkowski and Gardeła, “Vampires, criminals or slaves?”). For a thorough critique of such 
views, see Fontaine, “Early medieval slave-trading.”

60   Třeštík, “‘Eine grosse Stadt’.” For slaves in 10th- to 12th-century Prague and the archaeolog-
ical correlates of their productive activities, see Ježek, “A mass for the slaves,” pp. 634–38.

61   Jankowiak, “Byzantine coins,” p. 131.
62   Sutt, Slavery, pp. 54–59, 91–97, 104–107.
63   Budak, “Slavery,” pp. 750–51.
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throughout much of the period considered in this book. But did slaves play any 
economic role beyond trade? Did they have any role in agricultural or indus-
trial production? The case has indeed been made for a significant use of slaves 
in productive activities, particularly in the agriculture of Rus’ and Hungary.64 
In the light of 12th- and 13th-century charters from Hungary, there can be lit-
tle doubt that servi worked the land and that their obligations were primarily  
agricultural.65 But on the basis of similar data from the Czech lands, other 
scholars claim that servi were serfs, not slaves.66 Others believe that slaves and 
serfs co-existed for a while, at least in the northern parts of the kingdom of 
Hungary (now within Slovakia) during the first half of the 13th century.67 Part 
of the problem with the current debate surrounding slavery in medieval East 
Central Europe is that one cannot pinpoint the exact meaning of the terms em-
ployed by the sources. The terminology of those sources is often very flexible 
and depends upon the context. But another problem is that for some model 
of social evolution to work, one would need to have at least the same amount 
of information for the period before ca. 1100. As it were, that is definitely not 
the case: in Poland, the first evidence of the economic significance and formal 
status of peasants cannot be dated before the early 12th century.68 According 
to Legenda Christiani, Duke Wenceslas of Bohemia purchased young pagan 
slaves on the market. However, he did so in order to turn them into Christians, 
not into labor force for the ducal estates.69 The poor for whom both he and 
his grandmother Ludmila cared before being murdered cannot be taken as an 
indication of social stratification, since both in the 10th and in the 13th century, 
taking care of the poor was an essential element of the exercise and represen-
tation of political power, and its mention in the sources was often an effec-
tive rhetorical device.70 In the absence of written sources, it is very difficult 
to reconstruct social inequalities and especially to identify groups of enserfed 
people in society, just as it is to “read” slavery into the archaeological record. 

64   Froianov, Rabstvo; Bojko, “Niewolnictwo”; Sutt, Slavery.
65   Sutt, Slavery, pp. 109–19. For smerdy in the earliest charters of Rus’ as slaves working the 

land, see Kashtanov, “Le rôle,” p. 159.
66   Petráček, Power, pp. 101–10.
67   Javošová, “Spoločenské postavenie neprivilegovaného obyvatel’stva,” pp. 67–82, largely 

building on Bolla, A jogilag. For a brief survey of the Hungarian historiography on this 
matter, see Bak, “Servitude,” pp. 387–88.

68   Górecki, “Viator,” p. 17.
69   Legenda Christiani 7, p. 68; Petráček, Power, p. 104.
70   Petráček, “Svatý kníže Václav”; Cetwiński, “Opieka nad biednymi.” For broader discussion 

of the differences between poor and rich in the written sources of the High Middle Ages, 
see Hunka, “Rozdiel.”
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Claims that in late 10th- and 11th-century Hungary “commoners” were buried 
in separate cemeteries must therefore be treated with suspicion.71

However, the greatest problem for the current historiography is residual 
Marxism, particularly the stubborn preoccupation with pigeonholing soci-
eties into modes of production.72 As a consequence, the idea of serfs as the 
main force of production makes it impossible to accept that slavery could have 
played any economically significant role in society. Equally problematic from 
that perspective is the existence of free peasants, for whom there is however 
sufficient evidence in later sources, particularly those pertaining to “guests” 
(Fig. 22.4).73 Paradoxically, despite the heavy influence of the Marxist para-
digm on studies of the medieval society in East Central and especially Eastern 
Europe, with its emphasis on class struggle, there has been very little work 

71   Gallina and Varga, “10–11. századi köznépi temető.”
72   See the pertinent remarks of Petráček, Power, pp. 29–34.
73   Petráček, Power, pp. 126–31. See also Smetánka, Die Geschichte; Žemlička, “Heredes”; 

Petráček, “Rustici.”

figure 22.4  The ideal(ized) peasant: Přemysl the Plowman, the legendary founder of the 
Přemyslid dynasty, was a farmer who was plowing his field at the very moment 
he was asked to marry Libuše (left side) and to become the duke of Bohemia. 
The scene is symbolically depicted above the Nativity, and below Duke Bořivoj 
II. Znojmo, the Rotunda of St. Catherine.
Photo by Jiří Kuthan. Courtesy of the Museum of South Moravia 
in Znojmo
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done on social protest, except, perhaps, on urban violence.74 Banditism, for ex-
ample, has only very recently come into focus.75 Equally recent is the emphasis 
on rituals marking social contracts, such as oath-taking.76

3 Family

By contrast, one of the most spectacular areas of growth for studies of social 
history of medieval Eastern Europe has been the family. Natalia Pushkareva 
even contrasted the “traditional” and the “new” approaches in Russian  
historiography.77 Unlike the former, the “new” demographic history operates 
with a broader definition of the family (the current meaning of which was 
not established in Rus’ before 1300) and looks at data other than just popu-
lation figures. Names, for example, have recently been a topic of much and 
very interesting research in Russian historiography. The comparative study of 
such written sources as the birchbark letters and the narrative of the Tale of 
Bygone Times has revealed that patronymics were in use almost exclusively by 
Rus’ elites, a conclusion with serious implications for the notion of patrimo-
nial wealth, as well as for the understanding of “civil war,” conflict, and dispute 
resolution as (princely) family affairs.78 According to the laws attributed to 
Kings Stephen I and Coloman (see chapter 18), in 11th-century Hungary, only 
the close kin (parentela) could inherit.79 But in the 13th century, the majority 
of charters pertaining to inheritance or to the division of properties refers to 
members of the extended families or clans (kindreds). A charter from 1282, for 
example, concerns the division of a property named Bel between several sets 
of cousins, but the exact relations between them is far from clear. Although 

74   Lebedeva, “Element nasiliia”; Madgearu, “Urban unrest”; Konovalov, “Formy.”
75   Sophoulis, “Bandits.” The same is true for vengeance (Nikolić, “Obitelj,” pp. 77–80; 

Chebanenko, “Institut mesti”).
76   Stefanovich, “Kniaz’”; Mikhailova and Prestel, “Cross kissing”; Gubarev, “O kliatvakh”; 

Sobiesiak, “The political elite.”
77   Pushkareva, “Russkaia sem’ia.” The “traditional” approach has a long tradition in the 

Soviet historiography (Bogdanov, “Sem’ia”). For an attempt to reconcile the written and 
archaeological data in the study of the family based on the “traditional” approach, see 
Koziuba, “Istoryko-demografichna kharakterystyka.”

78   Patronymics: Uspenskii, “Zametki”; Uspenskii and Litvina. “Var’irovanie rodovogo 
imeni” and “Mladshie synov’ia.” For conflict and dispute resolution, see Tolochko, “‘All 
the happy families …’”; Dąbrowski, “Rodstvo”; Lavrenchenko, “Rodovaia model’.” Even 
the Tale of Bygone Times is now regarded as a family “chronicle” (Litvina and Uspenskii, 
“Vremia zhit’”; Rukavishnikov, “Tale of Bygone Years”). The introduction of appanages in 
the Second Bulgarian Empire (see chapter 30) is also interpreted as a matter of relations 
within the Assenid family (Nikolov, “Appearance”).

79   Bak et al., The Laws, pp. 6 and 26; Kávássy, “Rokonság.”
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members of the same kindred, such as the Elefánthy, could appear in sources 
as fratres, in Hungarian charters of the 13th century, that word could refer to 
any relative in the agnatic line, including cousins.80 Through the Golden Bull 
of 1222, the servientes without male heirs obtained the right of free disposi-
tion, that is the right to avoid the king’s escheat by bequeathing their estates to 
female heirs.81 Clan names were transmitted, however, only on the male line. 
Similarly, in Dalmatian cities of the late 13th century, family names (first de-
rived from nicknames, as opposed to patronymics) greatly contributed to the 
establishment of patrilineal lineage among noble families.82

The existence of a church and an official model of marriage, not unlike 
those believed to have been in existence in Western Europe, have been recent-
ly postulated on the basis of an analysis of the charter issued in the mid-1220s 
for the Žiča Monastery by the Serbian King Stephen the First-Crowned and 
his son, Radoslav (see chapter 30).83 Such provisions as those allowing for the 
corporal punishment or even the “sale” of the wife leaving her husband have 
been interpreted as evidence of a lay concept of marriage. However, Russian 
scholars have also identified in Rus’ sources the efforts to accommodate local 
customs in matters of marriage and family life, without, however, postulating 
the existence of any models.84 Even if one assumes, however, the existence of 
a church model of marriage by 1200, what constituted a legitimate marriage 
varies considerably. For example, in terms of forbidden marriages, the char-
ter for the Žiča Monastery insisted only on marriage with one’s sister-in-law.85 

80   Sutt, “Parentela,” p. 80.
81   Bak et al., The Laws, p. 32. Known as “filial quarter,” this practice was vehemently contest-

ed by noble clans, every single one of which was concerned with keeping the land within 
the kindred (Sutt, “Parentela,” p. 86).

82   Nikolić, “Obitelj,” pp. 69–72.
83   Bojanin, “Brachne odredbe.”
84   Pushkareva, “Russkaia sem’ia,” pp. 71–72. For sexual mores in Rus’, see Pushkareva, 

“Intimnaia zhizn’.” For the tolerant attitude towards pre-marital sex among the pre-
Christian Slavs of Central Europe, see Lewicka-Rajewska, “Ibrāhīm Ibn Ja’qūb.” For simi-
lar remarks on marriage in late 9th- and early 13th-century Bulgaria, see Vălchanova, “Za 
‘postmodernoto’ văzpriemane”; Vin, “Sud’ba slavianskoi sem’i.” For acculturation as a 
way to understand the blending of pre-Christian and Christian “models of marriage,” see 
Mägi, “Abielu.”

85   Bojanin, “Brachne odredbe,” pp. 434–37. This is of course a later echo of the 9th-century 
Court Law for the People, according to which, “if someone weds his godmother, according 
to secular law they should be separated and have their noses cut off; according to church 
law they should be separated and do penance for fifteen years … The same punishment 
applies to anyone who copulates with his goddaughter.” A separate article of the same 
lawcode stipulates that “those who mix blood with their own blood should be separated,” 
a clear reference to incest (Petkov, The Voices, pp. 50–51).
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Close-kin marriages are also documented within the Riurikid family during the 
12th century, with little or no reaction from the Church.86 Out of nine cases of 
divorce documented in the sources for the 12th and the first half of the 13th 
century, there is no annulment on grounds of consanguinity.87 Despite the im-
portance of legitimate heirs, no similar studies exist for the Catholic countries 
of East Central Europe (Hungary, Bohemia, and Poland), which could make 
room for fruitful comparison.88

A much more restrictive definition of family (as a group of blood-related in-
dividuals) derives from archaeological studies of the period. Using biochemi-
cal analysis of serological data from bone samples or molecular anthropology, 
some have attempted to establish kin relations between individuals buried 
within one and the same cemetery, in order to delineate family plots and to 
establish the number of generations for which they may have been used.89 
Others have used settlement data to gauge the minimal size of the early medi-
eval family. In doing so, they have started from the fact that the floor area of an 
average sunken-featured building excavated on any settlement site in Eastern 
Europe indicates that no more than four to five persons could live there—a 
nuclear family.90 It has long been noted that children in the early Middle Ages 
may have been used vicariously for claims to power and, possibly, land. Child 
burials found in Bohemia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, and Latvia confirm that prog-
eny was an important way to project family aspirations, but also that member-
ship in that family depended upon age.91 However, there is yet no historical 
study of medieval children in Eastern Europe.

86   Litvina and Uspenskii, “Blizkorodstvennye braki” and “‘Svat’stvom obuemshesia’.”
87   Dąbrowski, “Przyczyny,” p. 364. Similarly, the only reasons for which divorce is discussed 

in the letters of Demeterios Chomatenos, Archbhishop of Ohrid (1217–1236), are impo-
tence, adultery, and homosexuality (Popović, “Pedstava,” pp. 335–38). For close-kin mar-
riages among members of the Cuman elite, see Pylypchuk, “Rodyna,” p. 50.

88   For the issue of legitimacy, see Bági, “Legitime and illegitime Väter.” Consanguinity, how-
ever, was the reason for which Otakar I Přemysl repudiated his wife, Adelaide of Meissen, 
in 1199 (Černá, “Rozvod”).

89   Rysiewska, “Struktury pokrewieństwa”; Költő et al., “Families, finds and generations.” 
Without any such analyses, the largest common grave of early medieval Estonia (with 
both cremations and inhumations) has been interpreted as the tomb of several genera-
tions of one and the same family (Allmaë, “Grave 2 of Maidla”). Equally unwarranted, if 
not altogether far-fetched, is the idea that the human silhouettes carved on three bone 
saddle mounts found in a 10th-century horse burial excavated in Zelenogradsk (near 
Kaliningrad, Russia) represent a “family portrait” (Kulakov, “The 10th-century family 
portrait”).

90   Krasil’nikova, “Zhilishcha”; Brather, “Grubenhäuser.”
91   Profantová, “Die Elite”; Kurila, “Vaiko statusas”; Komatarova-Balinova, “Decata”; Vilka, 

“Some aspects.”
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458 chapter 22

4 Social Identity, Marginality, Emotions

Comparatively more developed is the study of gender, particularly of women.92 
Much like with children, female burials could be used to communicate vicari-
ously about the social status of those women’s male kin, an observation con-
firmed by such written sources as ibn Fadlan in the case of the Rus’ (see chapter 
14).93 Scholars have noted that the earliest legislation known from Eastern 
Europe (the Court Law for the People) is very protective of women, and not just 
of virgins. Cheated wives are entitled to compensation, while their husbands 
must undergo penance, if not also corporal punishment.94 The political power 
that a few women had for two decades of the 12th century in the Rus’ principal-
ity of Polotsk has no parallel in European history.95 Women figure prominently 
in the birchbark letters and among war captives,96 play a key role in conversion 
and crusade narratives,97 as well as in monastic and heretical communities,98 
make donations of land,99 and could even seat as judges.100 Female royal saints 
are particularly important in medieval Eastern Europe, from Ludmila and Olga 

92   Distelberger, Österreichs Awarinnen; Milinković, “Uloga zhene”; Pylypchuk, “Zhenshchiny.” 
By contrast, the study of medieval masculinity has received only limited attention 
(Solov’eva, “Social’nye koordinaty”).

93   Stalsberg, “Visible women”; Petrukhin, “Viking women.” For similar conclusions drawn 
from the archaeology of 6th-century cemeteries, see Barbiera, “Il sesso svelato”; Heinrich-
Tamáska, “Frühe ‘Awarinnen’.” For a later example, see Georgieva, “Grob.” For gender and 
the archaeology of early medieval cemeteries, see Stashenkov, “Polovozrastnaia stratifika-
ciia”; Kurila, “Socialinis statusas.”

94   Petkov, The Voices, pp. 50 and 51; Havliková, “Středověké slovanské právo” and “Žena”; 
Simeonova, “Pravna zashtita.”

95   Brzozowska, “‘Połocki matriarchat’?”; Puente, “The widow princess.” Some scholars have 
drawn attention to royal women of foreign origin as interesting cases to study cultural 
contact, including Catholic-Orthodox interactions. See Georgieva, “Female politicians” 
and “The first Hungarian princess”; Raffensperger, “Dynastic marriage” and “Agent of 
change”; Havlíková, “Cherchez la femme”; Koicheva, “Bălgarskite princesi”; Sobiesiak, 
“Mulier suadens.” For the education of royal females, see Ratajczak, “Świeckie akcenty”; 
Ferro, Santità, pp. 25–34.

96   Šterns, “Female captives”; Levin, “Anna.”
97   Mažeika, “‘Nowhere was the fragility of their sex apparent’”; Sohlman, “Kristna kvinnor”; 

Homza, Mulieres suadentes.
98   Kostova and Popkonstantinov, “Zhenite”; Paskaleva, “Zhenite”; Ferro, Santità, pp. 21–24; 

Karadakova, “Monakhini.” For women in heretical communities, see Angelovska-Panova, 
“The role of the woman.”

99   Mamankakis, “Anna Radene.”
100   Sutt, “Uxores,” p. 13.
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to Euphrosyne of Polotsk and Elisabeth of Hungary.101 Some 70 female names 
are recorded in Cyrillic inscriptions from the late 9th- to 10th-century monas-
tery in Ravna (Bulgaria), some of them most certainly the wives or daughters of 
pilgrims.102 Some female members of the Piast dynasty participated in liturgi-
cal commemoration and were patrons of canon orders, but the study of female 
monasticism remains in its infancy.103

No other form of social identity has received more scholarly attention in 
Eastern Europe than ethnicity. To the extent that there is a sound theoreti-
cal basis for the “ethnogenesis model” commonly associated with the so-called 
Vienna school, it involves primarily the interpretation of the written sources 
pertaining to barbarians in Southeastern and Central Europe. In fact, one of the 
key studies in that respect is a monograph on the Avars.104 In Eastern Europe, 
both historians and archaeologists remain deeply concerned with questions 
regarding the appearance of new cultures, the formation of new ethnic identi-
ties, and the political implications of both. More theoretical studies have been 
published on this problem than on any other issue pertaining to the medieval 
history of Eastern Europe.105 Slavic ethnogenesis has been particularly promi-
nent in recent publications, and will remain dominant in the foreseeable fu-
ture.106 Equally significant is the emphasis on how ethnicity was perceived in 
the Middle Ages by people in Eastern Europe and especially by those who had 
contact with them. Many studies dealing with that problem have therefore  

101   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 195–294. For Ludmila, see Profantová, Kněžna Ludmila. For 
Olga, see Homza, “St. Ol’ga.” For Euphrosyne of Polotsk, see Ferro, Santità, pp. 47–48 
and 179–87. For Elisabeth of Hungary, see Ohst, “Elisabeth von Thüringen.” As Felskau, 
“‘Imitatio’” points out, St. Elisabeth had a great influence on the late 13th-century female 
saints in Poland (St. Hedwig and St. Kinga; Michalski, “Jadwiga”; Skiba, “Święta Jadwiga”) 
and Bohemia (St. Agnes; Kuthan, “Svatá Anežka”). Except Ferro, Santità, pp. 48–50 and 
187–94, scholars have so far neglected Euphrosyne of Suzdal’ and Fevronia of Murom.

102   Kostova and Popkonstantinov, “Zhenite.”
103   Pobóg-Lenartowicz, “Księżniczki śląskie wobec”; Pac, “Frauen.”
104   Pohl, Die Awaren. For the theory of ethnogenesis and the ensuing debates, see Gillett, 

“Ethnogenesis.” No scholar in Eastern Europe has participated in that debate, but 
Kasperski, “Ethnicity” is so far the most lucid attempt to trace the intellectual origin of 
the “ethnogenesis model.”

105   Tabaczyński, “Procesy”; Bálint, “Az ethnos”; Stepanov, “Etnosi”; Curta, “Some remarks”; 
Květina, “Archeologie”; Ziemann, “The problem”; Klein, Etnogenez; Shnirel’man, 
“Etnichnost’”; Buko, “Identyfikacja”; Izmailov, “Arkheologicheskie opredelenie”; Sidorov, 
“Arkheologicheskie kul’tury.”

106   Maiorov, Velikaia Khorvatiia; Curta, “The making of the Slavs” and “Utváření Slovanů.” The 
only other ethnogenesis that has preoccupied East European scholars in recent decades 
is that of the Croats: Mesiarkin, “The basis”; Alimov, Etnogenez. For a bizarre attempt to 
deny the significance of ethnicity for medieval people, see Fine, When Ethnicity Did not 
Matter.
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focused on ethnic stereotypes.107 That has also encouraged a greater degree of 
attention to the development of the dichotomy “we vs. them,” on which ethnic 
identity if often based. For example, the study of narrative strategies in the 
chronicles, which are based on the rhetorical integration of the audience into 
the collective “we” has revealed traces of local patriotism in Rus’.108 Only a few, 
timid studies have explored the link between religious and ethnic identities, 
and its role in the establishment of ethnic names.109 Particularly instructive 
in that respect is the study of the medieval Jews and Armenians. Their segre-
gation within rural and especially urban settlements was primarily based on 
religious differences that could easily be translated into broader categories of 
alterity concerning such mundane things as food or dress.

There certainly were Armenians in Tărnovo, as indicated by a gloss of 1285 
in an Armenian Gospel book.110 A letter from Emperor Isaac II Angelos to the 
Armenian katholikos Gregory IV the Young (1173–1193) refers to the Armenian 
community of Philippopolis.111 Armenians are also mentioned in Thessaloniki, 
in the context of the Norman sack of the city in 1185:

Before the city fell, when they [the Armenians] were outside it, they were 
as one with the enemy, and were even more eager than our foes to do us 
harm in the assaults and the ambushes, in the raids to capture booty and 
the operating of the siege engines, and in the unmasking of spies. And 
now that they were within it, they also lorded it over us, threatening us 
and giving orders, depriving us of our property and striking us, and en-
gaging in general profiteering. A loaf of bread small enough to fit in the 
hand, which no one would value at more than an obol, was sold by them 
at a great price, and they squeezed us as much as the Latins.112

107   Malamut and Cacouros, “L’image des Serbes”; Sager, “Hungarians”; Živković, “Etnički iden-
titet”; Moser, “Stereotipy”; Iliev, Okhridskiiat arkhiepiskop; Berkes, “Die Ungarn”; Marinow, 
“Dzicy”; Petkova, “Bălgarite”; Zaripova, “Polovcy.” By contrast, Russian scholars are preoc-
cupied with establishing the moment at which an ethnic group, such as the Rus’, becomes 
aware of its own existence (Gorskii, “Etnicheskii sostav”; Petrukhin, “Slaviane”; Afanas’ev, 
“O samoidentifikacii”).

108   Vilkul, “O proiavleniiakh.” For a similar phenomenon in the chronicle of Cosmas of 
Prague, see Aurast, “Wir und die Anderen.”

109   Kacunov, “Cărkva”; Bubenok, “Etnichnyy ta religiynyy sklad”; Izmailov, “Srednevekovye 
bulgary”; Laushkin, “K voprosu.” For ethnic names, see Pohl, “Die Namen.”

110   Petkova, The Voices, p. 441; Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Minorities,” p. 142.
111   Dancheva-Vasileva, “Armenskoto prisăstvie,” pp. 120–21; Koicheva, “The Armenians.”
112   Eustathios of Thessaloniki, The Capture, pp. 124 and 126, English translation at pp. 125  

and 127.
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While alterity is clearly marked here in the highly hostile context of the 
military operations, Eustathios, Archbishop of Thessaloniki (ca. 1178–1195/6), 
did not miss the opportunity to add a religious dimension. That dimension 
becomes salient in the context of the 12th-century theological discussion 
of azymes (unleavened bread): “There was a rumour that the abominable 
Armenians were defiling our loaves …”113

In addition to Armenians, there were also Jews living in Thessaloniki during 
the 12th century. The travelogue attributed to Benjamin of Tudela (see chap-
ter 2), said to have passed through Thessaloniki a couple of decades before its 
sack by the Normans, describes it as a “very large city, with about 500 Jews,” 
who “lived by silk-weaving.” A large community of Jews existed also in Thebes, 
and they lived in their own quarter on the northwestern side of the city, in 
modern Evraika. But the travelogue also mentions Jewish farmers, such as the 
200-strong community in Crissa, on the southern slope of Mount Parnassos, 
near modern-day Desfina.114 The Jewish presence around the hill of Trapezica 
in 13th- and 14th-century (Veliko) Tărnovo (see chapter 21) has been archaeo-
logically documented through the discovery of a small cemetery and an in-
scription in Hebrew mentioning the name Yehuda ha-Kohen.115 Jews were also 
present in Buda before the mid-13th century, and they also had a synagogue 
there.116 The legal status of the Jews in the Kingdom of Hungary was regulated 
in 1251 by King Béla IV.117 The distinctions drawn in his privilege between Jews 
and Christians were of course religious, but some stipulations provided pro-
tection for Jewish religious observance. A relatively large Jewish community 
existed in Prague as well, as documented archaeologically by the two cem-
eteries discovered on the Bartolomĕská and Vladislavova Streets of the Old 

113   Eustathios of Thessaloniki, The Capture, pp. 126–27. In terms of defiling the (Greek-)
Orthodox loaves of bread, the Armenians are compared to the Latins. However, while the 
latter are said to have mixed lard and suet with the oil (thus transgressing the Orthodox, 
strict rules of fasting), there is no explanation for what exactly did the Armenians do to 
the bread. For a similar association of Armenians with heresy in the History of Niketas 
Choniates, see Malamut, “Les Arméniens,” p. 112.

114   Benjamin of Tudela, Book of Travels, pp. 12–13; Jacoby, “Benjamin of Tudela in Byzantium,” 
pp. 183–84. There were also enserfed Jews on the island of Chios, whom Emperor 
Constantine IX gave to the Monastery of Nea Mone. They were to pay their head-tax to 
the monastery, instead of the state (Oikonomides, “The Jews”).

115   Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Minorities,” pp. 137–38.
116   Takács, “Árpád-kori zsinagóga.” Two other synagogues existed in Esztergom and Sopron. 

The latter was built shortly after 1300 (Berend, At the Gates, p. 229).
117   Berend, At the Gates, pp. 76–82.
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Town.118 Duke Bolesław the Pious of Greater Poland (see chapter 17) issued in 
1264 a general charter of Jewish liberties (otherwise known as the Statute of  
Kalisz).119 The oldest Jewish communities in Poland were those of Silesia: 
Bytom, Głogów, Lwówek, and Świdnica. Much like in Greece at about the same 
time, some Jews in Silesia owned land.120 However, the evidence of Jewish 
communities in other parts of Eastern Europe thins out considerably. The only 
firm evidence about 12th-century Kiev is that during the riots that erupted in 
the city at the death of Sviatopolk II (1113), the mob robbed “the Jews.”121 Both 
Feodosii of the Caves and Kiril of Turov (see chapter 25) berated Jews, but 
there is otherwise no evidence of a significant Jewish community in Kiev or 
in any other town of Rus’. That has led one scholar to distinguish between the 
abstract Jews from Old Church Slavonic texts and the real Jews with whom the 
Rus’ may have had contact on a daily basis.122

Emotions in the medieval society of Eastern Europe have only recently be-
come the object of scholarly attention.123 Despite the personal touch of many 
a birchbark letter, those invaluable documents have been mostly mined for 
information about the economic life of northwestern Rus’, not for the expres-
sion of emotions. The same is true for the relatively large body of letters of 
the two archbishops of Ohrid, Theophylact (ca. 1078–1107) and Demetrios 
Chomatenos (1216–1236), which remain unexplored in that respect. Nor have 
funerary inscriptions been approached from that perspective, or the Bulgarian 
and Rus’ hymnography.124 Love, trust, and grief are themes that still await their 
historian.125

118   Klápště, The Czech Lands, pp. 382–83. For the Old New synagogue of Prague, one of the 
city’s first Gothic buildings, see Dragoun, “Záchranný výzkum.”

119   Zaremska, Żydzi, pp. 119–23. By 1300, the statute was adopted aslo by the dukes of Wrocław, 
Głogów, and Jawor.

120   Zaremska, Żydzi, pp. 110–14; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 261.
121   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 196; Raba, The Gift, pp. 73–74.
122   Franklin, Writing, p. 118. For problems associated with the identification of Jews in pre-

Mongol Rus’, see Kulik, “Evrei.” For Jews in Old Church Slavonic texts, see Petrukhin, 
“Evrei.” For a similar distinction in early medieval Bulgaria, see Angelov, “Prestavata za 
evreite.” For the Old Church Slavonic translation of Josephus Flavius’ History of the Jewish 
War, see Raba, The Gift, pp. 29–51. For the anti-Judaic literature of pre-Mongol Rus’, see 
Pereswetoff-Morath, A Grin Without a Cat. “Adversus Iudaeos” Texts and A Grin Without a 
Cat. Jews.

123   Mischke, “Emocje”; Wiszewski, “Zemsta” and “How far can you go”; Bláhová, “Hněv”; 
Jezierski, “Risk societies”; Różycki, “Fear.”

124   There is no commentary in Walbank and Walbank, “The grave of Maria” about the fact 
that the 6th-century epitaph of Maria, the wife of “Euplous the teamster” from Corinth, 
mentions her both as his “modest” and as his “blessed” spouse.

125   But see Stefanovich, “Drevnerusskoe poniatie,” for the Rus’ notion of honesty.
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chapter 23

The Construct of a Tyrant: Feudalism in Eastern 
Europe

In the mid-1970s, an article was published in the American Historical Review, 
the leading historical journal in North-America. Its author, Elizabeth A.R. 
Brown, a specialist in Capetian France, called historians of medieval Europe to 
stop using the term “feudalism,” which had no single, generally accepted defi-
nition, and was therefore inappropriate for the description of any medieval so-
ciety: “The tyrant feudalism must be declared once and for all deposed and its 
influence over students of the Middle Ages finally ended. Perhaps in its down-
fall it will carry with it those other obdurate isms—manorial, scholastic, and 
human—that have dominated for far too long the investigation of medieval 
life and thought.”1 Even assuming that, with the détente of the era of Leonid 
Brezhnev and Richard Nixon, historians on the other side of the Iron Curtain 
in Eastern Europe could have learned about Brown’s article, they would have 
still been indifferent to her call. Theirs was a very different concept of feu-
dalism, one about which Brown’s article had nothing to say, but which Chris 
Wickham listed first among the “three main meanings of the word in historical 
practice: feudalism as mode of production; feudal society as a the ‘politics of 
land’ (…); and what is sometimes called ‘military feudalism’, or ‘feudo-vassalic’ 
relationships, characterized by a system of rewards based on conditional mili-
tary tenures (fiefs) and complex rules of loyalty.”2

1 Feudalism as Mode of Production

Neither Karl Marx, nor Friedrich Engels defined the feudal mode of produc-
tion, although they referred to “feudalism” in that sense of the word. The defi-
nition accepted to this day by most Marxist historians of the Middle Ages was 
formulated by Stalin: “The basis of the relations of production under the feudal 
system is that the feudal lord owns the means of production and does not fully 
own the worker in production—the serf, whom the feudal lord can no longer 

1   Brown, “The tyranny of a construct,” p. 1088.
2   Wickham, Framing, p. 61. The same distinction was drawn earlier by Gawlas, “Die Probleme,” 

p. 98.
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kill, but whom he can buy and sell (…). The feudal lord (…) prefers to deal with 
the serf, who has his own husbandry, implements of production, and a certain 
interest in work essential for the cultivation of the land and for the payment in 
kind of a part of his harvest to the feudal lord.”3 In other words, under feudal-
ism, the serfs, not being the owners of the lands that they cultivate, are com-
pelled to work for the landowners and to pay them the “feudal rent.” Since they 
own the tools and the livestock, they are compelled to pay the feudal rent not 
by means of physical force, but by a particular arrangement of property rights. 
According to Stalin, therefore, it was “feudal property” that ultimately defined 
the social relations of production between landowners and serfs, on which the 
social organization of the medieval society was based.4

Stalin’s understanding of the feudal mode of production was the basis (but 
not the object) of discussion among Soviet historians who, between the 1930s 
and the 1950s, struggled to define the social organization of medieval Rus’ ac-
cording to the party guidelines.5 Some adopted the Stalinist dogma and there-
fore maintained that the Rus’ society, having “missed” the slave-based mode 
of production, “jumped” directly from the primitive commune into feudalism. 
Others, on the contrary, believed that feudalism appeared in Rus’ only after 
the Rus’ state was fragmented and about to be conquered by the Mongols.6 
Until then, the Rus’ society had been basically stuck in the slave-based mode 
of production, with the early medieval period corresponding to a “pre- 
feudal” phase of development. The idea of early Rus’ as a society character-
ized by “prefeudalism”—a mixture of primitive commune, slave-based mode 
of production and incipient feudalism—gained support in the 1980s and 1990s, 
and became the dominant theory about social organization in Rus’ in the de-
cades following the demise of the Soviet Union.7 According to that theory, 

3   Stalin, Dialectical and Historical Materialism, pp. 27–28. It is worth pointing out the inher-
ent contradictions of Stalin’s definition. Although the “feudal lord owns the means of pro-
duction,” the serf is also said to own the “implements of production,” which are themselves 
means of production. Stalin’s definition was taken at face value by all historians of the 
Middle Ages working under the Soviet regime (Mikhailova, “O nekotorykh napravleniiakh,” 
pp. 66–67).

4   Filippov, “The notion of feudalism,” p. 150, notes that neither the relations between landown-
ers nor the origin of the term “feudalism” were ever an object of study for Marxist historians.

5   Váňa, “Sovetská historiografie,” pp. 352–56; Sverdlov, “Feodalizm.”
6   Bazanov, “‘Kholopy na Rusi’,” p. 4.
7   Bazanov, “Kievskaia Rus’,” p. 136; Gorskii, “O ‘feodalizme’,” p. 12. Particularly influential in that 

respect has been the work of Igor Froianov, especially his books, Kievskaia Rus’, Miatezhnyi 
Novgorod, and Drevniaia Rus’. The assumption underlying the idea of “prefeudalism” is that 
the “seeds” of the following, more advanced mode of production are contained in the current 
mode production, and co-exist with remnants of the older mode of production. That is why  
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“prefeudalism” began in Rus’ in the 9th century.8 The transition to “mature 
feudalism” took place during the second half of the 11th century, when social 
unrest is mentioned in the Tale of Bygone Years.9 Soviet historians interpret-
ed the revolts taking place in Kiev in 1068 and 1071 as events leading to the 
enserfment of the formerly free members of the village communities in Rus’.10 
Enserfment was further explained in terms of the transformation of the tribute 
(collectively) paid by village communities into the feudal rent that, according 
to the Stalinist definition, characterized the feudal mode of production.11 That 
is, in fact, why the notion of a “feudal revolution” (as coined by West European 
historians of the Middle Ages) around AD 1000 was well received by Soviet his-
torians embracing the theory of “pre-feudal” Rus’.12 As the Rus’ state incorpo-
rated more territories to the north-east and north-west, it brought feudalism 
there, which contributed to the accelerated abandonment of the old mode of 
production of the primitive commune.13 Some even began to apply such ideas 
to parts of Southeastern and East Central Europe that had never been incor-
porated into Rus’. As opposed to the lands close to the Mediterranean region, 
East Central and Eastern Europe was now viewed as the area of “feudalism 
without synthesis,” because of the absence of any elements of the old, slave-
based mode of production that has been predominant in the Roman Empire.14

With the imposition of Communist regimes under Soviet control after 
World War II, Stalin’s definition of feudalism became the sine qua non for all 
studies of the Middle Ages produced in the satellite countries of East Central 
and Southeastern Europe. Scholars in Bulgaria were encouraged to look for 

  Soviet historians were eager to identify “bourgeois elements” in the social structure of the 
12th- to 13th-century towns in Rus’ (Braychevs’kyy, “Mesto”).

8    As Gorkii, “O ‘feodalizme,” p. 11 points out that theory contained a number of egregious 
contradictions. The Rus’ state emerged in the 10th century, but according to Marxist theo-
ry, the state cannot exist without a class-based society (since the state is believed to be an 
instrument of exploitation). Rus’ therefore had a “feudal” state, but not social classes that 
could be called “feudal.”

9    Russian Primary Chronicle, transl., pp. 148 and 150–51.
10   Bazanov, “Kievskaia Rus’,” pp. 134–35. Another symptom of the mature feudalism is the 

legislation in the part of the Russkaia Pravda that is attributed to Prince Iaroslav of Kiev 
(Gorskii, “O ‘feodalizme’,” p. 18; Gorskii, Russkoe srednevekov’e, p. 69).

11   Bazanov, “Kievskaia Rus’,” p. 138; Gorskii, “O ‘feodalizme’,” p. 10. For the tribute paid in 
pelts by Slavic communities to the Khazars and to the Varangians, see Kashtanov, 
“Vozniknovenie.”

12   Bessmertnyi, “‘Feodal’naia revoliuciia’.”
13   Alikhova, “Raspad”; Zimin and Savel’eva, “Stanovlenie.”
14   Moora, Pirmatnēja kopienas iekārta; Moora and Ligi, Khoziaistvo; Koroliuk, “O tak na-

zyvaemoi ‘kontaktnoi’ zone,” “Kontaktnaia zona,” and “Osnovnye problemy”; Volkaitė-
Kulikauskienė, “Genezis.”
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the moment of transition from “prefeudalism” to “mature feudalism.”15 One 
of the most active promoters the Stalinist dogma was the Czech historian 
František Graus, according to whom Great Moravia could not have possibly 
been a feudal society, in the absence of serfs and feudal rent.16 Some disagreed: 
there were social classes in Moravian society, which must therefore have been  
feudal.17 Others continue to “align” the development of feudalism in Bohemia 
to that of Rus’ feudalism. Bohemian society entered “mature feudalism” only 
in the early 13th century.18 The organization of land estates worked by serfs was 
believed to be a sure indication of “mature feudalism.”19 In Poland, that was 
believed to be the key element in a model of economic development under 
feudalism.20 In Hungary, the emphasis was placed on land ownership, with a 
distinction drawn between royal and ecclesiastical estates, on one hand, and 
private lands, on the other hand. It was on the former that the acquisition of 
plows and oxen led to the rise of a class of serfs.21

2 Feudalism as Vassalage

With few exceptions, all discussions of the feudal mode of production were 
however abandoned in the early 1990s.22 But old habits die hard: without any 
underpinning Marxism, some still call “prefeudal” settlements or cemeteries 
that would otherwise be “early medieval.”23 Elsewhere, the High Middle Ages 
may still be called the “period of classical feudalism.”24 But, except Russia, 
painting medieval society with the broad brush of Marxist terminology has 
now completely gone out of fashion. To be sure, there has been no article 
calling for the abolition of the tyrannical construct of feudalism as a mode 

15   Lishev, Za genezisa; Tivchev and Cankova-Petkova, “Au sujet”; Burmov, “Feodalizmăt.”
16   Graus, “Velkomoravská říše.” See also his polemical articles on Bohemia, Graus, “Ranniaia 

stadiia” and “O vznik.”
17   Poulík, “K otázce počatků”; Ratkoš, “Problematika”; Kučera, “Problemy”; Havlík, “Ranniaia 

stadiia.”
18   Žemlička, Přemysl Otakar I.
19   Čechura, “Zur Grundherrschaftentwicklung.”
20   Topolski, “A propos de la conception.”
21   Lederer, A feudalizmus kialakulása.
22   In Belarus and Greece, however, the Stalinist understanding of feudalism persisted 

(Liauko, “Genezis”; Choumanidis, “Peri tes oikonomias,” pp. 43–44). In Romania, some au-
thors still use feudalism metonymically for all things medieval (Bejan, “Consideration”).

23   Băcueţ Crişan and Băcueţ Crişan, “Două locuinţe prefeudale”; Popilian and Nica, “Aşezarea 
prefeudală”; Hica and Ferenczi, “Morminte prefeudale.”

24   Popovska and Dodovska, “Makedonija vo klasichniot feudalizam.”
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of production. Instead, most scholars in Eastern and East Central Europe that 
have written on feudalism over the last three decades have done so having in 
mind vassalage—the relations between lords and vassals that have been at the 
center of the debate in Western Europe.25 In Poland, where research on this 
particular problem has older traditions, historians have only recently begun to 
question the existence of vassalage in the 12th or 13th century, with the prob-
able exception of Silesia, where ministerials were certainly in existence at that 
time, much like in other parts of the Holy Roman Empire.26 The same is true 
for Bohemia and Moravia during that same period.27 On the basis of a passage 
in the Supetar cartulary, Lujo Margetić has advanced the idea that feudalism-
as-vassalage was already in existence in Croatia by the time of the Hungarian 
invasion.28 In Hungary, however, even if the “new institutions” of Andrew II’s 
reign were meant to create a new cavalry force based on grants of land, those 
grants were not conditional (fiefs), but given in perpetuity (allods). If that 
was feudalism, it was not to survive.29 The obligation of all noblemen of the 
kingdom to follow the king’s flag in battle did not derive from landholdings, 
but from fidelity to the crown.30 Without fiefs, there are no vassals, and no 
feudalism-as-vassalage.31 Pál Engel explained the position of the noblemen in 
the kingdom of Hungary: “Their status had nothing to do with chivalry, which 
was an idea that was hardly known. The Hungarian nobleman was noble not 
because he was an offspring of knights or because he lived and thought like a 
knight, but simply because the land he lived on was his own, as opposed to the 
peasant who lived on someone else’s land.”32

During the second half of the 13th century, the term familiaritas began to 
be used in Hungary in reference to relations between a lord and a man, which 
were expressed in terms of fealty, service, reward, and mutual obligations. By 

25   Dygo, “Czy istniał feudalism,” pp. 669–76.
26   Strzelczyk, “Die Elemente”; Gawlas, “Dlaczego” and “Die Probleme,” pp. 119–20; 

Trawkowski, “Spory”; Myśliwski, “Feudalizm,” pp. 94–102. Unlike other countries in East 
Central Europe, there was a preoccupation in Poland with feudalism-as-vassalage even 
under the Communist regime (Russocki, “Rola ‘fidelitas’”). For an excellent survey of re-
search in Poland, see Dygo, “Czy istniał feudalism,” pp. 679–90.

27   Kowalewski, “Powstanie,” pp. 125–34; Jan, “Lenní přísahy”; Antonín, “Lenní institut”; Dygo, 
“Czy istniał feudalism,” pp. 690–705.

28   Margetić, “Iz starije hrvatske povijesti,” pp. 9–10 (based on Pivčević, The Cartulary, p. 75).
29   Engel, The Realm, p. 93.
30   Bak, “Feudalism in Hungary?” p. 207.
31   Bak, “Feudalism in Hungary?” p. 206.
32   Engel, The Realm, p. 84. The attempt to define Hungarian feudalism in terms of feudal 

property (i.e., in terms of the relations between landowners and peasants, not in terms of 
relations between lords) may be an echo of the Marxist understanding of feudalism.
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entering the lord’s service, the man became part of his family (hence the word 
used to describe the relation), lived under the same roof as his lord, and re-
ceived a stipend or a portion of his revenue (sometimes, even land) in exchange 
for service or office. Familiares fought under the lord’s banner, called bande-
rium, which led to the proliferation of private armies (the so-called banderial 
system).33 Familiares might on occasion appoint their own men to subordinate 
positions, thus “subletting” smaller parts of the office, and in the process con-
tributing to the creation of a ladder of lordship and service outside the “pub-
lic” arena. In fact, familiaritas has been long blamed for the civil discord and 
the subordination of “public” interests to private relationships of power—all 
circumstances leading to the demise of the Arpadian dynasty in the late 13th 
century (see chapter 18). Some even believe that familiaritas may have been 
imported into medieval Hungary from the Kingdom of Naples, via Croatia.34 
The bond between lord and familiaris was often sealed in a ceremony involving 
oaths of allegiance performed before representatives of “places of authentica-
tion” (loca credibilia)—abbeys and churches that authenticated (“notarized”) 
charters spelling out transactions between individuals or between them and 
the Church.35 If land was granted to a familiaris, the lord usually retained the 
title and granted only use rights, an idea rooted in Roman law that brought fa-
miliaritas in line with the notion of vassalage as known in Western Europe. By 
1200, there was in fact quite a strong influence of Western chivalric culture, es-
pecially literature, which explains the adoption of names of medieval romance 
heroes—Lancelot, Tristan, or Paris. By 1300, notions of Christian knighthood 
further went “native” through the cult of the warrior-saint, King Ladislas I, and 
about that same time, the first tournaments were held. While coats of arms 
were widely spread in the early 14th century, the first knightly order of chivalry 
was not established before 1326 (Order of St. George).36

In short, while any interest in feudalism as a mode of production faded 
away, historians in East Central and Eastern Europe turned to the study of feu-
dalism as a political, not economic phenomenon. Whether familiaritas was 
true vassalage or not, there is a true shift in the research agenda. Nowhere is 

33   Engel, The Realm, pp. 126–28; Rady, Nobility, pp. 110–31 (for familiaritas) and 146–49 (for 
the banderial system); Kristó, Histoire, pp. 157 and 170; Bak, “ Feudalism in Hungary?”  
pp. 210–13.

34   Karbić, “‘Familiares of the Šubići’.”
35   Kőfalvi, “Places of authentication”; Fedeles, Loca credibilia. The language of the charters 

betrays the influence of canon (Roman) law, particularly in respect to the distinction be-
tween full ownership (property) and usufruct (use rights). Such distinctions also shaped 
the language of familiaritas.

36   Rady, Nobility, p. 129.
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that shift more apparent than in the abandonment and critical distance from 
the concept of “nomadic feudalism,” which emerged in the same intellectual 
and political atmosphere as Stalin’s definition of feudalism.37 According to 
the latter, the basis of feudalism was land ownership, but those who wanted 
to expand Marxist theory to the study of nomads, particularly Mongols, were 
quick to point out that cattle, and not land was the key issue. In other words, 
rich cattle owners played the role of the lords, giving livestock to poor nomads 
for pasture. Proponents of the idea of nomadic feudalism, argued that neither 
land, nor cattle could explain the feudal mode of production; one needed to 
focus on the vertical social relations between nomadic aristocrats and ordi-
nary nomads, in other words, on power relations.38 Meanwhile, archaeologists 
began to distinguish between “true” nomads and “semi-settled” nomads, and 
attributed the ability to create feudal states only to the latter. Only when im-
poverished nomads settled in winter camps could feudal relations of produc-
tion come into being.39 As Nikolai Kradin has noted, “it is difficult to represent 
the socio-political organization of nomads in terms of the Marxist conceptual 
system.”40 Having abandoned all references to Marxism, historians now bor-
row models of social analysis from political anthropology. For example, the 
10th-century Pechenegs are regarded as a complex (or compound) chiefdom.41 
The shift from economic to political criteria may also be noted in the recent 
debate surrounding the “early states.”42 The Marxist concepts have now been 
replaced by “segmentary systems” and “chiefdoms.”43 In order to understand 
the rise of states in East Central Europe during the early Middle Ages, some 
have even turned to models based on the ethnographic research in Africa.44 In 
Eastern Europe, feudalism—a tyrant’s construct—was not abolished. It was 
simply forgotten.

37   Kradin, “Ernest Gellner,” p. 163.
38   Tolstov, “Genezis”; Vladimircov, Le régime.
39   Pletneva, Ot kochevyi k gorodam, Kochevniki srednevekov’ia and “Goroda kochevnikov.”
40   Kradin, “Ernest Gellner,” p. 165.
41   Marey, “Social-political structure,” p. 292.
42   Mamzer, “Pytanie”; Kradin, “Stanovlenie.”
43   Tymowski, “Tribal organizations.”
44   Tymowski, “State and tribe”; Alimov, “‘Afrikanskii sposob proizvodstva’.”
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chapter 24

The Church: Ecclesiastical Organization and 
Monasticism

In medieval Eastern Europe, Christianity was not just a religion, but also a form 
of identity. Conversion to Christianity meant the adoption of the same iden-
tity, sometimes defined in contrast to others, as if Christians were an ethnic 
group. For example, according to the early 12th-century Tale of Bygone Years, 
“the Polovcians [Cumans] maintain the customs of their ancestors in the 
shedding of blood (…) as well as in eating every dead or unclean thing, even 
hamsters and marmots. They marry their mothers-in-law and their sisters-in-
law, and observe other usages of their ancestors.” Such remarks seem out of 
place in the middle of the ethnographic description of the Slavic “tribes” and 
right before the account of how Khazars imposed tribute on some of them, 
for “Polovcians” appear here for the first time in the Tale in order to set up 
the contrast for the medieval author’s own lifetime: “But in all countries we 
Christians who believe in the Holy Trinity, in one baptism, and in one faith, 
have but one law, as many of us have been baptized into Christ Lord and have 
put on Christ.”1 When counting the losses on both sides in the battle of Nakło 
(1109) between the Poles and the Pomeranians, Gallus Anonymus employed 
the same contrast: “A few brave warriors fell among the Christians, but of the 
pagans barely ten thousand out of the forty thousand escaped.”2 At the request 
of Duke Boleslav II, Emperor Otto I ordered the archbishop of Mainz to ap-
point a bishop in Prague. He did so not for the sake of the Czechs, but because 
he was concerned with “the salvation and newness of these Christian people.”3 
Even members of religious movements striving to return to the apostolic ideas 
of poverty and communal life employed “Christian” as a self-identifier against 

1   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 16; English transl., p. 58. For the ethnographic account in the 
Tale, see Tolochko, “The Primary Chronicle’s ‘ethnography’.”

2   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds III 1, pp. 224–25. The “savage nations” of Selencia, Pomerania, 
and Prussia, upon defeat at the hands of the Polish duke, “have taken refuge in baptism, only 
to deny the Christian faith when they recovered their strength and to take up arms afresh 
against the Christians” (and not the Poles) (The Deeds, Introduction, pp. 12–13).

3   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle I 23, p. 45; English transl., p. 74. When a Jew becomes vice 
lord under the duke of Bohemia, that is not a matter concerning the “Czechs,” but a “great 
time of darkness for the Christian people” (The Chronicle III 57, p. 232; English transl., p. 245).

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   470 3/21/2019   5:08:14 PM



471The Church: Ecclesiastical Organization and Monasticism

outsiders. The kršćani (Christians) of Bosnia were members of a local church 
later condemned as heretical by the popes (see chapter 25).

The process of conversion to Christianity was accompanied by the build-
ing of churches and the implementation of institutional structures. While by 
AD 1000, missions and missionary activities were already passé in Western 
and Southern Europe, they remained a matter of great concern in some parts 
of East-Central and Eastern Europe, involving both bishops (such as Otto of 
Bamberg, Christian of Prussia, and Meinhard of Üxküll) and monastic orders 
(such as the Cistercians in Prussia or the Dominicans in Cumania). In all those 
cases, the success of the mission implied the establishment of institutional 
structures. The bishopric of Wolin (Fig. 24.1) was established in 1140 as a con-
sequence of Bishop Otto of Bamberg’s mission in Pomerania.4 A Cuman bish-
opric was created in the region of the Carpathian Arc, outside Transylvania, 
following the success of the Dominicans in converting the Cuman elites.5 Four 
dioceses were established by papal decree in 1242 inside the crusading terri-
tory in Prussia, and after 1255 they were all placed under the jurisdiction of the 
archbishop of Riga.6

Elsewhere, the association between conversion and the implementation of 
the ecclesiastical infrastructure was less a matter of missionary activities than 
the result of political maneuvering. One of the most important consequences 
of Bolesław Chrobry’s meeting with Emperor Otto III in 1000 was the creation 
of an archbishopric of Gniezno, with three suffragans in Kołobrzeg, Cracow, 
and Wrocław (see chapter 17). Poznań, however, remained under a different 
jurisdiction, that of Magdeburg.7 New bishoprics were later established in 
Mazovia (Płock, 1075) and Kuyavia (Włocławek and Kruszwica, both in 1124).8 
Between 1136 and 1186, the archdiocese of Gniezno, as well as the bishoprics of 
Wolin, Kruszwica, Wrocław and Cracow received papal privileges.9 However, 

4   Wejman, “Sprawozdanie”; Leciejewicz, “Die ersten Bischofssitze”; Rosik, Conversio.
5   Spinei, “The Cuman bishopric,” p. 426.
6   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 249–50 and 258–70. For the situation in Livonia (present-

day Latvia and Estonia), see Zühlke, “Bischof Meinhard.”
7   Labuda, “Die Gründung”; Kłoczowski, A History, pp. 15; Węcławowicz, “Von der Doppel-

kathedrale”; Kiss, “Magdeburg/Poznań.” Of all suffragan sees, Kołobrzeg had the shortest life, 
as it collapsed soon after that. That explains the later foundation of another bishopric in 
Wolin. For about 40 years, Poznań also ceased to function as bishopric. For Wrocław, see also 
Lec, “Wiadomości”; Tyszkiewicz, “Granice.”

8   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 332.
9   Nowak, “Das Papstum,” p. 349. At the synod of Łęczyca (1180), Polish bishops were exempt-

ed from some services demanded by the Piast dukes, who pledged themselves to renounce 
a long-standing tradition of seizing property left by a bishop on his death (Kłoczowski,  
A History, p. 35).
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figure 24.1  Episcopal sees (circles), monasteries (squares), and other sites (triangles) 
mentioned in the text: 1—Alba Iulia; 2—Athens; 3—Bachkovo; 4—Bihar; 
5—Bizere; 6—Belgorod; 7—Belgrade; 8—Braşov; 9—Břevnov; 10—Brzesko; 
11—Busko; 12—Cârţa; 13—Chernigov; 14—Chotěšov; 15—Cikadór;  
16—Cracow; 17—Csanád; 18—Dristra (Drăstăr); 19—Dupljaja; 20—Eger;  
21—Elbląg; 22—Esztergom; 23—Gdańsk; 24—Gniezno; 25—Győr;  
26—Halych; 27—Henryków; 28—Holm; 29—Hradisko; 30—Ibramowice; 
31—Igriş; 32—Jedrzejów; 33—Kalocsa; 34—Karanovo; 35—Khutyn; 36—Kiev; 
37—Kladubry; 38—Klíž; 39—Kołbacz; 40—Kołobrzeg; 41—Koprzywnica; 
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close relations with Rome were established only under Archbishop Henry 
Kietlicz (1199–1219).10 In the company of a large delegation of Polish bishops 
and churchmen, the archbishop participated in the Fourth Lateran Council 
(1215), the largest gathering of churchmen in the medieval history of the 
Roman Church.11

Political maneuvering was responsible for the establishment ca. 870, of the 
archbishop (later patriarch) of Bulgaria in Pliska, with one suffragan in Drăstăr 
(Dristra, now Silistra) (see chapter 11).12 Following the Byzantine conquest 
of the early 11th century and the abolition of the Bulgarian patriarchate, the 
archbishop of Bulgaria resided in Ohrid, but his jurisdiction extended over the 
northern and northeastern regions of the Balkans, with suffragans in Vidin and 
Dristra.13 The relations between the archbishops of Ohrid and the patriarchs 
of Constantinople between the 11th and the 13th centuries, particularly the au-
tocephalous status of Ohrid, have recently been the subject of some debate.14 

10   Nowak, “Die polnische Kirchenprovinz.”
11   Wyrozumski, “Pontyfikat.” Dobosz, “Arcybiskup” argues that Kietlicz’s success was se-

cured by his predecessor’s work.
12   Wasilewski, “L’église”; Petrova, Cărkva, pp. 119–214. In general, for the history of the 

Bulgarian church, see Döpmann, Kirche; Nikolova, Ustroistvo.
13   Madgearu, “Organizarea,” pp. 14–15; Iordanov, “Pechatite na arkhiepiskopiia”; Bozhilov, 

Bălgarskata arkhiepiskopiia.
14   Tăpkova-Zaimova, “L’archevêché”; Iliev, “The first two centuries”; Krsmanović, “O odno-

su”; Prinzing, “The autocephalous Byzantine ecclesiastical province.” The issue gained in 
importance after 1204, in the context of Constantinople by the crusaders and the move of 
the patriarch to Nicaea. Under those circumstances, the relations between the archbishop 

42—Kościelna Wieś; 43—Kruszwica; 44—Kulm; 45—Kuršumlija; 46—Ląd; 
47—Łęczyca; 48—Łekno; 49—Lubiąż; 50—Lubiń; 51—Lutsk; 52—Malbork; 
53—Międzyrzecz; 54—Mileševa; 55—Milevsko; 56—Mogilno; 57—Mount 
Athos (Great Lavra and Hilandar); 58—Niš; 59—Nitra; 60—Ohrid; 61—Ołbin; 
62—Oliwa; 63—Ołobok; 64—Olomouc; 65—Oradea; 66—Oslavany;  
67—Ostrov; 68—Pannonhalma; 69—Pásztó; 70—Pécs; 71—Peremyshl’;  
72—Pétermonostora; 73—Pilis; 74—Plasy; 75—Pliska; 76—Płock;  
77—Polotsk; 78—Poznań; 79—Prague; 80—Ras; 81—Ravna; 82—Reval;  
83—Riga; 84—Rimavské Janovce; 85—Rynárec; 86—Sandomierz; 87—Santyr; 
88—Sázava; 89—Sedlec; 90—Sibiu; 91—Somogyvár; 92—Split; 93—Srem; 
94—Stična; 95—Strahov; 96—Strzelno; 97—Studenica; 98—Sulejów; 
99—Suzdal’; 100—Świety Krzyż; 101—Székésfehérvár; 102—Szentgotthárd; 
103—Szer; 104—Tczew; 105—Tépla; 106—Thessaloniki; 107—Tmutarakan’; 
108—Torčec; 109—Toruń; 110—Třebíč; 111—Trzebnica; 112—Turov;  
113—Tyniec; 114—Vác; 115—Velehrad; 116—Veszprém; 117—Vidin; 118—Vitézi; 
119—Vladimir-in-Volynia; 120—Vladimir-on-the-Kliazma; 121—Vydubychi; 
122—Vyšehrad; 123—Wąchock; 124—Witów; 125—Włocławek; 126—Wolin; 
127—Wrocław; 128—Zadar; 129—Zagreb; 130—Zawichost; 131—Želiv;  
132—Zemena; 133—Žiča; 134—Zirc; 135—Żukowo
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However, as the correspondence of Archbishop Demetrios Chomatenos shows, 
the area under the jurisdiction of the archbishop of Ochrid was reduced when 
the autocephalous archbishopric of Serbia was proclaimed in 1219.15

Ecclesiastical subordination was also a key issue in the history of the church 
organization in Bohemia. The Prague diocese, established in 973–976 is the 
oldest in East Central Europe, after that established for Methodius in Moravia 
(see chapter 11).16 However, the bishop of Prague was a suffragan of the arch-
bishop of Mainz. The second bishopric of the Přemyslid realm was established 
in 1063 in Olomouc.17 Attempts to obtain the elevation of the bishop of Prague 
to the rank of archbishop were unsuccessful: an archdiocese of Prague came 
into being only in 1344.18

Similarly, the church of Rus’ did not become autocephalous before 1589. 
Between ca. 990 and 1300, the senior bishop of Rus’—the metropolitan of 
Kiev—was appointed by the patriarch of Constantinople, who selected his 
name from a list of three candidates.19 Most metropolitans of Kiev were Greek, 
with the notable exceptions of Ilarion (1051–1054?), Kliment (1147–1155), and 
Kirill II (1242–1281).20 Those metropolitans ruled over 15 suffragan sees (Fig. 
24.2), four of which (Novgorod, Belgorod, Chernigov, and Polotsk) may have 

of Ohrid and the state of Epirus were symmetrically similar to those between the patri-
arch and the Empire of Nicaea (Georgiev, “Văprosi”; Prinzing, “A quasi-patriarch”). For the 
abolition of the (first) Bulgarian patriarchate, see Pirivatrić, “To patriarcheio.”

15   Meyendorff, “St. Sava”; Bakalov, “Okhridskata arkhiepiskopiia”; Stanković, “Stefan Nemanja.”
16   Kalhous, “Záhadné počátky.”
17   On the basis of a 12th-century forgery, some claim that a bishopric of Moravia was estab-

lished by the archbishop of Mainz only three years after that of Prague (Pojsl, “Moravské 
biskupství”).

18   Elbel, “Dějiny”; Nowak, “Das Papsttum,” p. 341. For relations between Pope Innocent III 
and King Přemysl I Otakar, see Iwańczak, “Stosunki” and “Innocent III.”

19   The formal obligations of the Kievan metropolitans towards the patriarch were minimal, 
as they paid no formal dues or taxes, and rarely attended the patriarchal synods (Fennell, 
A History, p. 48).

20   Blažejowskyj, Hierarchy, pp. 66, 80–81, and 84–85; Fennell, A History, pp. 45 and 47; 
Shchapov, “Kievan Rus’”; Hösch, “Griechische Bischöfe”; Podskalsky, “Chiesa,” pp. 78–
79; Gaidenko, “Russkaia cerkovnaia ierarkhiia.” For John I (ca. 1008–ca. 1017), the third 
metropolitan of Kiev, see Nazarenko, “Kievskii mitropolit.” For Kirill II, see Bak, “Die 
Weihe.” Kirill’s successor, Maksim (1283–1305) transferred the metropolitan see from 
Kiev to Vladimir-on-the-Kliaz’ma in 1299 (Ostrowski, “Why did the metropolitan move”; 
Fennell, A History, p. 134). Shortly after that, in 1303, Halych, the westernmost bishopric 
in Rus’, was also elevated to metropolitan status, with five suffragan sees in Vladimir-in-
Volynia (now Volodymyr-Volynsk’kyi, in Ukraine), Peremyshl’ (now Przemyśl, in Poland), 
Lutsk, Holm (now Chełm, in Poland), and Turov. For the early history of the bishopric 
of Halych, see Osadczy, “Powstawanie.” For Turov, see Lysenko, “K voprosu”; Dzianisava, 
“Raspausiudzhvanne khrysciianstva.”
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figure 24.2  Episcopal sees (circles) and monasteries (squares) mentioned in the text. 
Numbers indicate sites in the list at Fig. 24.1
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been established from the very beginning.21 The largest diocese in Rus’ was 
that of Novgorod, and because of the significance of that see, it received a titu-
lar, albeit permanent, status of archbishopric in or shortly before 1165.22 The 
metropolitans of Kiev maintained the privilege to pass judgment on any of 
their suffragan bishops. For example, in 1055, Bishop Luka of Novgorod was 
unjustly accused by his “serf” and had to appear before Metropolitan Efrem in 
Kiev, where he remained for three years, before being acquitted.23 However, 
the juridical competence of bishops in Rus’ extended far beyond the ecclesias-
tical sphere. During the 12th century, bishops were granted the right to judge 
not just churchmen and their relatives or subordinates, but also laymen, espe-
cially in cases of family and marriage law, sorcery, magic, or heresy.24

1 Dioceses and Parishes

In both Poland and Rus’, dioceses were very large, especially when compared 
to those in Italy or Greece, respectively.25 The area covered by the metropolis 
of Kiev was as large as that under the direct jurisdiction of the patriarch of 
Constantinople—about 541,000 square miles. However, the two stood in sharp 
contrast—15 dioceses in Rus’ and 750 in Byzantium. Before AD 1000, there were 
already ten metropolitan sees in Greece, with a great number of suffragan sees, 
especially in the north.26 Following the Latin conquest after 1204, the diocesan 
structure changed, with many bishoprics merging in order to accommodate a 

21   Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’ i slaviane, pp. 172–206. Until the mid-11th century, there were 
probably no more than 6 or 7 bishoprics in Rus’, all of them in the Middle Dnieper region 
around Kiev (except Novgorod).

22   Tymchuk, “Tserkovna organizatsiia.” Both Pereiaslavl’ and Chernigov received titular met-
ropolitan status under Kievan jurisdiction (Fennell, A History, pp. 52–53).

23   Fennell, A History, p. 49 with n. 13.
24   The jurisdiction of the Church is described in detail in two bodies of ecclesiastical law, the 

Church Statute of Vladimir and the Church Statute of Yaroslav the Wise, both changed 
and developed in the twelfth century, through the statutory charters of Rostislav of 
Smolensk (1136) and Sviatoslav of Novgorod (1137). See Fennell, A History, pp. 57–58.

25   Górecki, Parishes, p. 23; Fennell, A History, p. 52.
26   Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 249–52. The area with the largest concentration of early 

medieval bishoprics in Greece is the eastern Peloponnese. For Athens, see Madariaga, 
“He byzantine oikogeneia.” For Thessaloniki, see Chatziantoniou, He metropole. In the 
Crimea, there were five bishoprics, one of which (Gothia) may have been elevated to 
metropolitan status before 1000. See Gercen and Mogarichev, “K voprosu”; Maiko, “O lo-
kalizacii Full”; Naumenko, “K voprosu o cerkovno-administrativnom ustroistve”; Plontke-
Lüning, “Christianisierung,” pp. 347–51; Mogarichev and Maiko, “Fuly.”
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smaller number of Latin bishops available.27 By contrast, no diocesan changes 
took place in the 13th century, when the churches in Bulgaria and Halych ac-
cepted the papal primacy and the union with the church of Rome, only to aban-
don both a few decades later.28 Several scholars have pointed to the obvious 
respect for and interest in the Roman Church, which is evident in Rus’ sources 
dated between the 11th and the 13th century, the veneration of “western” saints 
by the Orthodox in Rus’ or Bulgaria, and the portraits of the Roman popes in 
Orthodox church frescoes.29 However, the study of the Catholic-Orthodox in-
teractions in Eastern and East Central Europe between the Great Schism (1054) 
and the conquest of Constantinople (1204) is still in its infancy.

Some have advanced the idea that two ecclesiastical structures—one 
Orthodox, the other Catholic—co-existed for a while in Hungary.30 Although 
the existence in Hungary of Greek monks and the veneration of such “eastern” 
saints as St. Demetrius is beyond any doubt, there is no evidence of a parallel, 
Orthodox ecclesiastical infrastructure.31 Hungary had from the very beginning 
a relatively large number of dioceses that came into being in three consecu-
tive phases. Veszprém, Esztergom (as archbishopric), with the bishoprics of 
Transylvania and Győr as suffragans, came into being during the first phase 
(997–1003). The sees of Kalocsa, Pécs, and Eger were all established in 1009, fol-
lowed by Csanád (1030), Vác (between 1038 and 1041), and Bihar (between 1046 
and 1060).32 The bishopric of Nitra was renewed in the early 12th century, and 

27   Koureas, “The establishment” and “The Latin and Greek churches,” p. 153.
28   Gil, “Korona”; Nikolova, “Tărnovskata cărkva.” Johannitsa Kaloyan accepted papal prima-

cy in 1204, but his nephew, John Asen II abandoned it in 1235. Daniel Romanovich briefly 
recognized the papal primacy in 1253, but his grandson, Yuri I elevated the Orthodox 
bishop of Halych to the metropolitan rank.

29   Kania, “Zagadnienie”; Hryniewicz, “Od Iłariona do Mohyły”; Loseva, “Prazdniki”; Todić, 
“Représentations.” Particularly neglected are the attitudes of churchmen towards such 
things as mixed marriages (but see Aleksandrov, “To zhe i s latiny”; Nazarenko, Drevniaia 
Rus’ i slaviane, pp. 269–83).

30   Baán, “The foundation” and “The metropolitanate”; Kiss, “Les influences”; Pop, 
“Testimonies”; Marczinka, “A keleti és a nyugati kereszténység.”

31   Révész, “Die Siegel” and “Idő és emlékezet”; Koszta, “Byzantine archiepiscopal ecclesiasti-
cal system.” For St. Demetrius, see Tóth, “Egy bizánci szent” and “Die sirmische Legende.” 
For “eastern” saints in Catholic countries, see also Pac, “Kult świętych.” The southern 
frontier of the kingdom of Hungary in the 13th century is now regarded as the border 
between Catholic Christianity and the “non-Catholic space” (Crîngaci Ţiplic and Ţiplic, 
“The Southern Transylvania”).

32   Koszta, “A keresztény egyházszervezett kialakulása”; Kristó, “The bishoprics”; Török, 
“Egyházmegye-alapítások” and “The development”; Thoroczkay, “The dioceses”; Múcska, 
“About the first Hungarian bishoprics”; Koszta, “State power.” King Ladislas I moved the 
see of Bihar to Oradea and that of Transylvania to Alba Iulia, and established a new bish-
opric in Zagreb, after the incorporation of Croatia into the Hungarian kingdom (Nowak, 
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soon after that Kalocsa was elevated to the rank of archbishopric.33 The bish-
oprics of Dalmatia were initially under the jurisdiction of the archbishop of 
Split, but after 1154, in the context of the conflict between Venice and Hungary 
(see chapter 16), many became suffragans of Zadar.34 Despite relatively abun-
dant information about the relations between the papacy and the Hungarian 
kings, the attitude of the Hungarian bishops towards church reform has re-
ceived comparatively less attention.35

In Poland, Dalmatia, and the Baltic region, bishops were key political fig-
ures, who often went to war.36 In Poland, Hungary, and Bohemia, the early 
12th-century dioceses were divided into smaller administrative areas governed 
by archdeacons on behalf of the bishop. Archdeaneries were further subdi-
vided into deaneries (archpresbyterates), each under a dean responsible for 
the local, parish priests.37 In Hungary, each archdeacon was expected to have 
a compendium of canon law in his possession.38 Surviving fragments of the 
Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals, the Dyonisio-Hadriana collection, and Burchard 
of Worms’s Decretum illustrate the range of options available to archdeacons in 
Hungary.39 A manuscript from the library of the cathedral chapter in Cracow is 
among the oldest collections of canon law in East Central Europe. The collec-

“Das Papstum,” p. 344). For Veszprém, see Rainer, “A középkori veszprémi püspökök pec-
sétjei.” For Pécs, see Sándor, “A pécsi püspökvár”; Kiss, “A pécsi püspökség megszervezése”; 
Fedeles and Koszta, Pécs. For Vác, see Koszta, “La fondation.” For Zagreb, see Szeberényi, 
“Domonkos zágrábi püspök”; Budak, “Zagrebački biskup.” For Nitra, see Koszta, “Die 
Gründung des Bistums.”

33   The suffragans of the archbishop of Kalocsa were the bishops of Alba Iulia, Csanád, 
Oradea, and Zagreb. In addition, the missionary bishoprics of Bosnia (late 12th century), 
Srem (1229), and Belgrade (late 13th century) were also placed under the jurisdiction of 
the archbishop of Kalocsa, much like the bishopric of the Cumans (Berend et al., Central 
Europe, p. 335). For the Hungarian church in the 12th century, see also Török, A tizenket-
tedik század magyar egyháztörténete.

34   Strika, “Zadar”; Ančić, “Zadarska biskupija.” For the bishoprics in Dalmatia, see also Gál, 
“The roles.”

35   There is, in other words, nothing comparable to Skwierczyński, Recepcja and “Centrum.” 
However, see Solymosi, “The situation”; Múcska, Uhorsko; Majnarić, “‘Ut que inveneritis’”; 
Kiss, “‘Iurisdictionem’.” For relations between the Hungarian kings and the papacy, see 
Gerics and Ladányi, “A Szentszék”; Sweeney, “Summa potestas”; Kiss, “Teuzo”; Szovák, “The 
relations”; Barabás, Das Papsttum and “Kálmán.”

36   Kotecki, “Lions and lambs”; Maciejewski, “A bishop”; Majnarić, “Tending the flock”; 
Jensen, “Bishops and abbots.”

37   Kłoczowski, A History, p. 38; Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 335–38.
38   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 337.
39   Nowak, “Das Papstum,” pp. 354–55. Múcska, Uhorsko, pp. 119–20 has even suggested that 

Burchard’s Decretum was the main compendium of canon law used in Hungary until the 
early 12th century. For the influence of canon law upon the royal legislation, see Hamza, 
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tion contains an incomplete version of the Collectio Tripartita attributed to Ivo 
of Chartres, the oldest surviving copy of that work.40 Two other manuscripts 
with the same work are known from the cathedral libraries in Gniezno and 
Olomouc, with the latter as a local product of the cathedral scriptorium active 
under Bishop Henry Zdík.41

Upon returning from Nicaea, freshly appointed archbishop of Serbia 
by Patriarch Manuel I Sarantenos (1217–1222), Sava stopped for a while in 
Thessaloniki (see chapter 30). During his sojourn in that city, he compiled a 
body of canon law later called the Book of the Pilot (Krmčija kniga). The compila-
tion was based on several Byzantine collections in earlier Slavonic translations, 
to which he added Slavonic translations of commentaries by the 12th-century 
canonists Alexios Aristenos and John Zonaras, as well as s complete translation 
of Emperor Leo VI’s law-code known as the “Handbook” (Procheiron). Sava’s 
compilation was later adopted by churchmen in Bulgaria and Rus’. As such, 
it superseded the Nomokanon of Methodius (see chapter 11) and became the 
most authoritative source of canon law available in Slavonic.42

Beginning with the late 11th century, cathedral chapters appeared in the 
most important episcopal sees.43 The provost of the collegiate chapter found-
ed in 1070 in Vyšehrad served as chancellor for the Přemyslid dukes, while the 
synod of Łęczyca (1180) made cathedral chapters the decisive factor in the elec-
tion of new bishops in Poland.44 In 1207, the election for the see of Cracow op-
posed two candidates, but Pope Innocent III chose Vincent Kadłubek, a Polish 

“Diritto”; Kosztolnyik, “Latin canon law” and “The influence”; Gerics and Ladányi, “A 
római és kánon jog.”

40   Nowak, “The manuscripts,” pp. 95–99. The manuscript is dated to the early 12th century 
on the basis of an inventory of the cathedral treasury in Cracow, from the time of Bishop 
Maurus (1110–1118). For Bishop Maurus, see Dobosz, “Biskup.”

41   Bistřický, “Studien,” pp. 198–204 and 221. For Bishop Henry Zdík, see Wolverton, “Henry 
Zdík.”

42   Petrović and Stavljanin-Đorđević, Zakonopravilo; Petrović, O Zakonokanonu; Glibetić, “An 
early Balkan testimony.” In Rus’, the Book of the Pilot was adopted under Metropolitan 
Kirill II (1242–1281), who obtained it from Despot Svetoslav of Vidin (Bulgaria), a ruler 
of Rus’ origin. After being copied many times (the earliest Rus’ copy was commissioned 
by the princes of Riazan’ in 1284), it was modified and turned into a distinct Rus’ version, 
which was also recopied and re-edited in several local variants in the 1270s and 1280s 
(Franklin, Writing, pp. 137–38). For the Nomokanon of XIV Titles, the most popular com-
pendium of canon law, which was in use in Rus’ before the adoption of the Book of the 
Pilot, see also Weickhardt, “The canon law.”

43   Most recent studies concerning the cathedral chapters are about Hungary: Koszta, 
“Székeskáptalanok,” “Die Domkapitel,” and “Conclusions”; Kiss, “Contribution”; Šedivý, 
“Die Anfänge”; Buják, “A pozsonyi káptalan.”

44   Kłoczowski, A History, pp. 35–36; Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 338–39.
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canon educated at Sorbonne and Bologna, who later joined the Cistercian 
monastery at Jedrzejów, and wrote the second major chronicle of Polish his-
tory, centered upon the reign of Casimir the Just (see chapters 2 and 17).45 In 
Poland, groups of canons were attached not only to cathedrals, but also to 
local churches in Zawichost, Sandomierz, and Cracow.46 Those may have been 
parish churches. Around 1200, churches like that were no more than 6 miles 
apart in the region of Wiślica, to the northeast from Cracow, while Poland in 
its entirety may have had up to 1,000 parishes by 1300.47 The expansion of the 
parish system in Poland may be dated to two or three decades on either side 
of the year 1200. In Silesia, the immigration of the German-speaking “guests” 
led to a rapid increase in the number of parish churches. Parishes, in fact, ap-
peared first in localities with great demographic and economic potential. For 
example, the church of St. Peter in Trzebnica (just north of Wrocław) served 
22 neighboring localities within a 3.1-mile radius. Most inhabitants who came 
to the church in Trzebnica on Sundays were “guests” who otherwise visited the 
village during the week, because it was the regional center of exchange and 
specialized production.48

In Hungary, as in Poland, parishes did not develop because of ecclesiastical 
initiatives, but primarily because of lay interest and piety. The earliest church-
es and chapels were made of timber. At the beginning of his 1146 campaign 
against Henry Jasomirgott, King Géza II was girded by bishops with the sword 
in a wooden church, while the bishop of Győr gave permission to the “guests” in 
Vitézi to rebuild in stone a ruined timber church.49 Such lay initiatives were in  
fact at the origin of parishes in Hungary, for timber churches rarely, if ever be-
came parish churches.50 Nor was there a (timber) church for every village. The 
legislation attributed to King Stephen required ten villages to build a church, 
presumably of stone. One of the laws issued under King Coloman ordered 
Christians to bury their dead around churches. Both laws have been inter-
preted in relation to the appearance of the parish network, but it is unlikely 
that all villages had the resources necessary to erect a stone building, at a time 

45   Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle. For Vincent Kadłubek’s life, see Maciejewski, “Vincentius’s 
background.” For Vincent Kadłubek as a bishop, see Güttner-Sporzyński, “Bishop 
Vincentius.”

46   Szymański, Kanonikat świecki, pp. 20, 23, 43, and 58.
47   Kłoczowski, A History, p. 37; Wiśniowski, Parafie, p. 34; Plisiecki, “The parochial network,” 

p. 226. See also Zygner, “Die Pfarrei”; Kurnatowska, “Początki.” For the parish network in 
the diocese of Cracow, see Poniewozik, “Kształtowania”; Panic, “Początki.” For Kuyavia, 
see Kujawski, “Najstarsze parafie.” For eastern Poland, see Rozwałka, “Archeologia”; Litak, 
“Powstanie”; Sochacka, “Początki.”

48   Górecki, Parishes, pp. 29–48.
49   Aradi, “Some aspects,” p. 195.
50   Cevins, “Les paroisses,” p. 346.
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when the majority of churches and monasteries were royal foundations.51 The 
church in Rynárec (near Pelhřimov, in southeastern Bohemia) is mentioned in 
1203 as the center of a parish including other villages located between 4 and 
14 miles away.52 In Hungary, Bohemia, and Poland, the earliest stone churches 
were built inside strongholds, which explains why in both Czech and Polish 
the word for church (kostel, kościoł) derives from the Latin word for strong-
hold (castellum). However, the idea that such churches were centers of the 
very large parishes organized shortly after the conversion to Christianity has 
recently been challenged on both archaeological and historical grounds.53

While lay initiatives were often behind the building of stone churches, the 
boundaries of the parish territory assigned to each one of them were estab-
lished by the local bishop presumably on the basis of the number of inhab-
itants. In Bohemia, the first written evidence of parish boundaries is a letter 
of 1143, through which the papal legate Guido of Castro Ficeclo called upon 
the bishops of Prague and Olomouc to delineate the boundaries of parishes 
in their respective dioceses.54 In Hungary, the development of the parish 
system in the 13th century remained directly dependent upon the lay initia-
tive, which often led to conflicts with the ecclesiastical authorities on mat-
ters of parish boundaries. Late 13th-century documents distinguish between 
two types of parish churches. Some, called plebania, were associated with the 
fundamental sacraments of the Eucharist, baptism, and confession, as well as 
with burial services and tithe collection. Some of them were also royal founda-
tions, such as plebania within the deaneries of Braşov and Sibiu (in southern 
Transylvania), inhabited primarily by Saxon “guests.” Those parish churches 
were directly subordinated to the archbishop of Esztergom (and not to the 
bishop of Alba Iulia), and could elect their own priests. By contrast, simple 
parish churches were subject to plebania and did not have their own resources. 
Such were, for example, the proprietary churches built by landowners on their 
own estates.55 Plebania were most likely the Church of St. Stephen in Torčec 
(near Koprivnica, northern Croatia), as well as of that excavated in Dupljaja 
(near Bela Crkva, Vojvodina, Serbia), both built during the 13th century to serve 
as parish churches for several villages in the neighborhood.56

51   Shortly after 1300, the average parish was less than 100 acres large, which suggests that a 
church served between two and three villages (Aradi, “Some aspects,” p. 198).

52   Jan, “Die Anfänge”; Klápště, “Boemia.” See also Štefan and Varadzin, “Super altare,” p. 369.
53   Štefan and Varadzin, “Super altare,” p. 358.
54   Štefan and Varadzin, “Super altare,” p. 361.
55   Püspöki Nagy, “A plébániaszervezet”; Cevins, “Les paroisses,” pp. 346–47; Aradi, “Some as-

pects,” p. 200.
56   Ivančan, “Župa crkva”; Janković and Radičević, “Dupljaja.”
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Comparatively little is known about the parish organization in other parts 
of Eastern Europe. Despite some limited interest in church buildings associ-
ated with 12th- to 13th-century open settlements excavated in northern Russia, 
there has been no systematic study of parishes in Rus’, particularly outside the 
urban centers.57 It remains utterly unclear exactly how the church in Rus’ oper-
ated at ground level. Similarly, next to nothing is known about rural churches 
or parishes in the Second Bulgarian Empire or in Serbia.58 Much more needs 
to be done for the understanding of the parish organization in Greece both 
before and after the Latin conquest of the early 13th century. It has been argued 
that monks, and not just parish priests performed pastoral care and preach-
ing, but the evidence does not pertain to those regions of Eastern Europe for 
which the organization of the parish system remains unknown.59 The earliest 
injunction against monks preaching or performing baptism appears among 
the decisions of the synod that took place in Esztergom probably in the early 
12th century.60 To be sure, by the end of that century, there were about 150 large 
monastic houses in East Central Europe.61 The number grew to 750 by 1300. 
Poland alone had about 70 monasteries around 1200, and 300 by 1300.

2 Monasticism

The Benedictine monks were the first to establish monasteries, first in Croatia 
(under Trpimir, during the second half of the 9th century),62 Bohemia (under 

57   The parish system implemented in the Beloozero region of northern Russia in the 12th 
and 13th centuries has remained largely intact until the early 20th century (Makarov, 
“Prikhodskaia cerkov’,” p. 409). Despite the widespread association of parishes with 
church graveyards, there has been no research on that topic in Russia, Ukraine, or Belarus. 
There is nothing about church graveyards in Panova, Carstvo.

58   Only Borisov, “Prouchvane,” p. 146 mentions a small church with a graveyard dated be-
tween the 11th and the 13th century, both discovered near an open settlement not far from 
the modern village of Karanovo (near Nova Zagora, in central Bulgaria).

59   Skrzyniarz, “Duszpasterstwo.” However, Romhányi, “L’implantation,” p. 163 claims that in 
Hungary, the pastoral care entrusted to Benedictine monks (specifically in those mon-
asteries located in the eastern parts of the kingdom) is a reminiscence of Orthodox 
practices.

60   Bak et al., The Laws, p. 64. As Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 340 point out, such injunc-
tions were repeated in the 13th and 14th centuries, when monks were prohibited from 
taking confessions and holding masses.

61   For a corpus of monasteries in medieval Hungary, see Romhányi, Kolostorok.
62   Benedictine abbeys were still established in the early 12th century in Dalmatia, where 

Cistercians had almost no presence (Neralić, “Biskup”). For a Benedictine convent in 
Istria, the earliest monastery known from the territory of present-day Slovenia, see Štih, 
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Boleslav II),63 and then in Hungary (under Stephen I).64 Despite the early  
beginning at Międzyrzecz, the earliest Benedictine abbey in Poland was estab-
lished in 1044 (under Casimir the Restorer) in Tyniec, near Cracow (Fig. 24.3).65 
Two more monasteries were established in 1075 in Mogilno (near Gniezno) 
and at Lubiń (near Kościan), followed in the early 12th century by Święty Krzyż 
on the Łysa Góra peak of the Świętokrzyskie Mountains (central-southern 
Poland).66 The earliest Benedictine houses were modest, with timber, instead 
of stone churches.67 Later monasteries had churches built in stone over a 
long period of time, and some served as burial grounds for ruling families.68 
In Hungary, several Benedictine houses were established by prominent noble 
families, such as the Győr kindred in the case of Szer or the Beche kindred in the 
case of Pétermonostora.69 The most important Benedictine house in Hungary, 
however, was Pannonhalma, a royal foundation (Fig. 24.4). Benedictine abbeys 
were still established during the second half of the 12th century, for example 
at Klíž (near Topoľčany) and Rimavské Janovce (near Rimavská Sobota), both 
in what is now Slovakia.70 During the 13th century, many served as places of 
authentication, but no Benedictine houses were established in Hungary after 
the middle of that century.71 The Benedictines of East Central Europe came 

“Ženski samostan.” For a male house in Istria, see Jurković et al., “Bale.” For the archaeol-
ogy of Benedictine monasteries in Dalmatia, see Bully et al., “Benediktinska opatija” and 
“Monastère.”

63   Sommer, “První dvě století”; Machilek, “Klöster”; Hlaváček, “Aus der Geschichte”; Foltýn, 
“Celly”; Kalhous, “K otázce.” The Benedictine nuns were present at St. George in the 
Prague Castle before the foundation of Břevnov and Ostrov.

64   Németh, “Bencések”; Bánhegyi, “Magyar bencés”; Hervay, “Bencés élet”; Sólymos, “Az első 
bencés”; Bodó, “A pécsváradi kolostor”; Török, “The monastic orders,” pp. 260–61. For the 
archaeology of Benedictine monasteries, see Ritoók, “The Benedictine monastery.”

65   Kanior, “Benedyktyni”; Labuda, “Szkice”; Sczaniecki, “Odgadywanie”; Derwich, “Rola 
Tyńca,” “Studia,” and “Najstarsze klasztory.” For Międzyrzecz, see Łaszkiewicz, “Kwestia.” 
For the archaeology of Benedictine monasteries in Poland, see Dunin-Wąsowicz, “I primi 
benedittini.”

66   Kurnatowska, Opactwo; Derwich, Benedyktyński klasztor, “Mogilno,” and “Les deux fonda-
tions”; Chudziakowa and Chudziak. “W kwestii.” Święty Krzyż was founded by magnates 
with support from Bolesław III (Jamroziak, “Foundations”).

67   The existence of timber churches has been archaeologically documented at Ostrov and 
Sázava (Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 85 and 87).

68   Kladubry (near Stříbro, in western Bohemia), where Duke Vladislas I was buried in 1125 
(Klápště, The Archaeology, p. 88).

69   Trogmayer, “‘Fecerunt magnum aldumas’”; Vályi, “Szer monostor”; Sárosi and Rosta, 
“Privately founded Benedictine monasteries.”

70   For Pannonhalma, see Somorjai, “Pannonhalma.” For Klíž, see Valachová, “Dejiny.” For 
Rimavské Janovce, see Hrašková, “Pamiatkový prieskum.”

71   Szovák, “‘… sub testimonio litterali’.”
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484 chapter 24

from various parts of the continent. The first Benedictines came to Bohemia 
from Rome, but were later replaced by monks from Bavaria (see chapter 19). 
Those of Somogyvár (established in 1091) came from the Abbey of Saint-Gilles 
in Provence.72 In some cases, the Benedictines took over monasteries estab-
lished by (or for) Orthodox monks, as in Bizere.73 But some abbeys established 
their own daughter houses. For example, in 1078, the monks from Břevnov es-
tablished a monastery in Hradisko near Olomouc, with the assistance of the 
Přemyslid prince of Moravia, Otto I.74 A second Benedictine abbey was found-
ed in Moravia in 1101 by Litold of Znojmo and Oldřich of Brno on the border 

72   Kiss, “La fondation” and “A somogyvári bencés apátság;”; Magnani, “Réseaux.”
73   Rusu and Burnichioiu, Mănăstirea Bizere.
74   Wihoda, “Beneditktinská kapitola.” The Benedictines were expelled from Hradisko in the 

1140s, to make room for a Premonstratensian community.

figure 24.3  Tyniec Abbey, a view of the guesthouse from the left bank of the Vistula, 
with the Church of Sts. Peter and Paul to the left. Established in 1044, the 
Benedictine Abbey was rebuilt and remodeled several times and in different 
styles—Gothic in the 15th century, Baroque and Rococo in the 17th and 18th 
centuries. Abolished in 1816, the monastery was reestablished in 1939 and 
rebuilt between 1947 and 1968.
Photo by Bartłomiej Szymon Szmoniewski
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between their duchies, at Třebíč (near Jihlava), but the construction was en-
trusted to Bishop Hermann of Prague.75

During the 12th century, the Cistercians made their appearance in Poland 
(Jedrzejów, 1140), Hungary (Cikadór, 1142), and Bohemia (Sedlec, 1143).76 Before 
1300, there were about 25 Cistercian houses in Poland and 21 in Hungary, all 
much smaller than their counterparts in France and England. For example, a 
Polish house had an average of 40 to 50 monks, including lay brothers.77 Some 
Cistercian monasteries in Poland and Hungary were deliberately located  

75   Fišer and František, Třebíč.
76   Kłoczowski, “Cystersi”; Skubiszewski, Les cisterciens; Wyrwa, “Etappen”; Dunin-Wąsowicz, 

“Les cisterciens”; Schich, “Zum Wirken”; Hervay, “Die Geschichte”; Koszta, “Ciszterci” 
and “Die Gründung von Zisterzienserklöstern”; Wielgosz, “Cisterki”; Charvátová, Dějiny 
cisterckého řádu v Čechách, 1142–1420. I and Dějiny cisterckého řádu v Čechách, 1142–1420. 
III. For Jedrzejów, see Dobosz, “Proces”; Kwiatowska-Kupka, “Klasztor.” For Cikadór, see 
Valter, “A cikádori ciszterei apátság.” For Sedlec, see Charvátová and Líbal, “Sedlec.”

77   Kłoczowski, A History, p. 39.

figure 24.4  Pannonhalma Abbey, a view from the west with the basilica (built in the early 
13th, extended in the late 15th, and modified in the early 18th century) and 
the library (erected in the early 19th century), to the left. The Benedictine 
High School (to the right) opened in 1939 and is now one of the top secondary 
schools in Hungary.
Photo by Béla Zsolt Szákacs
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next to important commercial routes or centers.78 In East Central Europe, 
Cistercians were involved in several economic sectors, and not just in agricul-
ture. The Henryków Book describes the complex economic profile of a 13th-
century Cistercian house in Silesia (see chapter 21), while the abbey of Pilis 
(near Szentendre, Hungary) was established in a mining district and developed 
industrial activities.79 Similarly, the Cistercian abbey of Igriş (near Nădlac, 
Romania) received in 1230 the privilege of trade with salt from Transylvania.80 
Conversely, little is known about the organization of the agricultural produc-
tion on estates of Cistercian abbeys, particularly about the (possible) use of 
granges, with the notable exception of the abbey of Henryków.81 Some have 
advanced the idea that upon arriving in East Central Europe, the Cistercians 
had to abandon their ideals of fleeing into the desert or as far from human 
settlement as possible.82 However, more recent research on the Cistercian 
economy has demonstrated that those ideals were not upheld in practice, 
not even in the core areas of France and England.83 Most Cistercian abbeys 
were foundations of rulers: Plasy (near Plzeň, western Bohemia) established 
in 1144 by Duke Vladislav II and Oslavany (near Brno, in Moravia), founded in 
1225 by Heilwidis, Vladislas Henry’s wife;84 Lubiąż (1163), Ląd (1175), Sulejów 
(1177), and Koprzywnica (1185), all established by members of the Piast family 
ruling in Silesia, Kuyavia, and Lesser Poland, respectively;85 Igriş (1179), Zirc 
(1182), Szentgotthárd (1183), Pilis (1184), and Pásztó (1191), all established by 

78   Przybył, “Drogi.”
79   Żabiński, “Mogiła,” pp. 226 and 244; Romhányi, “The role,” p. 187.
80   Romhányi, “The role,” pp. 184–85.
81   Górecki, A Local Society, p. 82.
82   Borkowska, “Ewolucja.”
83   Mayr, “Die Wirtschaftsführung.” Accordingt to Romhányi, “The role,” p. 197, Cistercians in 

Hungary were involved in the so-called secondary economy, and less active in the organi-
zation of their own agricultural production.

84   Charvátová and Líbal, “Plasy”; Charvátová, “Cisterciácký řád.” Oslavany is the only 
Cistercian convent in Moravia (Novák, “Cisterciácký klášter”; Pojsl and Líbal, “Oslavany”). 
For the identification of Heilwidis with Vladislas Henry’s wife, see Wihoda, Vladislaus 
Henry, pp. 134–140. For Cistercian nuns in East Central Europe, see Kanior, “Zakon”; 
Lackner, “Zisterzienser Frauenklöster”; Charvátová, “Les abbayes.”

85   This is also true for the Cistercian convent of Ołobok (near Swiebodzin, western 
Poland), which was founded in 1213 by the duke of Kalisz, Władysław Odonic (Kucharski, 
“Początki”; Andrzejewski et al., “Klasztor”). For other Piast foundations in Silesia, see 
Andrzejewski et al., “Opactwo”; Rajman, “Jarosław/Kazimierz.” For Lubiąż, see Könighaus, 
Die Zisterzienserabtei. For Ląd, see Waraczewski, “Proces.” For Sulejów, see Tomala, 
“Krótkie podsumowanie”; Dobosz, “Okoliczności.”
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King Béla III of Hungary.86 Only a few were private foundations by prominent  
noblemen.87 Following the Fourth Crusade and the Latin occupation of the 
southern Balkans, Cistercian houses also appear in Greece.88

In the crusading territory of the Baltic region, however, the Cistercians were 
involved in mission. The abbey of Łekno played the leading role in that re-
spect, endorsed by the archbishop of Gniezno, who, in the early 13th century 
was promoting the cult of St. Adalbert (see chapter 17). In 1204, a number of 
monks went to Pomesania, the region of present-day Poland around Elbląg 
and Malbork, in which Adalbert had been martyred in 997. When the monks 
were taken prisoner by the local Prussian tribe, Abbot Gottfried of Łekno trav-
eled to Pomesania as well, in order to obtain their release. In the process he 
seems to have convinced some local Pomesanians to convert to Christianity 
and to accept a form of political union with Poland.89 Gottfried obtained per-
mission from Pope Innocent III to begin the conversion of the Prussians, and 
the mission from Łekno targeted the local chief and their followers. But Abbot 
Gottfried’s leading his monks away from the monastery was condemned by the 
Cistercian chapter general, probably in the context of a conflict between the 
Morimond and the Clairvaux branches of the order.90 By 1209, the initiative in 
the Prussian mission was taken over by Christian and Philip, two Cistercians 
from the abbey of Oliwa, which had been established near Gdańsk in 1186 by 
monks from Kołbacz.91 The Prussians killed Philip in 1213, and Christian de-
cided to take a different approach. He persuaded his fellow missionaries to 

86   Török, “The monastic orders,” p. 162. Cârţa (near Sibiu, Romania), the easternmost house 
of the Cistercian order in Hungary, may have also been founded with the support of an 
Arpadian king—Andrew II (Busuioc-von Hasselbach, Ţara Făgăraşului).

87   Sedlec, founded in 1143 by Miroslav and his wife Gertrude (Charvátová and Líbal, 
“Sedlec”); Łekno, founded in 1153 by Zbylut of Panigródz, a member of the noble family of 
Pałuki (Wyrwa, Klasztor; Dobosz, “Założenie”); Kołbacz, established in 1173 by Warcisław 
Świętoborzyc, the castellan of Szczecin (Jarzewicz and Rymar, “Kołbacz”); Henryków, 
whose foundation is associated with a notary of Duke Henry I of Silesia (Żabiński, 
“Mogiła,” p. 215). Equally few are foundations by churchmen. Stična (near Ljubljana, 
Slovenia) was established in 1136 by Patriarch Peregrinus of Aquileia (Dolinar, “Sittich/
Stična”), while Wąchock is a foundation of Gedeon, Bishop of Cracow (1166–1185) (Dobosz, 
“Kościół”). Velehrad in Moravia was established in 1205 on the initiative of Robert, Bishop 
of Olomouc (Hlinka, “Olomoucký biskup”; Pojsl, Velehrad and “Příchod”).

88   Campbell, “The Cistercian monastery”; Kitsiki-Panagopoulos, “Dytikos monachismos”; 
Salzer, “The political and religious context.”

89   Zielińska-Melkowska, “Klucz,” p. 209.
90   Morimond was the Cistercian house that established Altenberg, the German abbey from 

which monks were brought to Poland upon the foundation of Łekno.
91   Lingenberg, Die Anfänge. For Christian, see Zielińska-Melkowska, “Święty Chrystian”; 

Białoskórska, “Święty Chrystian.”
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learn the local Prussian dialect and focused their evangelizing efforts upon the 
region of Elbląg. Christian attended the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, where 
he demonstrated the efficacy of his approach by bringing along a few Prussians 
who had accepted baptism. Pope Innocent III was convinced, and consecrated 
Christian as bishop of Prussia, with his see in Santyr (Zantir).92 He was grant-
ed the permission to preach the crusade in defense of his see, and the future 
crusaders were promised an indulgence just like that granted to participants 
in the Holy Land crusade. However, Pope Honorius III was not willing to let 
Prussia divert resources from the Fifth Crusade, the preparations for which had 
just started (see chapter 27).93 Seven years later, Duke Conrad of Mazovia (see 
chapter 17) appointed Christian castellan of Kulmerland (the territory on the 
right bank of the Vistula between Santyr and Chełmno). This gave Christian 
control over a number of strongholds and settlements, which he was planning 
to use for protection against Prussian incursions. He also created a new mili-
tary order, the Knights of Christ (also known as the Knights of Dobrzyń). The 
knights were recruited mostly from Christian’s home country in Mecklenburg.94 
By 1228, when the new military order came into being, Christian was already 
negotiating with Duke Konrad to bring over another group of knights that had 
already gained experience in fighting in the Outremer—the Hospital of St. 
Mary of the Germans in Jerusalem, also known as the Teutonic Knights. Over 
the next two years, Christian and Konrad, with the consent of the Mazovian 
magnates and the neighboring Polish bishops and dukes, made extensive do-
nations of land to the Teutonic Knights, and Pope Gregory IX confirmed in 
1230 their rights to all lands conquered from the pagans.95 However, relations 
between Christian and the Teutonic Knights deteriorated rapidly. The bishop 
of Prussia was captured by Warmians (another Prussian tribe) in 1234 and was 
released only four years later. By that time, however, the Knights had incorpo-
rated into their ranks the order of Dobrzyń and had conquered the episcopal 
see in Santyr, quickly eradicating the infrastructure of Christian’s bishopric of 
Prussia. Christian’s mission is a unique episode in the history of the Cistercian 
order in East Central Europe that has not yet received sufficient attention from 
historians of the medieval mission. Much is to be expected from a comparative 

92   Milliman, “The Slippery Memory”, pp. 36–38. For the presumed location of Santyr (north 
of Biała Góra, near Malbork) and the results of the recent excavations on the site, see 
Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 123–25.

93   Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, p. 138; Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, p. 184. On ac-
count of the failure of the Fifth Crusade, the pope refused in 1220 Christian’s request of a 
new expedition to Prussia.

94   Nowak, “Milites Christi.”
95   Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, p. 201; Milliman, “The Slippery Memory”, pp. 39–41.
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489The Church: Ecclesiastical Organization and Monasticism

approach taking into consideration the Cistercian experience in East Central 
Europe. So far, Christian and his bishopric of Prussia has only be treated within 
the context of the Baltic crusades.96 To be sure, at his death in 1245, an en-
tirely new chapter had already opened in the crusading history of East Central 
Europe (see chapter 27).

A few years before Christian fell into the hands of the Warmians, his own 
monastery at Oliwa was destroyed by Prussian incursions, together with a 
convent in Żukowo that had been founded in 1210 for the Premonstratensian 
order. The latter was the most prominent of all canon orders that emerged 
in the course of the 12th century as a consequence of members of cathe-
dral chapters adopting a quasi-monastic life: while abiding by the rules of 
monastic discipline, they were still serving as regular priests in society. The 
Premonstratensian order was founded in 1121 in Prémontré (near Laon, in 
northern France) by Norbert of Xanten, which is why houses of the order are 
also called “Norbertine.” The Norbertines first came to Hungary at the invita-
tion of King Stephen II (1116–1131).97 They initially moved into areas that had 
already been occupied by the Benedictines, especially in the northeastern and 
northern parts of the kingdom.98 Their first house was established just north 
of the city of Oradea (in what is now northwestern Romania), but Norbertine 
nuns were also present in southern Transylvania, both in Braşov and in Sibiu. 
The Premonstratensian houses in Transylvania and in the eastern parts of the 
kingdom suffered severe damage at the time of the Mongol invasion and were 
substantially rebuilt and extended after 1241.99

In Bohemia, the Norbertines came at the invitation of the bishop of 
Olomouc, Henry Zdík, himself a member of the Premonstratensian order.100 
Their first house was established at Strahov (now within the city of Prague) 
in 1142.101 Seven years later, the bishop expelled the Benedictines from Želiv 
(near Jihlava, eastern Bohemia) in order to make room for the Norbertines.102 
But powerful magnates also supported the Premonstratensian order: a noble-
man named George founded the Milevsko abbey in southern Bohemia (1184), 

96   Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, p. 178. This is also true for the Cistercian mission in 
Livonia (Bourgeois, “Les cisterciens”).

97   Out of 39 Norbertine houses known from Hungary, ten were built by kings (Török, “The 
monastic orders,” p. 162).

98   Körmendi, “A premontrei rend megtelepedése.” For the archaeology of Norbertian houses 
in Hungary, see Aradi and Molnár, “Premontrei prépostság.”

99   Körmendi, “A magyarországi premontrei cirkária.”
100   Wolverton, “Henry Zdík.”
101   Pařez, “850 let”; Souchán, “Počátky.”
102   Joester, “Steinfeld und Selau”; Hejhal and Šrámek, “Glosy.”
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while Hroznata established Teplá (near Cheb) in 1193 and Chotěšov (near 
Plzeň) at some point between 1202 and 1210.103 In Poland, most Norbertine 
houses were established by noblemen, not by the Piasts (with the exception of 
those ruling in Silesia).104 The first Premonstratensian houses in Poland were 
those of Kościelna Wieś (near Kalisz, in Greater Poland) and Brzesko (near 
Cracow, in Lesser Poland). They were both established in the mid-12th cen-
tury with canons from Strahov.105 Wit, the bishop of Płock (1187–1206), a mem-
ber of the powerful Janina family, established the Norbertine house at Witów 
(near present-day Piotrków Trybunalski, in central Poland).106 The founders 
of the Premonstratensian convent in Strzelno (near Toruń, in Kuyavia) were 
relatives of the powerful castellan of Wrocław, Piotr Włostowic, a member of 
the Dunin family.107 As in Hungary, Premonstratensian canons took over some 
Benedictine abbeys, such as Ołbin, near Wrocław (before 1193), where they 
quickly imposed their own liturgical practices.108 Besides Żukowo, Norbertine 
convents were also established in the 13th century in Ibramowice (1218–1229) 
and Cracow (1250).109

Several Premonstratensian houses were located in or near urban centers, 
like Prague, Wrocław, and Cracow.110 However, Premonstratensians are not 
known to have been involved in preaching, and played no significant role in 
missions. During the 13th century, preaching and mission became associated 
with the mendicant orders. The Franciscans received great support from King 
Wenceslas I of Bohemia, whose sister, St. Agnes also established a convent of 
the Poor Clares in Prague in 1234.111 Three years later, the Franciscans came 
to Poland, more than a decade after the Dominicans.112 The latter had been 

103   Břicháček, “Archeologický výzkum”; Hlinomaz, “Blahoslavený Hroznata”; Klatečková, 
“Několik úvah.”

104   Rajman, “The origins” and “Norbertanie”; Derwich, “Die Prämonstratensenorden.”
105   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 354. For the relations between Czech and Polish 

Norbertines, see Rajman, “K dějinám”; Karczewski, “Zwiazki.” For other orders of regular 
canons in Poland, see Chudziakowa, “Klasztor.”

106   Kędzierska, “Średniowieczne dzieje.” Wit’s brother, Dzierżko, is the founder of another 
Premonstratensian house, the convent in Busko (now Busko-Zdrój, near Cracow).

107   For the date (at some point before 1193) of the foundation, see Labuda, “Jeszcze jedna 
próba.”

108   Wolnik, “Liturgia.”
109   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 355.
110   Piekalski, “Zur Funktion.”
111   Soukupová, Anežský klášter; Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 91–92. For the Poor Clares 

of Poland, see Pleszczyński, “Fundacja.” For Beguines in Hungary, see Érszegi, “Delle 
beghine.”

112   Franciscans also shadowed the Dominicans in Prussia, where they established houses in 
Toruń (1239) and Chełmno (1257) (Pluskowski, The Archaeology, p. 276). By the late 1250s, 
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491The Church: Ecclesiastical Organization and Monasticism

invited by the powerful bishop of Cracow, Iwo Odrowąż (1218–1229). Two of 
the bishop’s kinsmen, Hyacinth (Jacek) and Ceslaus (Czesław), received their 
religious habits from St. Dominic’s hand in 1220.113 Hyacinth became a canon 
in Cracow, but Ceslaus moved first to Prague, and then to Wrocław, where he 
established a large priory, before becoming superior for the entire province of 
Poland.114 By that time, there was already a dense network of Dominican hous-
es in Poland. The 49 Dominicans murdered by the Mongols at Sandomierz in 
1260 quickly became the object of popular devotion.

Hungary was one of the eight initial provinces of the Dominican Order cre-
ated at the general meeting that took place in Bologna in 1221. In that same 
year, Paul of Hungary (Paulus Hungarus), who at that time was a professor 
of Roman law at the university of Bologna, came to his native country in the 
company of four Dominican friars, to implement the program of the Bologna 
meeting.115 The Dominicans started in Győr, but their first priory was estab-
lished in Székesfehérvár.116 They were primarily involved in preaching, as in-
dicated by three collections of sermons surviving from the 13th century.117 In 
only twenty years between 1221 and 1241, the Dominicans founded 25 priories 
in the kingdom of Hungary, six of which were in Transylvania.118 At the same 
time, Paul of Hungary set out missions to the Cumans across the Carpathian 
Mountains, and the Dominican friars are believed to have reached as far to the 
east as the river Dnieper.119 The efforts of the Dominicans bore fruits, for in 

however, they were already challenging the Dominican positions in Prussia (Gładysz, The 
Forgotten Crusaders, p. 309; Milliman, “The Slippery Memory”, p. 59).

113   The vita of St. Stanisław was written in 1252 by Bishop Iwo Odrowąż’s chaplain, Vincent of 
Kielcza, himself a Dominican (Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 482).

114   Dekański, Początki; Buko, “Najstarsze klasztory.” For Franciscans in Wrocław, see Ewald, 
“Zu den Anfängen.”

115   Gallai, “Some observations,” pp. 236–38. See also Fügedi, “A koldulórendek elterjedése.”
116   Kralovánszky, “Koldulórendek.”
117   Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 359–60. See also Romhányi, “A köldulorendek szerepe”; 

Kutnyánszky, “A koldulórendek.”
118   Spinei, “The Cuman bishopric,” p. 420. For Dominicans in northern Hungary (the ter-

ritory of present-day Slovakia), see Hanuliak, “Vztah.” The devastation brought by the 
Mongol invasion of 1241 does not seem to have slowed the establishment of Dominican 
priories. Their number rose to 32 in 1277. Much more detrimental was the fact that, upon 
taking the vows as a Dominican nun, Margaret, the daughter of King Béla IV, refused to 
marry. Her father therefore began to encourage the Franciscans in an attempt to punish 
Dominicans for having ruined his plans for matrimonial alliances. Indeed, although they 
came to Hungary more than a decade after the Dominicans, the Franciscans had 41 prio-
ries by 1300 (Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 359–60).

119   In the 1230s, a group of Hungarian Dominicans are said to have reached the Volga and 
“discovered” pagan Magyars (see chapter 13). Even if the account of Friar Julian’s trip to 
what is now Bashkortostan cannot be taken at face value, it definitely gives a good idea of 
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1227, a Cuman chieftain named Burch asked the archbishop of Esztergom to be 
baptized, together with his people.120 Moreover, later reports claim that Paul 
also sent a mission to a land inhabited by “schismatic” and “heretical” people, 
who eventually renounced their beliefs and accepted the Catholic faith. Victor 
Spinei believes that to have been the region of Severin in what is now south-
western Romania, at the border between Hungary and the Second Bulgarian 
Empire.121 The “heretics” of the local Church, first condemned as such by Pope 
Innocent III in the early 13th century must have also been on the minds of the 
Dominicans who went to Bosnia, following the creation of the banate under 
King Ladislas IV.122

Dominicans were also involved in missionary activity in Prussia and Livonia, 
as they had been given permission by Pope Innocent IV to preach the cru-
sade. At the invitation of the Świętopełk, the Duke of Pomerelia (1215–1266), 
a Dominican convent was set up in Gdańsk in 1226 or 1227.123 The Dominicans 
also established priories in Chełmno (1233–1238), Elbląg (1238), Riga (1234), 
Reval (1262–1264), Toruń (1263), and in Tczew (1289).124 Taking advantage of 
the elimination of Christian and the Cistercian mission, the Dominicans be-
came the main organizers of crusading efforts in Prussia, although their rela-
tions with the Teutonic Knights varied greatly from cooperation to hostility.125 
During the last four decades of the 13th century, the Franciscans were also in-
volved in preaching the crusade and in missionary work within the territories 
recently conquered by the Teutonic Knights. They were present in Toruń more 
than 20 years before the Dominicans, although their priory in Chełmno was 
established only in 1257. As a consequence of their late arrival, the Franciscans 

how far to the east the Dominican mission was expected to reach. The trips to the heart 
of the Mongol Empire undertaken by John of Plano Carpini (1245–1247) and William 
of Rubruk (1253–1255) must be understood within that frame of reference (Selart, “Die 
Bettelmönche,” pp. 487–488).

120   Spinei, “The Cuman bishopric,” pp. 422–26.
121   Spinei, “The Cuman bishopric,” pp. 421–22.
122   Delacroix-Besnier, “Les ordres mendiants.” The bishop of Bosnia, Ponsa (1235–1272?) was 

a Dominican friar (Achim, Politica, p. 94).
123   Spież, “Przyczynek.”
124   Selart, “Die Bettelmönche,” p. 485; Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 274–76. Milliman, 

“The Slippery Memory”, p. 59 notes that the bishops of Chełmno and Pomesania were 
Dominicans.

125   Dekański, “Cystersi.” Much like in Hungary, the Dominicans were also involved in mis-
sion to the “schismatics” of Rus’. A Dominican priory is mentioned in Kiev in 1222, and 
Pope Gregory IX appointed a Dominican as “bishop of Russia” in 1232 or 1233 (Fonnesberg-
Schmidt, The Popes, p. 223; Kozubska-Andrusiv, “The Dominicans”). Much like else-
where in Eastern Europe, the Franciscans shadowed the Dominicans in Rus’ (Trajdos, 
“Dominikanie”; Stasiuk, “Problema”).
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493The Church: Ecclesiastical Organization and Monasticism

turned more towards pastoral care, especially for the urban population in 
Prussia.

One of the most conspicuous features of the spiritual life in 13th-century 
Europe is the great emphasis on the ascetic experience. In that respect, East 
Central Europe is perhaps one of the most fertile areas of research on eremiti-
cal communities. To be sure, the papacy acknowledged the creation of a new 
order of hermits in Hungary in 1308. The Pauline hermits (so called after St. 
Paul of Thebes, whom they chose as patron) were initially followers of a former 
canon of Esztergom named Eusebius, who in 1246 decided to withdraw into the 
wilderness of the Pilis Mountains of northern Hungary to live an ascetic life of 
repentance. By 1300, the community of solitaries that quickly formed around 
him merged with those of the Zemplén Mountains (near Tokay, in northeast-
ern Hungary) and those in the highlands of Lake Balaton and the Mecsek range 
(near Pécs, in southern Hungary). During the first decades of the 14th century, 
the Pauline order quickly expanded into Slavonia and the southern region of 
Germany.126 Little is known about the specific forms of ascetism practiced by 
the Hungarian hermits in the early 13th century, but the idea of ascetic retire-
ment in order to escape the snares of the world was also very popular in 10th- 
and 11th-century Bulgaria, 11th-century Poland, 12th- and 13th-century Serbia, 
and throughout the Middle Ages in Rus’ (and later Russia). Fleeing into the 
wilderness of the mountains or of the forests was a way to reject secular soci-
ety, but could in theory lead to the development of an alternative society. In 
that respect, hermits were called solitaries not because they lived alone, but 
because they lived in the desert (eremos, the Greek word from which “hermit” 
derives), a place outside the familiar world. Liminality describes not only the 
spiritual condition of the hermit, but also its spatial development.

One of the most interesting aspects of that liminality is cave monasticism, 
a subject that “has not been articulated in scholarship, but deserves closer 
attention both as a distinctive and relatively widespread phenomenon in its 
own right, and because of its obvious associations with the Holy Land, the 
undisputed source of the intrinsic idea.”127 Caves had many associations with 
Old Testament Prophets, with John the Baptist, and holy monks. More impor-
tantly, however, the cave was outside the familiar world, as it was a symbol 
of the grave, directly derived from the episode of Lazarus (John 11:38). In the 
10th century, John of Rila lived in a cave in the Rila Mountains, and so did his 
disciple, St. Prohor of Pčinja (see chapter 12).128 In the early 13th century, St. 

126   Török, “The monastic orders,” p. 164.
127   Čurčić, “Cave and church,” p. 221.
128   Popović, “Paying devotions”; Cholakov, “Otshelnichestvoto.”
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Peter of Koriša, the first anachoretic saint of Serbia, lived in a cave on Mount 
Rusenica.129 Largely due to extensive field surveys, rock-cut monasteries and 
hermitages have now been signaled everywhere in East Central, Southeastern 
and Eastern Europe—in Greece,130 Macedonia,131 Serbia,132 Bulgaria,133 south-
eastern Romania,134 the Republic of Moldova,135 Left-Bank Ukraine,136 as well 
as in the Crimea137 and the lower Don region of southern Russia.138 This geo-
graphic distribution suggests that in Eastern Europe the phenomenon of cave 
monasticism is mostly associated with Orthodox Christianity.

In 10th-century Greece, holy men were hermits. St. Luke the Younger began 
his solitary life on Mount Ioannitza.139 In the 11th century, the eremitical form 
of ascetic life was well established in the central Balkans, as well as in Hungary, 
Poland, and Rus’.140 Hermits were prominent figures in the religious, but also 
political life of Nemanjid Serbia (see chapter 30) and late Arpadian Hungary.141 
Like Eusebius in early 13th-century Hungary, hermits such as John of Rila (in 
the 10th century), Antonii (in the mid-11th century), and Peter of Koriša (in the 
13th century) are credited with the establishment of communities of ascetics 
that later turned into full-fledged monasteries.142 The hermits on the Mount 
Athos developed at a very early stage a loose organization, the primary pur-

129   Čurčić, “Cave and church,” pp. 222–23.
130   Bender, “Les monuments rupestres.”
131   Georgievski, “Rannovizantiiski skalni obekti.”
132   Popović and Popović, “ The cave lavra.”
133   Iordanov, “Khristiianskite skalni manastiri” and “Niakoi khronologichni nabliudeniia”; 

Atanasov, “Les monastères” and “Koloniiata”; Nikolova, Monashestvo, pp. 344–404.
134   Teodor et al., “Vestiges rupestres.”
135   Musteaţă, “Rock-cut monasteries.”
136   Rudenok, Tainy; Liaska, “Seredn’ovichnyy pechernyy monastyr.”
137   Mogarichev, Peshchernye cerkvi and “Rock architecture”; Vinogradov et al., “Peshchernye 

khramy”; Turova, “Srednevekovyi peshchernyi kompleks.”
138   Shevchenko, “Oskolki.”
139   Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 263–65. In 927, Luke moved to the Peloponnese, and lived 

for ten years in the company of a stylite in Zemena, before returning to Mount Ioannitza 
in 940. For the bishopric of Zemena and the hermits living around the town, see Leontsini 
and Panopoulou, “Ekklesiastikes metaboles.” For hermits and monasticism in 10th- and 
11th-century Greece, see Gerolymatou, “Peloponnesiakes mones”; Georgopoulou-Verra  
et al., Byzantina kai metabyzantina monasteria.

140   Jakimovska-Tošić, “Eremitskoto monashestvo”; Koszta, “Eremiten”; Trawkowski, “Die 
Eremiten”; Gurin, “Religiina-asvetnickiia dzeiachy”; Voroncova, “Tradicii.”

141   Popović, “The deserts”; Török, “The monastic orders,” p. 164.
142   Avenarius, “Beginnings”; Ivanova, “Santi anacoreti.” For the monastery attributed to John of 

Rila, see Kostova, “Manastirăt, osnovan ot Sv. Ioan Rilski”; Bakalova, “A locus sanctus.” The 
most prominent saints of 10th-century Greece, Luke the Younger and Nikon Metanoiete 
lived in monasteries before becoming solitaries (Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 266).
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pose of which was to represent them in dealings with the ecclesiastical and 
civilian authorities. For example, in 908, the “chief hermit” complained to the 
emperor about encroachment of flocks of the monasteries beyond Athos onto 
the mountain itself.143 At that time, most Athonites lived either as isolated her-
mits or within communities of ascetics with minimal rules of communal life. 
After St. Athanasios introduced the cenobitic form of life in 959 (see chapter 
15), the Athonites acquired a legal persona represented by their “chief” (pro-
tos) and the assembly of elders. According to the rule for the Great Lavra that 
Athanasios drafted, monks were to eat and pray together, do charity as a group, 
and welcome guests as a community. In spite of its name (which refers to a 
community of ascetics), Athanasios’ Lavra was much closer to the ideals of 
cenobitic life that were popular at that time in Constantinople, especially in 
the Monastery of St. John of Stoudios.144 The Lavra was in fact the first com-
munity organized on the basis of Stoudite principles not just on Mount Athos, 
but in the whole of Greece.145 Those principles were also adopted in Rus’ under 
Metropolitan George of Kiev (ca. 1065–1078).146 Abbot Feodosy (who died in 
1074) introduced the principles to his Monastery of the Caves, when adopt-
ing the typikon written for the monastery of the Dormition in Constantinople, 
which was established by Patriarch Alexius I (1025–1043), himself a Studite 
monk.147 True to the ideals of Theodore of Stoudios, Feodosy built an alms-
house to serve the poor, the blind, the lame, and the sick, which turned the 
monastery into the only major institution of social welfare in Kiev.148 Many 
other monasteries were established by the monks from the Caves in Chernigov, 
Tmutorakan’, and Suzdal’, all of which followed the rule and the organization of 
the mother house. In addition, 6 out of 7 bishops in Rus’ between 1089 and 1091 

143   Morris, Monks, p. 44.
144   Established in the 5th century by a Roman patrician named Stoudios, the monastery 

rose to prominence during and after the Iconoclastic Controversy, because of its abbot, 
Theodore of Stoudios (798–826), who was a staunch defender of the iconodule cause. 
Theodore is the author of collection of practical and spiritual instructions for monks, 
entitled Catecheses, which became the model for Athonite cenobitism. Theodore stressed 
the value of communal life dedicated to social welfare, service to the Church, and the pro-
duction of manuscripts (the Greek minuscule style of writing may have originated in that 
monastery’s scriptorium). Between the 9th and the 11th centuries, the monastery of St. 
John of Stoudios became a major center of book production (McGuckin, “Monasticism,” 
pp. 618–19).

145   Ware, “St. Athanasios,” p. 16.
146   Poppe, “Studity.”
147   Heppell, “The early history,” pp. 61–62; Rosa, “I percorsi”; Prestel, “The Kievan Caves mon-

astery”; Farrimond, “Founders.” There is in fact no direct connection to the Athonite tradi-
tions of cenobitic life based on the Studite principles (Thomson, “Saint Anthony”).

148   Fennell, A History, pp. 67–68.
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496 chapter 24

were former monks of the Caves. All new cathedrals built in Rus’ between 1070 
and 1220 were dedicated to the Dormition of the Mother of God (Uspenskii) 
after the monastery church of the Caves. However, unlike the Monastery of 
the Caves, most other monasteries in Rus’ were princely foundations, and they 
owed their allegiance first and foremost to the families of their founders.149 For 
example, the monastery of St. Demetrius was built in 1062 by Iziaslav, the son 
of Yaroslav the Wise.150 Another one of his sons, Sviatoslav, founded the mon-
astery of St. Simeon in Kiev.151 A third son, Vsevolod, established the monas-
tery of St. Michael in Vydubychi. Yaroslav himself was the founder of the great 
monastery of St. George (Iur’ev) in Novgorod, which greatly benefitted in the 
12th century from the munificence of Vladimir Monomakh, his son, and grand-
son. Vsevolod II (1139–1146), the son of Vladimir’s cousin and rival, usurped 
power in Kiev, and during his rule, he established a monastery there, which he 
dedicated to St. Cyril.152

The late 11th- and 12th-century Rurikids were not alone in their attitudes to-
wards monastic foundations. The ruler of Serbia, Stephen Nemanja established 
the monastery of Studenica in 1183.153 His son Stephen the First-Crowned is the 
founder of the Žiča monastery, which became the seat of the Serbian arch-
bishop in 1220.154 Nemanja’s grandson, Vladislav established Mileševa (near 
Prijepolje, in western Serbia), where Sava was eventually buried in 1237.155 Lay 
noblemen also founded monasteries. In the early 1080s, Gregory Pakourianos, 
the Grand Domestic (commander-in-chief of the armies in the Balkans) under 
Emperor Alexius I Comnenus established a monastery of Georgian monks on 
his land near the present-day village of Bachkovo (south of Plovdiv, Bulgaria) 

149   Nikon, “Monastyri”; Motsia, “Drevnerusskie monastyri”; Shchapov, “Monashestvo”; 
Vălkhova, “Monastyri”; Artamonov, “Monashestvo.”

150   Sagaydak, “Dmytriivs’kyy monastyr.” The monastery church was commissioned by 
Iziaslav’s son, Sviatopolk II, in the early 12th century (Ivakin, “Excavations”).

151   Litvina and Uspenskii, “Monastyr’.”
152   Margolina and Ul’ianovs’kyi, Kyivs’ka obytel’. Before becoming grand prince of Kiev, 

Vsevolod was prince of Chernigov. For monasteries established in Chernigov by the ruling 
family, see Rudenok, “Monastyri.”

153   Erdeljan, “Studenica”; Živković, “Studenica.” For the archaeology of Studenica, see 
Popović, Manastir. Nemanja is also the founder of three other churches: St. Nicholas near 
Kuršumlija (Suput, “Carigradski izvori”); St. George (Đurđevi Stupovi) in Ras (Nešković, 
“Dzhurdzhevi Stupovi”); and St. Panteleimon in Niš (Korać, “Sveti Pantelejmon”; Rakocija, 
“Crkve”).

154   Čanak-Medić et al., Manastir. Several suffragan bishoprics in Serbia were also based in 
monasteries, a unique feature in the history of medieval Christianity in Southeastern and 
Eastern Europe (Stevović, “Prve srpske episkopske crkve”).

155   Kandić et al., Manastir. For Sava’s tomb, see Nikolić, “O grobu.”
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497The Church: Ecclesiastical Organization and Monasticism

and endowed it generously from his own estates.156 The monastery in Khutyn, 
near Novgorod was founded in 1192 by a former boyar, Oleksa Mikhailovich, 
who took the name Varlaam upon becoming monk, as well as the monastery’s 
first abbot.157 In the 12th century, many Orthodox monasteries were located 
in large cities like Thessaloniki and Novgorod, where they benefitted from the 
munificence of wealthy families.158

The strong ties between monks and the founder(s) of their monasteries 
were the direct consequence of the fact that most founders wrote the typika 
for their foundations.159 Probably the most famous example in that respect is 
St. Sava, who gave the typikon to the newly established, Serbian monastery of 
Hilandar on Mount Athos, where his father, Stephen Nemanja (Simeon, by his 
monastic name) died in 1199. In order to do so, he adapted the typikon writ-
ten in the mid-11th century for the monastery of the Mother of God Evergetis 
in Constantinople, where Sava stayed during his many visits to the imperial 
capital between 1196 and 1235.160 Although no fundamental differences existed 
between typika, variations in monastic practices, daily life, and roles from one 
community to another, even within the same country, were far more com-
mon in the Orthodox than in the Catholic world.161 Sava wrote a very different 
typikon for the few Serbian monks in a hermitage at Karyes on Mount Athos, 
which he purchased in the early 13th century, and where he would later build 
a church dedicated to his patron saint (Sava of Palestine).162 However, in 1207 

156   Duichev, “Bachkovskiiat manastir”; Curta, Southeastern Europe, pp. 290–92; Dancheva-
Vasileva, “Za niakoi momenti.”

157   Prudnikov, “O vremeni.”
158   Varinlioğlu, “Urban monasteries,” p. 197. Family monasteries, however, are mentioned in 

Thessaloniki at a much earlier date (Karydas, “Byzantine mone”; Timotin, “Couvents fa-
miliaux”; Paisidou, “The church”). For urban monasteries elsewhere, see Papadopoulou, 
“He byzantine mone”; Nikolova, “Manastirăt”; Iashaeva, “Gorodskie monastyri”; Petrov 
and Musin. “Monasteries.”

159   The decisions taken by founders in terms of monastic rules may also be related to the 
choice of monasteries as places of exile for political enemies (Uspenskii and Litvina, 
“Nasil’stvennyi postrig”).

160   Živojinović, “Khilandarski i evergetidski tipik.” The analysis of the typikon of Hilandar 
suggests that the text was not written by Sava himself, but by a Bulgarian monk at the 
neighboring monastery of St. Panteleimon on Mount Athos (Ivić, “Pitanje”). An earlier 
generation of scholars believed that the typikon for Hilandar combined the features 
of eastern (heremitical) monasticism with those of the socially active communities of 
monks in the West. Such ideas, however, have been effectively rejected by Podskalsky, 
“Klostertypen,” pp. 399–400.

161   For Rus’, see Putsko, “Bogosluzhebnyi i bytovyi uklad”; Rychka, “Povsiakdenie zhittia.” For 
the archaeology of monasticism in Rus’, see Klimov, “Popytka.”

162   Mladenović, “Filoloshke napomene.”
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he drew again inspiration from the typikon of the monastery of the Evergetis 
for the rule of a monastery in his native country. A few months before that, he 
had returned to Serbia for the re-burial of his father’s remains in the monas-
tery church at Studenica, where Stefan Nemanja was proclaimed a saint (see 
chapter 25). On that occasion, Sava wrote an order of service in his father’s 
honor, but also the typikon for the monastery of Studenica, which, like that of 
Hilandar, was an adaptation of the Constantinopolitan monastery’s rule.163

Ever since the 1995 international colloquium in Wrocław dedicated to 
the daily life of monks and regular canons in East Central and Southeastern 
Europe, several studies have focused on monastic practices and behavior in 
the region.164 The written evidence is rich in detail. Twelfth- and thirteenth- 
century birchbark letters found on urban estates in Novgorod mention monks 
and nuns. Some express disappointment at misunderstanding and effort of 
reconciliation between monks, others deal with liturgical matters, monastic 
burial, or various procedures in the convent of St. Barbara.165 But inscrip-
tions and graffiti from late 9th- and 10th-century monasteries in the northern 
Balkans reveal even more surprising aspects of the monastic life. A bilingual 
Greek-Slavonic inscription found in a room to the north from the monastery 
church in Ravna (near Provadiia, Bulgaria) mentions a woman, Marina, who 
is called a whore in another, shorter inscription associated with the image of 
a vulva in a graffito on the façade of the church.166 A graffito from the same 
room, which is believed to be the monastery’s scriptorium, shows a cross “walk-
ing” on feet, an image that conveys the imagery of the apocryphal Gospel of 
Peter.167 Furthermore, liturgical texts and replicas of manuscript illuminations 
were scratched on the northern walls of the monastery church. The scripto-
rium on the northern side of the monastery church in Ravna is the earliest 
known in the whole of Eastern Europe.168 Elsewhere, scriptoria did not ap-
pear before the 12th century, and some distinctive hands cannot even be dated 

163   Petrović, Studenički tipik; Jovanović, Studenički tipik; Szefliński, Trzy oblicza, pp. 80–87. 
See also Simić, “The Byzantine model.”

164   Derwich et al., “State of research”; Kostova, “Some aspects”; Rychka, “Povsiakdenie zhittia”; 
Putsko, “Bogosluzhebnyi i bytovyi uklad”; Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Vsekidnevniiat 
zhivot.” For monastic feasts, see Georgiev, “Svidetelstva.” For monks and monastic ideals 
in early medieval Bulgaria, see Kostova, “Ot mirskiia zhivot”; Bozhilov, “Homo viator.”

165   Ianin et al., Novgorodskie gramoty, pp. 68–70; Ianin and Zalizniak, Novgorodskie gramoty na 
bereste (iz raskopok 1990–1996 gg.), pp. 15–16 and 28–29; Petrov and Musin, “Monasteries,” 
p. 489.

166   Popkonstantinov and Kronsteiner, Starobălgarski nadpisi, vol. 2, p. 221.
167   Kostova, “Lust and piety,” pp. 244–45.
168   Kostova, “Some aspects,” pp. 701–05; Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Skriptoriiat.”
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before ca. 1200.169 That both liturgical manuscripts and names of prostitutes 
were written in the same scriptorium in Ravna raises very interesting questions 
about religious practices and notions of sacred and profane. Graffiti are “a kind 
of verbal and pictorial text,” the only evidence of the daily thoughts of 10th-
century monks in Bulgaria.170

169   Jażdżewski, “Dzieła”; Ianin, “Novgorodskii skriptorii”; Wójcik, “Początki”; Davidović, 
“Srpski skriptoriji.” For the production of charters in monastic scriptoria, see Bobowski, 
“O potrzebie badań”; Wałkówski, “Piśmiennictwo pragmatyczne.” For the influence of 
scriptoria of the mother-houses of Cistercian abbeys in Poland, Bohemia, and Hungary, 
see Wałkówski, “Wpływ” and Pippal, “Ausstrahlung.”

170   Kostova, “Lust and piety,” p. 233.
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chapter 25

The Faith: Religious Practices, Popular Religion, 
and Heresy

On the way to Constantinople, in 927, the metropolitan of Corinth stopped 
on Mount Ioannitza (near Delphi, in central Greece; Fig. 25.1) to pay a visit to 
St. Luke the Younger and to offer him a gift of gold. When Luke refused, he re-
buked him: “If you have no need at all for this gift, offer it to those who do need 
it. Now you seem to think that commandment to do good to others is empty 
and irrational, and you reject that nobility of mind that combines the love of 
God with the love of man.”1 Luke accepted the criticism, in addition to only 
one coin of the amount offered. He may have done so because he needed the 
metropolitan’s instruction in a matter of much greater concern to him: how 
could a solitary such as himself “participate in the divine and awesome myster-
ies,” when there was no congregation around, and no priest? The metropolitan 
obliged:

Now to begin with, a priest should be present, but if he is unavoidably 
absent, place a vessel containing what has already been sanctified upon 
the holy table, if it is a chapel, but if it is a cell, upon a very clean bench. 
Then, spreading out a covering, place on it the holy portions, and, light-
ing the incense, sing the psalms of the typika or the Trisagion along with 
the Creed. After three genuflections, fold your hands and take with your 
mouth the esteemed body of Christ our God, saying Amen. In place of eu-
charistic wine, you may drink a cup of ordinary wine, but this cup should 
not be shared afterwards with another person. Next, put the remaining 
portions with the covering in the vessel, taking care lest a pearl fall out 
and be trampled.2

1   Life of St. Luke the Younger 42, transl., pp. 60–63.
2   Life of St. Luke the Younger 42, transl., pp. 62–65. The metropolitan suggests that the small 

space of a solitary’s cell was sufficient for the celebration of the liturgy. This is consistent with 
what is otherwise known about liturgy in Middle Byzantine churches. Judging from the size 
of the churches built in 10th- and early 11th-century Greece, the performance of the liturgical 
services must have appeared as quasi-“private,” with little movement within a narrow space 
inside the church, especially in front of the sanctuary, and a greater emphasis on the symbol-
ism of gestures and body postures. A marble baptismal font or phiale for the holy water has 
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figure 25.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text
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This is the closest one can come to the description of liturgical practices in 
Southeastern Europe during the early Middle Ages. The metropolitan clearly 
indicates that the Holy Communion that Luke was advised to take consisted of 
eucharistic bread previously sanctified somewhere else by an ordained priest.3 
He must also have obtained from a church the incense, which he was supposed 
to burn when taking communion. Unlike eucharistic bread or incense, it may 
have been more difficult to obtain eucharistic wine, which is why the metro-
politan advised Luke to use ordinary wine instead. Although that wine had 
not been consecrated like the eucharistic bread, the cup from which Luke was 
supposed to drink it was clearly assigned a symbolic value, for he was not to 
share it with anyone else after receiving communion. It is also clear that the 
metropolitan instructed Luke to receive the Holy Gifts separately—first the 
Body, and then the Cup. Instead of the Communion hymn, Luke was supposed 
to sing either the psalms from the various offices in existence at that time or 
the Thrice Holy Prayer and the “symbol of faith,” which were key components 
of the liturgy preceding the sanctification of the Species.4 In other words, be-
fore receiving communion, Luke was to replicate in much abbreviated form 
the sequence of events in a standard liturgical service. Bending his knees three 
times, he was then to take the Communion cloth with both hands folded, and 
the Body of Christ with his mouth—all standard procedures for anyone tak-
ing communion in 10th-century Greece.5 Similar concerns were on the mind 
of Theognostos, the bishop of Sarai, the relatively new “capital” of the Golden 
Horde on the Lower Volga (Fig. 25.2). The bishop attended a meeting of the pa-
triarchal synod in Constantinople in 1261 where he received instructions about 
how to officiate the liturgy in his see: he could go without deacons, if none 

been discovered in a 10th- or 11th-century, very small church excavated in the Platamon fort 
in northern Greece (Loverdou-Tsigarida, “Marmarino leitourgiko skeuos”).

3   Ceramic seals for the stamping of the eucharistic bread have been found in a 10th- or 11th- 
century shipwreck in the Karasan Bay at Plake Cape in Crimea (Gerasimov and Jastrzebowska, 
“O nakhodke”), as well as in the 13th-century strongholds in Eski Kermen (southwestern 
Crimea; Maiko, “Arkheologicheskie materialy”) and near Rakitovo (Bulgaria; Ivanov and 
Aladzhov, “Kăsnoantichna i srednovekovna krepost”). The practice has late antique tradi-
tions (Phritzilas, “Pelines sphragides”; Petridis, “Holy bread stamps”).

4   The liturgy to which the recommendations of the metropolitan of Corinth seem to refer is 
that of St. John Chrysostom, the celebration of which could take between one and two hours, 
depending upon the number of attending celebrants and the size of the church. The ves-
pers associated with the liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts, which was used in the Great Lent, 
appears in 12th- and 13th-century liturgical books in Slavonic (Sluckii, “Chinoposledovanie 
vecherni”). For liturgical typika, see also Tarnanidis, “He schese”; Phountoulis, “To leitour-
gikou typiko”; Khristova-Shomova, “Obshtite sluzhbi.”

5   Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 257–58.
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figure 25.2  Principal sites mentioned in the text. Numbers indicate sites in the list at  
Fig. 25.1
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were available; consecrated bread could be transported around and former sa-
cred vessels could be restored and reused.6

The main source for understanding liturgical practices in Arpadian Hungary 
are the liturgical books. Liturgical manuscripts show a particularly strong influ-
ence of the southern German areas, namely the Rhineland and Lotharingia.7 
A Lotharingian prototype was the inspiration for the earliest liturgical book in 
Hungary—the Nitra Evangelistary, written in ca. 1083 in the Benedictine abbey 
of Hronský Beňadik,8 When King Ladislas I established the bishopric of Zagreb 
in 1090, he may have commissioned books from the see of the kingdom’s pri-
mate, as indicated by the Benedictional written in Esztergom between 1075 and 
1083.9 This strongly suggests uniformity of liturgical practices, but there is also 
evidence that liturgical books from outside the kingdom were also in use. The 
prototype for the Agenda Pontificalis, a pontifical written in the 11th century for 
Bishop Hartvic of Győr came from France. That much results from the real con-
cern with increasing the dramatism of the mass, with a much expanded actio 
sacra: the tractus stellae (which re-enacted the visit that the Three Magi paid 
to Christ in Bethlehem), and elements of ludus paschalis combined with the 
rite of the elevatio Crucis on Holy Saturday.10 Distinct liturgical practices de-
veloped in Hungary only in the early 12th century, as illustrated by the earliest 
antiphonal known as Codex Albensis, which was written in ca. 1120 probably 
in Transylvania. This is also true for Poland. Alexander of Malonne, the bish-
op of Płock (1129–1156), born in the Meuse region, is believed to have brought 
to Poland a pontifical called Pontificale Plocensis containing a description of 
the liturgical ceremonials according to the Roman rite (Fig. 25.3).11 However, 
next to nothing is known about the actual liturgical practices in Poland and 
Bohemia.12

Equally obscure are the ritual practices of non-Christians, such as the 
Muslims in Hungary and in Volga Bulgharia. Abū Hāmid, who visited Hungary 
in the 12th century (see chapter 18) noted that local Muslims were ignorant 
of many ritual rules. They did not know the Friday prayer (juma), and had no 
knowledge of preaching on Friday. Abū Hāmid had to teach them Arabic, the 

6    Shepard, “The Byzantine Commonwealth,” p. 23.
7    Török, “Influences,” “A hazai és a lotharingiai liturgia,” “La storia,” and “The history of 

liturgy.”
8    Veszprémy, “A Nyitrai evangelistarium”; Török, “La storia,” p. 148.
9    Török, “Az esztergomi benedictionale.”
10   Török, “La storia,” p. 150.
11   Podleś, “Il Pontificale Plocense”; Stefański, “Życie.”
12   Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 361–62 and 366.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   504 3/21/2019   5:08:18 PM



505The Faith: Religious Practices, Popular Religion, and Heresy

figure 25.3  Alexander of Malonne, Bishop of Płock (1129–1156). Detail of the right leaf of 
the bronze door made in the mid-12th century in Magdeburg. The identity of 
the bishop is made clear by the Cyrillic inscription on the left side of his  
head. The door, most likely commissioned by the bishop, was meant to 
decorate the new episcopal church in Płock, but never made it there. Under 
unknown circumstances, the door ended up in the Church of St. Sophia in 
Novgorod (where it is called the “Sigtuna Door” to this day).
Photo by Andrzej Buko
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Quranic law of inheritance, and the duty of pilgrimage to Mecca.13 Even if one 
takes Abū Hāmid’s remarks with caution, it is important to note that no re-
mains of a mosque have been found in Böszörmény, the most important village 
of Muslims in the county of Nyír.14 The only mosques known from medieval 
Eastern Europe are those excavated in several towns of Volga Bulgharia (Bolgar, 
Biliar, and Kazan’), but next to nothing is known about the ritual practices of 
local Muslims between the 10th and the 14th centuries.15 Similarly, although 
synagogues clearly existed in Hungary during the 13th century, very little is 
known about the standards of Jewish religious practice. Rabbinical deci-
sions concerning problems raised by Jewish communities offer a few precious 
glimpses. One of them is dated to the late 11th century and describes the Jewish 
community of Esztergom refusing to greet two merchants from Regensburg, 
and not allowing them to enter into their synagogue, because of having bro-
ken the Sabbath.16 In the 13th century, the Jewish communities of Buda 
and Esztergom wanted to use hot springs for the purpose of the ritual bath 
(mikvah).17 A few decades earlier, however, Rabbi Eliezer b. Isaac from Speyer 
complained about Jews in Hungary, Poland, and Rus’ being so poor that they 
could not afford hiring religious scholars. To be sure, no famous rabbi and no 
halakhist is known to have come from Hungary, and no centers of Jewish schol-
arship existed in that kingdom during the 12th or 13th centuries, in sharp con-
trast to the situation in Bohemia.18 The oldest preserved manuscripts are the 
mahzors (prayer books for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur) from Cheb and 
Třebíč, both dated to the 13th century.19 A yeshiva (a school for Talmudic study) 
existed in Prague in the 12th century, and some of its teachers were followers of 
the northern French school of tosaphists (commentators on the Torah and the 
Talmud). Isaac ha-Lavan (“the White”) was the most famous scholar in Prague 
in the 12th century, while Abraham ben Azriel and Isaac ben Moses taught 

13   Dubler, Abū Hāmid, pp. 66–67 and 69–70; Stojkovski, “Abū Hāmid,” p. 112. As Berend et al., 
At the Gate, p. 239 note, later sources confirm the idea that the Muslims of Hungary did 
not conform to all the precepts of Islam.

14   Antalóczi, “A nyíri izmaeliták központjának.”
15   Nigamaev, “Kamennaia mechet’.” For Islam in Volga Bulgharia, see Gemil, “X–XIV. 

yüzyıllarda orta,” p. 44; Izmailov, “Arkheologiia.”
16   Kupfer and Lewicki, Źródła, p. 65; Berend, At the Gate, pp. 226–27; Berend, “Hungary,”  

p. 267.
17   Kupfer and Lewicki, Źródła, p. 212.
18   Berend, At the Gate, p. 229. For Jews in the Black Sea region at the end of the 12th century, 

who had their own halakhah and knew nothing about the Talmud, see Gruber, “‘The jour-
neys’,” pp. 170 and 175 n. 7.

19   Sedinová, “Life,” p. 207.
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there in the 13th century.20 Abraham ben Azriel’s commentary entitled Arugat 
ha-bosem deals with practical matters of rite in connection to collections of 
prayers (mahzorim). Isaac ben Moses is the author of a long commentary on 
Talmudic ritual regulations known as Or zarua.21

1 Personal Faith and Saint Cults

What was the distance between such learned commentaries and the faith of 
the average person? There is simply no evidence to answer that question in 
the case of the Jews of Eastern Europe. Gauging the sincerity and depth of 
their Christian neighbors is equally difficult, but not impossible. Attendance 
at weekly church services and participation in the liturgical rituals were most 
likely expected in towns and in villages. But with the available sources it is im-
possible to tell how the average Christian reacted to such expectations. Beyond 
conformity with social expectations, there is very little evidence to explore 
the way in which salvation was perceived and understood in East Central and 
Eastern Europe.22 Collections of sermons survive from Bulgaria, Hungary and 
Rus’, but there is no way to gauge their impact on the congregations in front of 
which they were delivered.23 Much more relevant in that respect are the beliefs 
in the intercession of powerful forces, especially the saints. The way in which 
their cults spread is relevant not only for understanding the political networks 
at the time, but also for the attachment between people and divine interces-
sors. For example, the cult of St. Nicholas came to Poland not from Byzantium, 
but from the West, via the Holy Roman Empire, where it grew largely because 
of Empress Theophanu. Richeza, the wife of Mieszko II (see chapter 17) is 
believed to have brought the cult to Poland from her native Lotharingia. Her 

20   Sedinová, “Life,” pp. 208–209.
21   Sedinová, “Life” points out the great number of glosses in Old Czech in both texts, a clear 

indication that “the language of Canaan” (Czech) served for daily communication among 
the Jews in Bohemia.

22   After ca. 1200, most Orthodox churchgoers in Greece appear to have taken communion 
a few times a year, most typically on the Great Feasts and at Easter. John, the 13th-centu-
ry bishop of Kitros (in northern Greece) insisted that before communion, one needed  
fasting—a diet of bread, dried figs, dates, and green vegetables (Darrouzès, “Les répons-
es,” p. 329; Gerstel and Talbot, “The culture,” p. 85).

23   Stanchev, “Slovata”; Miltenov, Zlatostrui; Madas, Középkori prédikációirodalmunk; 
Franklin, Sermons. The use of vernacular is documented by the funerary sermon pre-
served in both Latin and (Old) Hungarian in the late 12th-century manuscript known 
as Codex Pray, now in the National Széchényi Library in Budapest (Madas, “Un genre,”  
pp. 399–405).
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daughter Gertrude married a Rus’ prince, Iziaslav, in 1043, and founded the first 
monastery in Kiev dedicated to St. Nicholas.24 Iziaslav’s brother and successor, 
Sviatoslav II (1073–1077) was the first Rurikid to choose Nicholas as a baptis-
mal name, as a consequence of which he also put the image of the saint on 
his princely seals.25 Throughout the second half of the 11th century, therefore, 
the cult of the St. Nicholas in Rus’ was a matter of dynastic concern and po-
litical alliances.26 But in the 12th century, the cult gained a new significance. 
To be sure, the second largest church in Novgorod was dedicated in 1113 to St. 
Nicholas by Vladimir Monomakh’s eldest son, Mstislav. But a couple of decades 
later, another church of Nicholas appeared in the Nerevskii district of the city, 
and that was the foundation of a Novgorodian boyar and merchant.27 The first 
icons of the saint were produced in northern Rus’ in the 12th century. This 
strongly suggests that at that time the cult was appealing to larger segments 
of the population.28 Meanwhile, the earliest church built in Gdańsk was dedi-
cated to St. Nicholas as was the church built in Kamień (western Pomerania) in 
the 12th century. Both towns were linked to Novgorod by means of trade routes 
and Ildar Garipzanov has rightly suggested that the sudden, yet simultaneous 
interest in St. Nicholas in all those locales has something to do with the fact 
that St. Nicholas was (and still is) the patron of sailors: “in this role, St. Nicholas 
might have easily appealed to townsfolk involved in the Baltic trade.”29

A similar phenomenon may be also illustrated by contrasting the cults of 
two military saints, Demetrius and George. In Rus’ they were sometimes rep-
resented together with other military saints, as in the frieze of twelve haloed 
riders on the southern and western facades of the Church of St. Demetrius in 

24   Poppe, “Gertruda-Olisawa,” pp. 587–589; Pac, “Communities,” pp. 135–41. The earliest 
churches in Poland dedicated to St. Nicholas were those of Giecz (late 11th century) and 
Poznań (12th century) (Garipzanov, “The cult,” p. 238).

25   Petrov, “Agiograficheskii kontekst.”
26   The same is true for the cult of St. Nicholas in Serbia, where it was initially associated 

with the Nemanjid dynasty. Stefan Nemanja dedicated the church in Kuršumlija to St. 
Nicholas and is said to have sent gifts to Bari, where the relics of the saint had been trans-
lated in 1089. Helena, the wife of his grandson, Stephen Uroš I (1243–1276) gave to that 
same church an icon of St. Nicholas in which she and her two sons, Dragutin and Milutin 
are portrayed as well (Špehar and Tomić Đurić, “Architectural, artistic and archaeological 
traces,” pp. 234 and 236).

27   Garipzanov, “The cult,” pp. 233–34. The association of the cult with powerful noblemen is 
not unique to 12th-century Rus’. St. Nicholas figures prominently in the iconographic pro-
gram of the churches built in Kastoria in the mid-12th century, the most famous of which 
was dedicated to St. Nicholas by a local magistros named Nicholas Kasnitzes (Malmquist, 
Byzantine 12th Century Frescoes; Mavropoulou-Tsioumi and Tabaki, “Ho agios Nikolaos”).

28   Garipzanov, “The cult,” p. 234.
29   Garipzanov, “The cult,” p. 238.
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Vladimir.30 Icons of Demetrius show him unsheathing his sword.31 A mosaic 
image of the saint dressed as a warrior appears also in the Cathedral of the 
Archangel Michael in Kiev.32 The image of St. George clad in armor and hold-
ing a spear was a symbol of authority, which is why it was often put on seals.33 
Following his successful campaign against the Chud in 1030, Iaroslav the Wise 
founded the town of Iurev (modern Tartu, in Estonia), in honor of St. George, 
his patron saint.34 He also established the monastery of St. George in Kiev at 
some point in the 1050s.35 About a century later, Iurii Dolgoruki founded a sec-
ond town named after St. George (present-day Iur’ev-Polskii, in the Vladimir 
region of Russia).36 Iurii’s son, Vsevolod, built the Cathedral of St. Demetrius in 
Vladimir (1193–1197), and subsequently obtained relics from the saint’s tomb in 
Thessaloniki.37 The military associations of the cult of both saints in Rus’ are 
obvious, but there is also a clearly social dimension to the cult, as most images 
were commissioned by the powerful of the day.38 This is, of course, not unique. 
In late 12th-century Bulgaria, the cult of St. Demetrius had also a distinctively 
political role, for it was the single most important religious phenomenon asso-
ciated with the revolt of Peter and Asen that established the Second Bulgarian 
Empire (see chapter 30).39 However, 10th-century lead icons from Bulgaria 
show St. George as a foot-soldier and dragon-fighter. Such icons appear in great 
numbers in strongholds along the Lower Danube (Silistra, Popina, Skala, Car 
Asen, and Sredishte).40 Those are small, portable objects, and were made of 

30   Gladkaia, Rel’efy, pp. 144–59. According to Gladkaia, Demetrius is represented twice, al-
though such a repetition is unknown from any other, similar frieze with portraits of the 
military saints (White, Military Saints, p. 187 with n. 67).

31   E.g., the Dmitriev icon, for which see White, Military Saints, p. 185.
32   Lazarev, Drevnerusskie mozaiki, p. 30.
33   Stepanenko, “An anonymous Russian seal”; White, Military Saints, pp. 115–16.
34   Russian Primary Chronicle, s.a. 6538, p. 149.
35   Butler, “The autumn”; White, Military Saints, p. 210.
36   White, Military Saints, p. 177. Dolgoruki also established Dmitriev in 1154 to honor St. 

Demetrius, after whom he baptized his son born in that year.
37   White, Military Saints, pp. 190 and 192.
38   Smirnova, “Culte et image.” As White, Military Saints, p. 131 points out, within the Rurikid 

family, St. George and St. Demetrius were venerated chiefly as individual patrons, “and 
their military qualities held more appeal than their … identity or their sufferings as 
martyrs.”

39   Lazăr, “Despre cultul bizantin”; Dobychina, “Tyrnovo” and “Pochemu.”
40   Atanasov, “Sviatoi Georgi,” pp. 337–41. To be sure, St. George is also depicted on several 

stone icons produced in Rus’—the second most popular saint to appear on such small, 
portable objects (White, Military Saints, p. 125). He appears also on four zmeeviki pendants 
dated to the 13th century (Nikolaeva and Chernecov, Drevnerusskie amulety-zmeeviki,  
pp. 74–76 and 108).
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cheap materials, no doubt as imitations of larger and more expensive icons. 
Their interpretation cannot be divorced from the fact that some of the sites 
on which they have been found were important military forts on the northern 
frontier of Symeon and Peter’s Bulgaria (see chapter 12).41 George was most 
likely the saint to whom many of the soldiers in the garrisons of those forts 
were praying. In fact, a 10th-century story about the “miracle of St. George with 
the Bulgarian” draws precisely that connection. The story is told by a Bulgarian 
named George, who fought in Symeon’s wars against the Magyars (893):

I had no rank nor did I live where the prince did, but outside, with the 
people. When the Magyars gave us the chase, fifty of us took the same 
road. They followed us, and my horse began to get weary. I called out 
loud: “Oh Lord God of the Christians! Help me and deliver me through 
the prayers of the great martyr George!” Then I turned to St. George and 
said: “St. George, when I took the holy baptism, the priest gave me your 
name. I am your servant, save me now from the pagans.”42

Through the intercession of St. George, the Bulgarian warrior escaped un-
scathed from the encounter. Subsequent miracles of St. George, who showed 
himself to the Bulgarian man in a vision, also saved him from dangers while on 
another one of Symeon’s campaigns, and even restored the health of his wife, 
Maria. The significance of this text is that it shows in great detail how, shortly 
after the conversion to Christianity, saints in Bulgaria came to be perceived as 
powerful intercessors. As the story puts it at the end, prayers to the great and 
holy martyr George “help the lame and in wars.”43

So far, saint cults in Poland, Hungary, and Bohemia have not been ap-
proached from that perspective. Some have noted, however, that the Virgin 
Mary appears quite often, along with God the Father and with Christ, in the 
preambles of 12th- and 13th-century charters in Poland.44 Others have pointed 
out that in Transylvania, during that same period, charters were often dated by 
feast days for the most important saints. The Archangel Michael, St. Catherine, 
St. Barnabas, and St. Stephen the Protomartyr appear in that respect more 

41   Stoikova, “Bălgarskiiat sveti Georgi.”
42   Petkov, The Voices, p. 45.
43   Petkov, The Voices, p. 46. See also Khristov, “Izvestiia.” Military overtones are also obvi-

ous in the cult of the Archangel Michael in Bulgaria and Halych, no doubt because of 
his victory over Satanael (Cheshmedzhiev, “Kăm văprosa”; Mikhailova, “‘Sviatoi Mikhail’”; 
Skowronek, “Świat cały”).

44   Adamska, “Dieu.”
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frequently than St. Nicholas, with no mention of St. George.45 However, leav-
ing aside the fact that feast days were related to the management of justice 
throughout the kingdom, and that the “preferred” saints were linked to the 
calendar of that management, it is important to note the presence in the list 
of the “native” saints of Hungary—St. Stephen and St. Ladislas. The former 
was canonized in 1083 together with his son, Emeric, as well as two hermits 
(Zoerard-Andrew and Benedict) and a bishop (Gerard of Csanád).46 The lat-
ter’s cult was restricted to Csanád (now Cenad, in western Romania), while 
the two hermits were important saints for people living in and around Nitra 
(now in Slovakia). Despite his canonization, there is very little evidence of the 
cult of St. Emeric. Out of the five saints, therefore, only Stephen’s cult gained 
significance.

Historians refer to three vitae of St. Stephen as “legends,” because two of 
them are in fact entitled the Major and Minor legends. The former, written at 
some point between 1038 and 1083, is “the first medieval legend to attribute 
saintliness to a ruler who had not been martyred.”47 Stephen of the Major leg-
end is a “soldier of Christ” who, with the assistance of St. Martin and St. George, 
defeats pagans. The author of the Major Legend used hagiographic topoi to 
create the portrait of Stephen as a warrior defending his country, as a legislator, 
and author of the Admonitions (see chapter 18). He is also described as a found-
er of episcopal sees, monasteries, and shelters for pilgrims.48 Stephen placed 
his kingdom, as well as his own person, under the protection of the Virgin Mary, 
a very early mention of the Marian cult that would appear in Western Europe 
only a few decades later.49 Stephen’s surrendering his kingdom to the Virgin 
Mary will have a great significance in the political developments of the late 
Middle Ages and the modern period. Moreover, many of the topoi employed in 
the Major Legend have been adopted by modern historiography, as in the 19th 
and 20th centuries King Stephen turned into the founder of the Hungarian 
state, and the great hero of Hungarian nationalism.50 Far less appealing for the 
nationalist agenda was the Minor Legend written in Pannonhalma shortly after 

45   Hasan, “Câteva observații,” pp. 220–22. However, St. George is depicted on the 
Székesfehérvár chasuble of King Stephen and Queen Gisela (Marosi, “The Székesfehérvár 
chasuble”).

46   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 124; Nowak, “Das Papsstum,” pp. 345–46.
47   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 413.
48   Life of St. Stephen, pp. 377–92. As Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 414 points out, there is a clear 

Cluniac influence in the idea of Stephen caring for pilgrims, as well widows and orphans.
49   Nátyi, “Szent István.”
50   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 138 and 414; Berend et al., Central Europe, pp. 147–48; Povedák, 

“Mitizált történelem.”
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the canonization of 1083. Besides describing that canonization and mention-
ing the subsequent miracles taking place in Székesfehérvár, this text depicts 
a harsher ruler, who does not hesitate to hang robbers two-by-two along the 
road, or to punish would-be assassins by blinding and having their hands cut 
off. However, the author of the Minor Legend also insists that Stephen learned 
to read and write as a young man and “was highly esteemed among men for 
his wisdom.”51 The portrait of a strong-fist ruler at the center of the Minor 
Legend seems to be based on oral traditions, even though the text is clearly 
an elaborate piece of literature, with traces of Horace and Persius.52 One or 
two decades after the Minor Legend, Hartvic, Bishop of Győr, used both vitae 
to create a third “legend.” His is a different kind of St. Stephen—neither the 
young soldier of Christ, nor the strong-handed ruler. Hartvic was concerned 
with political issues and matters of canon law. According to him, prompted by 
an angel who had appeared to him in a vision, Pope Sylvester decided to send 
to Stephen the crown initially promised to Mieszko of Poland. Together with 
the crown, the pope also sent an “apostolic cross,” a symbol, in other words, of 
the authority bestowed by the pope upon the Christian king of Hungary.53 As 
Gábor Klaniczay has put it, in Hartvic’s “legend,” the cult of St. Stephen “is no 
longer the internal affair of the particular royal house and the local Church 
subjected to it, but—in precedent-setting move—is expressly calculated to in-
fluence Church-state relations.”54 Much like the Major and the Minor Legends, 
Hartvic’s curiously makes no mention of miracles happening at the tomb of 
St. Stephen, an indication, perhaps, of the limited social impact of the saint’s 
cult. Judging by the existing evidence, however, that cult gained some popu-
larity only in the 13th century, when the rhythmical office of St. Stephen was 
written—a hymn praising the king for his piety and quasi-apostolic virtues.55

By 1300, however, the cult of St. Ladislas was by far more popular. The king 
was canonized in 1192, and his vita was written shortly before 1200.56 To be 
sure, that text mentions miracles taking place at the king’s tomb in Oradea—a 
clear indication that unlike Stephen, Ladislas was perceived as a saint even 
before his canonization. He was a very different kind of saint, chosen from 
the very beginning by God Himself. Playing on the contemporary penchant 
for etymologies, the author of the vita explains that the name Ladislas means 

51   Life of St. Stephen, pp. 394–95; English translation from Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 137.
52   Life of St. Stephen, pp. 393–400; Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 414.
53   Hartvic, Life of King Stephen.
54   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 143.
55   Török, “Szent István tisztelete a liturgiában”; Jónás, “Les saints”; Madas, “Die heiligen un-

garischen Könige.”
56   There are two, slightly different versions of the vita (Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 417).
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“glory of the nations bestowed by God.” He promptly illustrates the point by 
making Frankish, Lotharingian, and Aleman princes choose King Ladislas as 
their leader before setting out for the First Crusade.57 Even though the king fell 
ill and died before he could accomplish that task, the stature of Ladislas among 
the heroes of Christianity is prominent: he is a “shining star among stars,” and 
to illustrate the point, a star does indeed appear at one point above his tomb.58 
The legend of St. Ladislas slaying the Cuman abductor of a fair maiden, a 
theme that later became central to the cult of the saint, and was represented 
in the frescoes of many 14th- and 15th-century churches in Hungary, began to 
take shape shortly before 1300. There is no sign of that legend in the vita.59

After 1200, one more member of the Arpadian family was canonized. St. 
Elizabeth was the daughter of King Andrew II who in 1221 married Louis IV, 
the landgrave of Thuringia. A widow at the age of 20, she decided to use her 
inheritance to build a hospice for lepers in Marburg, and spent the remaining 
years of her life nursing the lepers. She was canonized through trial in 1235, 
and soon after that the Franciscan priory in Győr was dedicated to her. The 
Arpadian family promoted her cult, and a number of female members of that 
family received the name of Elizabeth at birth, in her honor.60 Moreover, sev-
eral churches in Hungary were dedicated to St. Elizabeth within only two de-
cades after her canonization.61

57   Life of St. Ladislas, pp. 521–22; Veszprémy, “Dux et praeceptor.” According to Klaniczay, 
Holy Rulers, p. 187, this “crusader” section of the vita must be a later interpolation mod-
eled after Béla III, the Hungarian king responsible for the canonization of Ladislas.

58   Life of St. Ladislas, p. 524.
59   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 388–93. The earliest example of St. Ladislas battling the Cuman 

is from the church in Velká Lomnica (near Poprad, in northern Slovakia), the paintings 
of which are dated to 1317. During the last third of the 13th century, a great number of 
churches were dedicated to St. Ladislas (Kerny, “Der Ladislaukult”; Klaniczay, “Szent 
László kultusza”).

60   Elizabeth had great influence upon her niece Margaret, the daughter of King Béla IV. Born 
in 1242 to a royal family that was still under the shock of the Mongol invasion, she was of-
fered to God and, at age 3, entered the Dominican convent of St. Catherine in Veszprém, as 
oblate. Seven years later she moved with 18 companions to a newly established, Dominican 
convent on Rabbit Island, near Buda. There she remained until her death in 1270, at the 
age of 28. Her earliest vita, known as Legenda vetus, was written shortly after that, prob-
ably by her confessor, Marcellus, who was also the prior of the Dominican province of 
Hungary. The Legenda vetus was meant to be the most important piece in the canoniza-
tion dossier. The papal legates came to Hungary to interrogate 110 witnesses, including 
Marcellus and the nuns of the Rabbit Island convent. However, and despite King Stephen 
V witnessing a miracle in 1271, Margaret was not canonized. See Mályusz, Klió, pp. 73–107; 
Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 224–25 and 423–28; Pretzschner, “Margareta von Ungarn.”

61   Ohst, “Elisabeth von Thüringen”; Werner, “Mater Hassiae”; Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 202–
203, 219–220, and 419–23. For the canonization trial, see Klaniczay, “Proving sanctity.”
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The vogue of dynastic sanctity reached Poland as well, although not to 
the same degree as Hungary.62 Hedwig of Silesia was Elizabeth of Hungary’s 
maternal aunt, who had spent seven years of her childhood in a Cistercian 
convent, before marrying Henry I the Bearded in 1186. The couple had seven 
children, but in 1209 decided to live in abstinence. Although she spent the rest 
of her life in the Cistercian convent of Trzebnica (north of Wrocław, Poland), 
Hedwig remained involved in politics, and acted as regent for her son, Henry II,  
after his father’s death in 1238.63 Hedwig drew inspiration from her niece, 
Elizabeth, and founded hospitals for the sick and the lepers. She was buried at 
Trzebnica upon her death in 1243. Her vita, written for the canonization trial 
that took place in 1367, survives in two versions, both written by one and the 
same author, Vincent of Kielcz, the Dominican friar and secretary to the bish-
op of Cracow who also wrote the vita of St. Stanisław.64

Bishop Stanisław’s assassination (see chapter 17) did not initially turn him 
into a martyr. In fact, the earliest evidence of a cult of St. Stanisław cannot 
be dated before the early 13th century, when Vincent Kadłubek described the 
bishop’s death as that of a martyr, followed by miraculous events.65 Stanisław 
was canonized in 1253 through trial, during which a collection of miracles was 
gathered in an official protocol now in the archives of the cathedral chapter in 
Cracow.66 Following the canonization, at some point between 1257 and 1261, 
Vincent of Kielcz wrote the vita at the specific request of Prandota, Bishop of 
Cracow (1242–1266).67 The last and longest part of that work includes a num-
ber of post-mortem miracles of St. Stanisław arranged by subject categories 
(raising the dead, healing various diseases, rescuing the drowned and miracles 
involving animals). Many of those miracles derive from the list drawn during 
the canonization trial, but Vincent of Kielcza most likely drew inspiration from 
other sources as well.68 By contrast, a second vita written in the 13th centu-
ry by an unknown author, contains no information about the miracles of St. 

62   Two other Piast women—Salomea, the wife of Duke Coloman of Hungary, and Kinga, the 
wife of Duke Bolesław IV of Cracow—had vitae written about them, but were not canon-
ized (Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 482).

63   Kiełbasa, “Rola.”
64   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, pp. 203–04; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 482.
65   Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle II 20.7, p. 177. For the possibility that the cult predates 

Vincent’s mention of the miraculous events, see Rajman, “Przedkanonizacyjny kult”; 
Siama, “Le palimpseste hagiographique,” pp. 46–47.

66   Witkowska, “The thirteenth-century Miracula,” p. 150. The protocol is written in judicial 
language and format, and contains 42 miracle accounts.

67   Vincent of Kielcz, Life of St. Stanisław, pp. 319–438.
68   Witkowska, “The thirteenth-century Miracula,” pp. 157–58.
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Stanisław.69 His cult spread relatively quickly throughout Poland, first to Silesia, 
where already by 1300 liturgical books included the feasts of St. Stanisław.70

The canonization of Bishop Stanisław of Cracow coincided in time with 
that of another influential churchman, Archbishop Sava of Serbia (Fig. 25.4). 
Shortly after his death in 1236, Sava (see chapter 30) was buried in Bulgaria, but 
his body was later translated and reburied in the exonarthex of the monastery 
church in Mileševa, which had just been built by Sava’s nephew, King Vladislav 
(1234–1243). No evidence exists of the cult of St. Sava until the mid-13th cen-
tury. That he was venerated as a saint results, however, from the first vita writ-
ten in 1253 by an Athonite monk named Domentijan, who was Sava’s disciple.71 
A few decades later, a new cult emerged under King Milutin (1282–1321): St. 
Sava now appeared together with his father, St. Simeon in charters, hymnogra-
phy, hagiography, and paintings.72 Stefan Nemanja died in 1199, as an Athonite 
monk named Simeon. A few years after the Fourth Crusade, at the request 
of his brothers Stephen (the First-Crowned) and Vukan, Sava returned from 
Mount Athos with the remains of his father, which were reburied at Studenica. 
On that occasion, Simeon was proclaimed a saint, and Sava wrote an order 
of service in his honor. In 1208, Sava also wrote the Life of Lord Simeon, which 
depicted his father as a ruler and as a monk.73 His reputation as a saint and the 
earliest testimony of his cult, however, result from the first vita of St. Simeon 
written by his other son, Stephen the First-Crowned, between 1208 and 1216. 
Not only is Stephen’s Simeon an “isapostolic” ruler, second only to Constantine 
the Great, but the vita includes a catalog of miracles: myrrh-pouring, healing, 

69   Life of St. Stanisław, pp. 283–317. Nonetheless, like the author of the vita of St. Ladislas, 
which was written more than half-a-century earlier, the author of the second vita of St. 
Stanisław (also known as Vita Minor) etymologized his hero’s name (Life of St. Stanisław, 
pp. 254–55). For the question of the date of Vita Minor, see Klimecka, “Legenda.”

70   Kuzmová, “Národné a regionálne aspekty.” Outside Poland, a convent of regular canons 
in Veľký Šariš (near Prešov, Slovakia) was dedicated to St. Stanisław at some point before 
1274, when it is first mentioned (Mező, Patrocíniumok, pp. 395–96).

71   Domentijan, Life of St. Sava. Domentijan was a monk at the monastery of Hilandar, which 
Sava established on Mount Athos in 1198, together with his father. A second vita of St. Sava 
was written almost a century later (some time before 1336) by Theodosius, who was also 
a monk from Hilandar. For Domentijan’s vita, see Juhas-Georgievska, Zhivot. For other, 
shorter vitae, see Szefliński, Trzy oblicza, pp. 181–86 and 209–20.

72   Adashinskaya, “The origins”; Popović, “A national ‘pantheon’.” The earliest representation 
of the two saints is on a late 13th- or early 14th-century icon from Hilandar, which suggests 
that the new cult came to Serbia from Mount Athos.

73   Sava, Life of Blessed Simeon. For Sava’s biography of St. Simeon, see Marinković, 
“Hilandarsko žitije”; Gil, “Izmedju sakralizacije i politizacije.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   515 3/21/2019   5:08:19 PM



516 chapter 25

figure 25.4  Portrait of St. Sava on the eastern wall of the narthex of the monastery church 
at Mileševa, ca. 1223
Courtesy of the Institute of Art History, Belgrade
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but also military assistance for the ruler of Serbia against King Andrew II of 
Hungary and Emperor Henry I of Constantinople.74

“Royal saints” also appear in Rus’. At the death of Vladimir in 1015 (see 
chapter 14), power disputes between his sons led to the defeat of the eldest 
(Sviatopolk), who in turn ordered the assassination of his younger half- 
brothers Boris and Gleb. The story is told in the Tale and Passion and Enkomion 
of the Holy Martyrs Boris and Gleb, written by an unknown author ca. 1072 
(with a Tale of the Miracles of the Holy Passion Sufferers of Christ Roman and 
David added shortly after that, and then continued ca. 1116), as well as in the 
Lesson on the Life and Murder of the Blessed Passion-Sufferers Boris and Gleb, 
which was written by Nestor, a monk of the Caves, less than a decade later 
(ca. 1080).75 The latter work suggests that the two princes were not perceived 
as martyrs, in the traditional sense of that word, for their suffering and subse-
quent deaths were not caused by religious persecution.76 Instead, they were 
victims of political assassinations planned by their half-brother, against whom, 
however, they refused to fight, their lack of resistance smoothing their path to 
holiness.77 At any rate, following the deaths of Boris and Gleb, their remains 
were placed in wooden coffins and buried, and a small chapel was erected to 
house them. Yaroslav the Wise built a five-cupola church, where the coffins 
were transferred in 1051 or 1052, and an annual service of commemoration was 
instituted. Twenty years later, Yaroslav’s son, Iziaslav, ordered the remains dug 

74   Stephen the First-Crowned, Life of St. Simeon 15–18, pp. 76–93. For the catalogue of mir-
acles, see Komatina, “Istorijska podloga.” For a comparison between St. Simeon and St. 
Stephen as “royal saints,” see Rokay, “Sveti vladar.”

75   Tale; Nestor, Lesson; Poppe, “Losers on Earth,” p. 136. According to the Tale of Bygone Years, 
Boris and Gleb were the children of Vladimir by a Bulgarian woman (Russian Primary 
Chronicle, p. 573; Poppe, “A ot bolgaryne”). Ivanov, “Neskol’ko zamechanii” has revived the 
ideas of Müller, “Studien zur altrussischen Legende der Heiligen Boris und Gleb. II. Die 
Quellen des Skazanije” and “Studien zur altrussischen Legende der Hl. Boris und Gleb.” 
According to those ideas, the Tale and Passion and Enkomiuon of the Holy Martyrs Boris 
and Gleb has a Greek prototype and was written by a Greek. Contra: Drost-Abgarian, “Ein 
Zeugnis.”

76   The first biography of a Rus’ royal saint who died a martyr’s death is the Life of Michael of 
Chernigov. Michael was executed in 1246 at the court of Batu Khan in Sarai, after refusing 
to walk between burning fires—a typical ritual of purification at the Horde. The pro-
logue Life was written during the lifetime of Michael’s daughter, Maria (who died in 1271), 
while the first expanded redaction was compiled in the late 13th or early 14th century 
(Likhachev, A History, p. 217).

77   Price, “Boris and Gleb”; Uspenskii, Boris i Gleb, pp. 22–39; Pavlova, “Svetite măchenici”; 
Solov’ev, “Kul’t”; Poppe, “Zemnaia gibel’”; Müller, “Studien zur altrussischen Legende der 
Heiligen Boris und Gleb”; Giambelluca-Kossova, Alle origini, pp. 33–58; For non-resistance 
as a key virtue promoted by the earliest texts concerning Boris and Gleb, see Shaikin, 
“‘Ostavim vse, kak est’…’.”
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up and placed in stone sarcophagi. When, in 1072, the remains were translated 
to the new church erected in Vyshgorod, near Kiev, Boris and Gleb were pro-
claimed saints, in the presence of the three reigning sons of Yaroslav (Iziaslav, 
Sviatoslav, and Vsevolod) and five prelates, including Metropolitan George of 
Kiev and Abbot Feodosii of the Caves. Metropolitan George blessed the Rurikid 
princes with the hand of Gleb, but Sviatoslav took the opportunity to place 
that hand on an ulcer on his neck, on his eyes, and on his head. What started 
as a “limited dynastic cult” had turned into veneration of authentic saints. 
The passion-sufferers were now expected to be miracle-workers, even though 
the wonders listed in the Tale of the Miracles are attributed to saints Roman 
and David—the baptismal names of Boris and Gleb.78 By the mid-1080s, there 
was already a church office with 44 hymns, to which another 21 were added 
in 1115.79 The cult of Sts. Boris and Gleb spread quickly throughout Rus’ dur-
ing the second half of the 12th century, as indicated by church dedications.80 
During the 12th and 13th centuries, the two saints appeared on seals, enamels, 
painted and carved icons, as well as pectoral crosses.81 Despite the emphasis in 
the early vitae on non-resistance, stone, metal, and panel icons show the two 
saints carrying not only crosses, but also swords, thus combining the attributes 
of martyrdom and martiality.82 In the mid-12th century, Iurii Dolgorukii built 
his residence at Kideksha (near Suzdal’), with a church dedicated to Sts. Boris 
and Gleb.83 Some have interpreted the two horsemen depicted on the walls of 
that church as portraits of the two saints, but that interpretation has now been 
rejected.84 However, in the carved frieze on the southern and western facades 
of the Church of St. Demetrius in Vladimir, Boris and Gleb appear as part of a 

78   Tale, p. 115; Poppe, “Losers on Earth,” pp. 157–58 and 161; White, Military Saints, pp. 135 and 
137. Some debate surrounds the exact date of the proclamation of Boris and Gleb as saints 
(Müller, “O vremeni”; Poppe, “O zarozhdenii”).

79   Uspenskii, “Il culto”; Soboleva, “Voploshchenie”; Temčinas, “Sluzhba” and “Borisoglebskii 
kul’t.”

80   A church dedicated to both brothers appeared in Novgorod in 1146, but 12th-century 
churches with the same dedication are known from Riazan’, Polotsk, Novogrudok, and 
Grodno (White, Military Saints, pp. 162–63). Judging by such evidence, the saints en-
joyed a special popularity in the principality of Polotsk (Kezha, “Kniazhacki kul’t”). The 
saints were venerated in Serbia in the 13th century (Đorđević, “Predstave Svetikh Borisa i 
Gljeba”).

81   Rijtma and Van Aalst, “Hagiografie”; Smirnova, “Rannie etapy”; Musin, “Vyshgorodskaia 
ikona.” For pectoral crosses, see Krakalo, “Svati Borys”; Morshakova, “Krest-enkolpion.” For 
the importance of the minor arts for understanding the cult of the saints, see Shchavelev, 
“Sviatye kniazia.”

82   White, Military Saints, p. 162.
83   White, Military Saints, pp. 178–79. Kideksha was meant to become a “second Vyshgorod.”
84   Vagner, Skul’ptura, p. 248; White, Military Saints, p. 178 with n. 36.
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group of military saints on horseback.85 The transformation of the passion-
sufferers into military saints underlines their importance for intercession in 
war and defense of Rus’ and its princes.86

Boris and Gleb were not the only Rurikids to have a dynastic cult. A short 
vita of Olga (see chapter 14) appears in synaxaria (martyrologies) in the late 
13th or early 14th century, but no sources refer to her cult before that.87 To be 
sure, a eulogy of Vladimir written in the mid-11th-century by a monk named 
Jacob (Yakov) mentions that, when Olga’s remains were transferred to the 
Tithe Church in Kiev, her “blessed and venerable body” was found incorrupt, 
a sure sign of sanctity.88 Moreover, John Fennell has convincingly argued that 
Olga was most likely canonized in 1284, together with Vladimir, at the initia-
tive of Metropolitan Maksim (1283–1305), in the circumstances surrounding 
the civil wars and the political fragmentation in northeastern Rus’.89 That Olga 
was recognized as a saint together with her grandson strongly suggests that 
initially they were both the object of local dynastic cults, much like Boris and 
Gleb. On the other hand, as Martin Homza has demonstrated, the relation be-
tween Vladimir and his grandmother Olga mirrored that between Emperor 
Constantine and his mother Helena. According to the Tale of Bygone Years, 
Helena was in fact the name chosen for Olga at her baptism.90

According to the unknown author of the Tale and Passion and Enkomion of 
the Holy Martyrs Boris and Gleb, shortly before his murder, Boris was thinking 
of “the martyrdom and passion of the martyr St. Niketas and of St. Viacheslav, 
who was killed in the same manner, and how the father of St. Barbara was 
her murderer.”91 The context of this comparison between Boris and the three 
saints is the family feud—all three of them were killed by family members.92 

85   White, Military Saints, pp. 188 and 190. They are also depicted separately elsewhere, as 
standing figures holding crosses.

86   In that respect, they made possible the sanctification of other warrior figures, such as 
that of Alexander Nevskii. The Tale of the Life of Alexander Nevskii, which was written at 
some point between 1263 and 1280, has Boris and Gleb coming to the rescue of Alexander. 
On the other hand, the mention of a miracle at Alexander’s burial is meant to signal his 
sanctity (Begunov, Pamiatnik, pp. 179; Likhachev, The History, pp. 211 and 216).

87   Ferro, Santità, pp. 161–64.
88   Jacob the Monk, Memorial and Enkomion to Vladimir, p. 527; English translation, p. 170; 

Homza, Mulieres suadentes, pp. 146–48.
89   Fennell, “When was Olga canonised?” p. 81; Fennell, A History, pp. 60–61. As Ferro, Santità, 

p. 42 had noted, the cult of Olga was officially recognized only in 1547–1549.
90   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 44. For St. Helena as the archetype of the Christian female 

ruler, see Homza, Mulieres suadentes, pp. 33–79.
91   Tale, p. 33.
92   White, Military Saints, p. 139.
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However, Viacheslav is in fact Wenceslas, the duke of Bohemia. The passage 
thus suggests that the author of the Tale knew about the cult of St. Wenceslas 
and especially about his martyrdom.93 Moreover, according to Martin Homza, 
Emperor Constantine the Great and his mother Helena were “most likely 
perceived as an inspiration” for the canonization of another grandmother 
(Ludmila) and her grandson (Wenceslas).94 The former’s sanctity is support-
ed by a few literary testimonies, the most important of which is the Prologue 
Life of St. Ludmila, written in Old Church Slavonic at some point in the 10th  
century.95 Next to nothing is known about the cult of St. Ludmila during the 
11th century, but Cosmas of Prague claims to have witnessed a miracle in 1100 
involving “a strip of cloth one palm wide” taken from the headdress of the 
saint.96 Another witness of the miracle was the abbess of the convent of St. 
George in the Prague Castle, which throughout the 12th and 13th century be-
came the center of the cult. Further miracles are mentioned in relation to the 
fire that destroyed that convent in 1142. A homily was written in the early 13th 
century for the feast of the saint, and Martin Homza has convincingly associ-
ated that text with Agnes, the abbess of the convent of St. George, who was also 
the daughter of King Vladislav II and the sister of Přemysl Otakar I (see chapter 
19).97 Since the homily mentions St. Ludmila twice as “patroness of the Czechs” 
(patrona Bohemorum), Homza believes that the cult picked up in the early 13th 
century because of the parallel changes taking place in the cult of Ludmila’s 
grandson, Wenceslas.98

As Gábor Klaniczay has noted, no saint in early medieval Europe “had so 
many legends written of him so soon after his death.”99 Over a dozen of vitae of 
St. Wenceslas are known, several of which may clearly be dated to the second 
half of the tenth century, when an active cult of Wenceslas is therefore docu-
mented. While the dating of Legenda Christiani, perhaps the most important 
of all vitae, remains a matter of controversy, Gumpold, Bishop of Mantua wrote 
his Passion of Saint Wenceslas at the order of Emperor Otto II (967–983) in or 
around 980. The basis for his text was an earlier vita (known as Crescente fide), 

93   Revelli, “La leggenda.” Contra: Paramonova, “The formation.”
94   Homza, Mulieres suadentes, p. 124.
95   Prologue Life of St. Ludmila (with English translation in Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives,  

pp. 101–04); Homza, “The image” and Mulieres suadentes, pp. 80–142.
96   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle III 11, p. 171; English translation, pp. 192–193.
97   Homza, Mulieres suadentes, pp. 104–08. For the cult of St. Ludmila in the High Middle 

Ages, see also Hledíková, “Úcta.”
98   Homza, Mulieres suadentes, pp. 106–07 and 115.
99   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 102.
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which was written less than a decade earlier by an unknown author.100 By 1039, 
when another vita was written by a monk from the Monte Cassino Abbey (thus 
testifying to the cult outside Bohemia), the saint’s portrait was on Czech coins, 
and several churches were dedicated to him. In the 12th century, the portrait of 
St. Wenceslas was placed on the seals of the dukes and kings of Bohemia, as he 
became the patron of both the Přemyslid dynasty and of the country.101 From 
the victim of a dynastic conflict, Wenceslas turned into a martyr by the late 
10th century, a warrior and a saintly knight by the 12th century. Around 1200, 
Wenceslas was the “perpetual ruler,” his crown becoming a symbol of transper-
sonal corporation, the “state” of his Přemyslid successors. The political perfor-
mance of a ruler was now measured by the degree to which he embodied “the 
second sovereign body, which in the Czech lands was conceptualized as the 
body of Saint Wenceslas.”102 Wenceslas was certainly not the only royal saint of 
East Central or Eastern Europe venerated as patron of a group of people or of 
a country, but no other cult was as strongly associated with the representation 
and ideology of political power.103

2 Pilgrimage

No mention exists of a shrine dedicated to any of those royal saints, which 
may have attracted pilgrims in large numbers. When going on pilgrimage, royal 
figures of East Central Europe preferred the shrines of their personal patrons. 
For example, following the blinding of his brother, Zbigniew (see chapter 17), 
Bolesław III undertook a pilgrimage to the monastery of St. Giles in Hungary, 
as a form of penance.104 Churchmen went on pilgrimage to the Holy Land. In 
the early 12th century, a Rus’ abbot named Daniel visited Jerusalem (where 

100   Ludvíkovský, “Nově zjištěný rukopis” (with English translation in Kantor, Medieval Slavic 
Lives, pp. 143–53); Gumpold of Mantua, Passion of Saint Wenceslas; Legenda Christiani. 
There is also a Bavarian version of Crescente fide, which is slightly different from the 
Czech version (Kalhous, “Svatováclavská úcta”). An even earlier text is the so-called First 
Church Slavonic Life of Saint Wenceslas, which was probably composed in the 960s. The 
Second Church Slavonic Life of Saint Wenceslas was written in the mid-12th century.

101   Klaniczay, Holy Rulers, p. 102.
102   Antonín, The Ideal Ruler, p. 134.
103   For other royal saints as “national” patrons, see Tăpkova-Zaimova, “Sveti Ioan Vladimir”; 

Biliarski, “Nebesnite pokroviteli” and “St. Peter”; Biliarski and Iovcheva, “Za datata”; 
Dudek, “Święty Jan Włodzimierz”; Giakoumis, “Contesting the sacred.”

104   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds III 25, p. 275; Kowalczyk, “Pielgrzymki pokutne.” Between 
two revolts against his elder brother, King Coloman, Duke Álmos went to Jerusalem in 
1107 (Engel, The Realm, p. 35).
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he stayed for 18 months), Bethlehem, and Hebron. He traveled to Galilee and 
described the ceremony of the descent of the holy fire in the Church of Holy 
Sepulchre.105 Conspicuously absent from Daniel’s account are relics in which 
he may have been interested, or which he may have carried with him back 
home to Rus’.106 Similarly, Archbishop Sava (1219–1236) brought no relics from 
his two trips to the Holy Land.107 By contrast, Bishop Henry Zdík, who also 
went twice to the Holy Land (in 1123 in the company of a number of Czech 
magnates, and then again in 1137), brought to his see in Olomouc a fragment 
of the Holy Cross, which he had received from William of Malines, the Latin 
patriarch of Jerusalem (1130–1145).108 Relics came to East Central Europe by 
other means as well. A hand of St. Stephen the Protomartyr, for example, 
traveled from Byzantium to Rus’, and from Rus’ to Poland in the 12th cen-
tury, while remains of several saints and one of the vessels used by Christ at 
Cana were brought to Hungary by King Andrew II upon his return from the 
Fifth Crusade.109 Pilgrimage to various shrines, such as Rome or Santiago de 
Compostela, is documented by pilgrim badges found on archaeological sites.110 
Medallions with the image of St. Demetrius were produced in Thessaloniki by 
means of special moulds, to be distributed to pilgrims.111 There is also evidence 
of pilgrimage within East Central or Eastern Europe. At the end of his term as 
judge of 11th-century Peloponnesos, a man named Basil Apokaukos traveled to 
Sparta to pay homage at the tomb of St. Nikon Metanoiete. His was not just a 
visit to the saint’s tomb, but a pilgrimage, since he expected healing through 
the holy ointment (myrrh) pouring from the saint’s tomb. Basil’s intention was 
to take some of that with him, for the “sanctification and relief from misfor-
tunes and remedy for diseases.”112 Similarly, in 1040 Emperor Michael IV came 

105   Life and Pilgrimage of Daniel; Raba, The Gift, pp. 17–26. Some have argued that Daniel’s 
was a “visit” (in the etymological sense of the word), not a pilgrimage (Arrignon, “Le pé-
lérinage,” p. 179). For the historiography of the Rus’ pilgrimage in the 12th and 13th centu-
ries, see Ivanova, “Russkie srednevekovye khozheniia.”

106   Bibikov, “Relikvite.”
107   Marković, Prvo putovanje.
108   Žemlička, “Wallfahrten,” pp. 40 and 47. Bishop Meinhard of Prague (1122–1134) also went 

on a pilgrimage in 1130–1131. The earliest Czech pilgrim to the Holy Land, however, was a 
“count” named Vznata (1122). Hroznata returned from the Holy Land in 1152. He also went 
on a pilgrimage to Rome (Kubínová and Kubín, “Bohemian saints,” pp. 105–06).

109   Curta, “East Central Europe,” pp. 623–25; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 349.
110   Dunin-Wąsowicz, “Średniowieczne znaki”; Kuczyński, “Znaki pielgrzymkie”; Musin, “Z 

wiecznego Rzymu”; Hupalo, “Archeologiczne świadectwa.” For pilgrimage routes from 
Poland to Spain, see Dunin-Wąsowicz, “Polskie drogi.” For badges from other pilgrimage 
sites, see Dragoun, “Poutní odznak.”

111   Mentzos, “Lithini ‘sphragida’.”
112   Life of St. Nikon, p. 50.
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to the shrine of St. Demetrius in Thessalonike, hoping to obtain cure from an 
advanced illness (apparently, an acute form of epilepsy).113 People from as far 
as Thermopylae and Evvoia, many of them women, came to the tomb of St. 
Luke the Younger in Steiris (near Livadia, central Greece), hoping to obtain 
cure from physical or spiritual diseases.114 Monks “from various mountains” ap-
pealed to St. Theodora of Thessaloniki and a Czech nobleman named Gunther 
traveled to Rome as pilgrim, before becoming a hermit.115 Boot graffiti on the 
walls of rock-cut churches and galleries suggest that such sites in 10th-century  
Bulgaria were visited by pilgrims.116 Pilgrim badges from the shrine of St. 
Stanisław in Cracow are known from late 13th-century Bohemia.117

Penance could take the form of pilgrimage, as the example of Bolesław III 
shows, but research on penitential practices in East Central or Eastern Europe 
during the Middle Ages is still in its infancy.118 While penitentials made their 
appearance in Rus’ during the 11th century, one of the most remarkable speci-
mens is the so-called Questions of Kirik, Savva, and Ilia. As the title suggests, 
this is a collection of 101 questions put by a monk named Kirik and two priests 
named Savva and Ilia, with answers provided by Bishop Nifont of Novgorod 
(1130–1156). Many questions concern the public and private life of the clergy 
and the conduct of lay parishioners, which makes this a unique document in 
terms of gauging the religious behavior of people in 12th-century northwestern 
Rus’. Should a priest give communion to a person with a suppurating sore or 
a bleeding tooth? Bishop Nifont is categorical: of course, because the obstacle 
between a man and the Eucharist is the stench coming not from pus or from 
the mouths of others, but from sin.119 The penitential also deals with fasting, 
pilgrimages to Jerusalem (to be discouraged, because they typically lead to 
“idleness, drinking and feasting”120), and the conversion of Roman-Catholics 
to Orthodoxy. However, there are also other questions covering magic rituals. 
What penance should be imposed on women who take their sick children to 

113   John Scylitzes, A Synopsis, p. 405.
114   Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 261.
115   Curta, The Edinburgh History, p. 261; Kubínová and Kubín, “Bohemian saints,” p. 106. 

Benedictine, Cistercian, and Premonstratensian houses in Bohemia were typically locat-
ed along pilgrimage routes to Rome (Špůrová, “Straßen,” pp. 179–80).

116   Kostova, “Boot-graffiti” and “Edna khipoteza.”
117   Velímský, “Reflection,” pp. 262–63.
118   Cibranska-Kostova, Pokainata knizhina is a remarkable exception, and a model for future 

studies.
119   Questions of Kirik, Savva and Ilia, cols. 39 and 40; Fennell, A History, pp. 74–75. The only 

in-depth study of this penitential is Giraudo, “Voprošanie Kirikovo.” For the knowledge of 
canon law as reflected in the Questions, see Weickhardt, “The canon law,” p. 440.

120   Questions of Kirik, Savva and Ilia, col. 60.
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sorcerers (volkhvy) rather than to a priest for prayers?121 The ascribed penance 
(six weeks) is equal to that prescribed for those who take their children “to 
a Varangian priest to be prayed over.”122 Judging by the context, a “Varangian 
priest” was a Roman Catholic priest, and those taking their children to him are 
specifically called “double-believers.”

3 Popular Religion

Because sorcerers are also mentioned in the Tale of Bygone Years, much has 
been made of the “double-faith” (dvoeverie), the supposedly simultaneous 
adherence to Christianity and pagan practices.123 Under the assumption that 
“double-faith” was the popular religion of medieval Rus’ many scholars in eth-
nography, art history, archaeology, and cultural studies have promoted the idea 
that paganism survived in Eastern Europe well into the 17th century. Because 
of the rabid anti-Christian stance of the Communist regime, such ideas were 
not only encouraged, but widely spread among historians and archaeologists 
until the very last days of the Soviet Union.124 To a great extant, they are still 
embraced by many scholars in Russia, Ukraine, and Poland.125 However, such 
ideas are not entirely based on the evidence of medieval texts, many of which, 
like the Questions of Kirik, Savva, and Ilia, employ the phrase “double-faith” in 
relation to Catholic Christianity, not to pagan beliefs.126 That non-Orthodox 
(or even non-Christian) practices existed in Rus’ is beyond doubt. Nor can the 
role of sorcerers be neglected. But was Rus’ unique in that respect? When in 
Argos, St. Nikon Metanoiete visited the house of a man who, together with his 
daughter, was suffering because of the “wiles and spells of a sorcerer.” Nikon’s 

121   Questions of Kirik, Savva and Ilia, col. 60; Rock, Popular Religion, pp. 75–76.
122   Questions of Kirik, Savva and Ilia, col. 60; Fennell, A History, p. 76.
123   In Soviet historiography, dvoeverie and especially the appearance of sorcerers have been 

regarded as a symptom of social convulsions (Froianov, “Volkhvy”).
124   E.g., Krianev and Pavlova, “Dvoeverie.”
125   Rusanova and Timoshchuk, “Religioznoe ‘dvoeverie’”; Petrukhin, “Iazycheskie imena”; 

Osadczy, “Dwuwiara”; Kuz’mina, “Pravoslavie”; Dyba, “‘Dvovir’ia’”; Gerasimova, “Amulety-
zmeeviki.” For an excellent survey of the abundant literature on dvoeverie, see Khamayko, 
“Drevnerusskoe ‘dvoeverie’.” The idea occasionally appears outside Russia in reference to 
non-Rus’ phenomena, probably as a scholarly calque (Halmágyi, “‘Kettős hitű’”).

126   An early critique of the academic construct of the “double faith” (Levin, “Dvoeverie”) sug-
gests a research shift towards “popular religion.” Rock, Popular Religion, p. 157 points out 
that “every term we use—double-belief, pagan survivals, syncretism, superstition, even 
folklorized Christianity—is tainted with ideological baggage.”
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remedy was to find the very spot where the sorcerer had buried his spell— 
images or objects fashioned in the likeness of his victims—“near the roots of a 
tree which stood in the courtyard of those people.”127 Cosmas of Prague praises 
Břetislav II of Bohemia (1092–1100) for eradicating

the superstitious practices which the villagers, still half-pagan, observed 
on the third or fourth day of Pentecost, offering libations over springs, of-
fering sacrifices, and making offerings to demons; the burials they made 
in forests and fields; the plays they performed according to the pagan rite 
at crossroads and crossroad temples as if for the suppression of spirits; 
and the profane jests, which they performed over the dead, rousing use-
less ghosts, wearing masks on their faces, and reveling.128

In a gloss to his Nomokanon, compiled in 1219, St. Sava of Serbia explains that 
peasants (presumably in Serbia) called “werewolves” those sorcerers who 
claimed to drive clouds away, in order to prevent hail or outpouring rain. He 
also maintained that those same peasants believed that the “werewolves” ate 
the moon or the sun during eclipses.129

On the basis of lists of traits, and under the double, but unwarranted as-
sumption that burial is a mirror of religious beliefs, and that Christianity 
and “paganism” were two discrete cultural systems, archaeologists have de-
scribed non-standard burial practices in early medieval cemeteries as “reli-
gious syncretism.”130 Most prominent in the recent literature on such matters 
have been studies of vampirism, which are however based on little more than  

127   Life of St. Nikon, p. 30.
128   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle III 1, p. 171; English translation, p. 184. The celebration 

of Pentecost with dancing, “Bacchanalian jigs,” and “indecent scenes” is also mentioned 
by the archbishop of Ohrid, Demetrios Chomatenos, in the early 13th century (Popović, 
“Jedan vizantijski zapis”; Iliev, “Records”). While it is tempting to interpret the similari-
ties between the two descriptions as a direct reflection of actual practices, both authors 
understood “paganism” as something related to ancient Greek (and Roman) religion.

129   Loma, “Sveti Sava.”
130   Krumphanzlová, “Svědectví náboženského synkretismu”; László, “A pogány vallás”; 

Frolov, “Perezhitki iazychestva”; Maiko, “Eshche raz”; Teofilov, “Proiavi na sinkretizăm”; 
Voznyy, “Arkheologichni dzherela” and “Religioznyi sinkretizm”; Staššíková-Štukovská, 
“Pohanstvo a kresťanstvo”; Burić, “Odnos sveti Vid—Svantovid”; Hanuliak, “Materiálna 
podstata”; Doncheva, “Tradicionni viarvaniia”; Matuláková, “Pohansko-kresťanský syn-
kretizmus”; Kala, “Rural society”; Wrzesiński, “The Dziekanowice cemetery.” Some believe 
that initially “pagan” practices, such as the deposition of horses, were later thoroughly 
“Christianized” (Szarka, “Néhany megjegyzés”).
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circumstantial evidence.131 Much more useful is the examination of the evi-
dence of protective rituals. Around 1200, someone deposited a ceramic pot 
under the floor of a house in the eastern side of Prague. The vessel was placed 
upside down, and underneath it was a chicken skeleton without the left leg.132 
Such votive offerings were most likely meant to provide protection for the 
dwelling, and they must therefore be regarded as pre- (but not necessarily 
non-) Christian. Even more interesting is the deposition of images or attributes 
of the Evangelists underneath the corners of buildings, inside the foundation 
trenches. A plaque with the symbol of St. Luke (the winged bull) was found 
under the northeastern corner of the Church of St. Leonhard in the Old Town 
of Prague.133 Of great value for the study of popular religion are also prayers 
against the evil spirit written on 10th- and 11th-century lead amulets. The one 
found in Odărci (near Dobrich, northeastern Bulgaria) offers a demonological 
interpretation with no basis in the Bible:

Lord God Christ has won. The evil spirit came from the Red Sea and met 
Jesus and He asked him where he was going. He answered that he was 
going into a human to gnaw on the brain, shed the blood, and crush the 
bones. And He told him: “Evil spirit, I swear you not to go into the human 
but go to a deserted place and find a deer and … and go into their heads 
and gnaw on the brain, crush the bones, tear the sinews, for these can suf-
fer any poison. Go, and do not come back forever, until the day prepared 
for the Last Judgment. Fear God, who sits on the throne of the cherubs, 
before whom tremble [all things] visible and invisible.” You too, fear God, 
glory to Him for the ages, amen.134

Heterodox notions of cosmogony are also evident in the 11th- or 12th-century  
apocryphal catechesis known as the Razumnik and most likely written in 
Bulgaria. Imitating the early Christian and Byzantine format of erotapokriseis 
(questions and answers), this is a collection of themes concerning the Old and 
the New Testament, as well as the organization of the Church. Many pairs of 

131   Hanuliak, “Vampirismus”; Galuška, “Velkomoravské hroby revenantu”; Żydok, 
“Wczesnośredniowieczne pochówki antywampiryczne.” For critical views of such sensa-
tionalist interpretations, see Brather, “Wiedergänger”; Gardeła, “Vampire burials.”

132   Ježek et al., “K pre-historii.”
133   Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 187; 188 fig. 8.1.1. The plaque is dated to the second half of the 

12th century. For a contemporaneous parallel from Hungary, see Vályi, “Építőáldozat.”
134   Popkonstantinov and Kronsteiner, Starobălgarski nadpisi, vol. 1, p. 113; English translation 

from Petkov, The Voices, pp. 133–34.
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questions and answers have no parallels in the Byzantine tradition and reflect 
Bulgarian traditions most likely related to monastic circles:

Q: How did God make the devil?
A: When God made heaven and earth, God saw his shadow in the waters 
and said: come out, brother, and be with me. And it came out like a man 
and God gave it the name Samael.
Q: How did it fall from God?
A: When God was planting Paradise, and commanded it to be planted, 
Samael kept stealing everything. Then he went out, secretly, and heaped 
it all at another place. The Lord said: You steal from me; you are 
banished!135

The elevated position of the devil in such cosmogonic views comes very close 
to the heretical views condemned by a presbyter named Cosmas, who wrote 
a Sermon Against the Bogomils in the 960s or 970s: “Because of their great ig-
norance some call him a fallen angel; others count him as a venial manager. 
Nonetheless, they [the heretics] esteem him so much as to name him the cre-
ator of God’s creatures, and God’s glory is for them Satan’s glory.”136

4 Heresy

The only heresy not only of the Orthodox world (outside Byzantium), but also 
in the whole of Eastern Europe before 1300, Bogomilism is known primarily 
from Cosmas’s sermon.137 His is the only reference to a priest named Bogomil, 

135   Ivanov, Bogomilski knigi, p. 260; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, p. 136. For 
the Razumnik, see Tăpkova-Zaimova and Miltenova, Historical and Apocalpytic Literature, 
pp. 507–48. For Slavonic works in the “question-and-answer” genre, see Miltenova, 
“Erotapokriseis.”

136   Cosmas, Sermon Against the Bogomils, p. 327; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, 
p. 72. For Cosmas’s sermon, see Begunov, “‘Beseda’”; Pavlov, “Dve belezhki”; Moncheva, 
“Poslaniiata”; Dimitrova-Marinova, “Thèmes” and “Bogomilstvoto”; Miltenova, “Littérature 
apocryphe”; Angelov, “Prestavata za bogomilite.” For the idea that God and the devil are 
brothers as a folk motif, see Angelovska-Panova and Roach, “The Bogomils’ folk heritage,” 
pp. 134–35. Maja Angelovska and Andrew Roach do not seem aware of the possibility that 
supposedly Bogomil survivals in Balkan folklore of the modern period may well be the re-
sult of the bookish influence of such medieval, but not Bogomil sources as the Razumnik.

137   For Paulicians in 11th-century, Byzantine Thrace, see Dancheva-Vasileva, “La commune.” 
The appearance of both red slip-coated and sgrafitto pottery in Bulgaria has been attribut-
ed to Paulician settlers (Manolova-Voinova, “Za proizkhoda”; Borisov, “Edna khipoteza”).
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after whom the heresy was named. However, historians have long believed 
that, although not mentioning the Bogomils,138 the letter Emperor Peter of 
Bulgaria received in ca. 940 from Patriarch Theophylact of Constantinople 
(933–956) must refer to them, for it pointed to dualism as the basic tenet of 
the Bogomil beliefs, thus linking them to both Manicheans and Paulicians.139 
The link to Manicheans is also made in the synodikon (collection of edicts)  
of the 1211 church synod held in Tărnovo under Emperor Boril (1207–1218) 
(Fig. 25.5).140 According to the synodikon, the heresy spread from Bulgaria into 
Byzantium, but Inquisition sources of the 13th century clearly state that the 
origin of the Cathar heresy in Western Europe was in Bulgaria, which implies 
that Bogomilism also spread to the western Balkans, and from there to Italy 
and southern France.141 Historians have therefore combined the sermon of 

138   Cosmas, Sermon Against the Bogomils, p. 299 claims that Bogomil’s name (which in 
Slavonic means “loved by God”) is inappropriate, and, using a pun, prefers to call him 
Bogunemil (“not loved by God”). The word “Bogomil” in reference to the heresy also ap-
pears in the Bulgarian additions to the synodikon in the Sunday of Orthodoxy, which were 
made in the aftermath of the 1211 church synod in Tărnovo (Bozhilov, Totomanova, and 
Biliarski, Borilov sinodnik, pp. 151 and 352).

139   Duichev, Medioevo, pp. 311–15; Haviernik, “The identification,” pp. 45–46; Minczew, 
“Remarks.” For the possibility of a real connection between Paulicians and Bogomils, see 
Haviernik, “K možným vzťahom.”

140   Bozhilov et al., Borilov sinodnik, pp. 121 and 344. For the synod of Tărnovo and its anti-he-
retical stance, see Bozhilov, “Antieretica”; Petrov, “Tărnovskiiat săbor.” For the documents 
of the church synod, see Mircheva, “Boriloviiat sinodik.”

141   A dualist bishop from Italy named Nazarius is known to have gone to Bulgaria in ca. 1190 
to receive his initiation, an indication that some kind of hierarchy was already in place. 
By the mid-13th century, Inquisition sources mention six dualist churches in the East, 
with Bulgaria receiving special mention. See Konstantakopoulou, “Repentant or dead,” 
pp. 458–59. For Bogomilism in Byzantium, see Rigo, “Il patriarca Germano II” and “Les 
premières sources”; Bádenas de la Peña, “La resistencía búlgara”; Niekerk, “Crossroads.” 
Byzantine authors of the 12th and subsequent centuries typically associated Bogomilism 
with the late 4th-century Messalians (Euchites), presumably because the dualist move-
ments, such as the Paulicians were in decline by that time (Haviernik, “The identification”). 
Some maintain that from Byzantium (via Crimea) or, possibly, directly from Bulgaria, 
Bogomilism reached Rus’ as well, but there is no evidence of that in the existing sources, 
even though elements of dualist theology may have been present (Zalizniak, “Problemy”; 
Pokhil’ko, “Letopisnaia stat’ia”; Dimitrova, “Bogomilstovo”). Similarly, an older generation 
of (Hungarian) historians saw a clear reference to Bogomilism in the Meditation on the 
Hymn of the Three Young Men, written by Bishop Gerard of Csanád in the 1030s (Ivánka, 
“Gerardus Moresanus”; Rónay, “Bogumilizmus”; Szegfű, “A bogumil eresnégség hatása”; 
Stefanov, “Novi svedeniia”). But there is no mention of Bogomilism in Hungary during the 
first half of the 13th century, when it was clearly active in neighboring Bulgaria. According 
to Oţa, “Contextul,” p. 251, if (at least some of) the 12th-century cemeteries in the Banat 
may be interpreted as Bogomil, they were all abandoned in the early 13th century. For the 
influence of Bogomilism on the West European heresies, see Angelov, “Der Bogomilismus” 
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Cosmas with Inquisition sources dealing with the Cathars to describe the main 
ideas of Bogomilism.

Like Manicheists and Paulicians, Bogomils believed that God had two 
sons—Christ and Satan, both being entirely spiritual beings. Satan rebelled 
against his father, and created matter. He is therefore the creator of the world 
and everything on it, including humans. He may have received assistance from 
his father, whom Satan tricked to create life, either by having God breathing 
on the clay or by imprisoning a captured angel into the clay. Since Satan, and 
not God is viewed as creator, the Bogomils rejected the Old Testament. In 

and “Le bogomilisme”; Hamilton, “Wisdom” and “Bogomil influences”; Vasilev, “Traces” 
and Bălgarski bogomilski i apokrifni predstavi; Cibranska-Kostova, “Katarskiiat trebnik”; 
Vladimirov, “The phenomenon”; Schnitter, “Bogomilstvoto.”

figure 25.5  Two pages from a 14th-century manuscript (known as the “Palauzov copy”) 
now in the National Library in Sofia (MS 289). The manuscript contains the 
text of the synodikon of the church synod held in Tărnovo under Emperor 
Boril 1211. On the page to the left, the anathema (formal ecclesiastical curse) is 
placed upon “the priest Bogomil, who adopted the Manichaean heresy under 
the Bulgarian King Peter.” 
Courtesy of the “Sts. Cyril and Methodius” National Library in 
Sofia
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530 chapter 25

their view, Christ was sent by God on earth with a message for the imprisoned 
human souls, to explain to them how to escape from matter and how to return 
to the spiritual kingdom. Since to them Christ was a purely spiritual being, 
Bogomils denied any of His earthly experiences, such as Incarnation, Passion, 
or Crucifixion. The Gospels are thus reinterpreted as containing a (secret) mes-
sage about how to escape the material world.142 Christ taught abstinence from 
sexual intercourse, for sexual reproduction perpetuated the prison of the soul: 
instead of joining Christ in the spiritual kingdom, the soul was reborn in an 
earthly body. Moreover, Christ taught humans to avoid any contact with any-
thing born from sexual intercourse: their diet was to be exclusively vegetarian. 
Besides ascetic life, Christ also encouraged humans to practice only spiritual 
sacraments. As a consequence, Bogomils rejected baptism and any material 
objects of cult (such as crosses, icons, or churches). Bogomil society was di-
vided into two orders, one being the equivalent of the Cathar perfecti, the other 
of the regular believers. The latter led normal lives and received a spiritual ini-
tiation on their deathbeds. By contrast, the perfecti had wandering lives, doing 
no manual labor, and being fed by believers.143 The synod of 1211 placed a triple 
anathema not only on Bogomil’s disciples (Michael, Theodore, Dobre, Stephen, 
Basil, and Peter), but also on a certain “father” (dedec) of Sredec (Sofia) named 
Peter of Cappadocia, who was most likely a Bogomil leader.144 There was ap-
parently a tendency for the Bogomils to separate themselves from society, al-
though Cosmas insists on their ability to blend in with the crowd. According 
to him, Bogomil’s followers “slander the rich and teach theirs not to obey their 
lords; they hate the emperor and disparage the elders; they think that all those 
who work for the emperor are hateful in the eyes of God and order all servants 
to stop working for their masters.”145

Under the influence of Marxist ideology, an older generation of (primarily 
Bulgarian) scholars believed therefore that Bogomilism was a form of social 
dissent, but the message of disobedience mentioned by Cosmas was more 
likely the direct result of what Bogomil preached, namely a radical rejection 

142   Werner, “Zur Rolle des Johannesevangeliums”; Hamilton, “The Bogomil commentary.”
143   Cosmas, Sermon Against the Bogomils, p. 342; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, 

p. 72.
144   Bozhilov, Totomanova, and Biliarski, Borilov sinodnik, pp. 141, 155, 349, and 353. Another 

heretic targeted by anathema was a certain Moses the Bogomil (Bozhilov, Totomanova, 
and Biliarski, Borilov sinodnik, pp. 141 and 349). None of those individuals can be identi-
fied with any degree of certainty. It is therefore impossible to place their lives chronologi-
cally between ca. 940 and ca. 1210. For the condemnation of the Bogomils, see Živković, 
“Pojava bogumilstva.”

145   Cosmas, Sermon Against the Bogomils, p. 342; English translation from Petkov, The Voices, 
p. 75.
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of social hierarchy as part of the idea of forswearing all material ends and em-
bracing total spirituality.146 According to the synodikon, Emperor Boril “sent 
out orders throughout his kingdom for them [the Bogomils] to be gathered 
in sheaves like some kind of weeds.” The heretics were put under guard, with 
the most recalcitrant being “given over to different punishments and sent 
into exile.”147 The persecution of the heretics is also mentioned obliquely by 
Cosmas, who maintains that Bogomil’s disciples thought of themselves as peo-
ple suffering for truth and expecting to receive their divine reward for chains 
and prison.148 But there is nothing in the history of Bulgaria between the 10th 
and the 13th century that could be compared with the show trial of a Byzantine 
doctor named Basil, who was burned at stake in Constantinople in the early 
12th century.149

To be sure, rigorous action to suppress heresy is also attributed to Stefan 
Nemanja (see chapter 30). At the synod he convened in ca. 1180, the ruler of 
Serbia condemned heretics for “blaspheming the Holy Spirit” and for spreading 
Arian ideas, while serving Satan. Their leader was apprehended, and Nemanja 
ordered his tongue to be cut out. Some of his followers were executed, oth-
ers were exiled, and their books were publicly burnt.150 Were those heretics 
Bogomils? Most historians think so, but the mention of Arian beliefs and of 
heretical books does not rhyme with what is otherwise known about Bogomil 
beliefs and practices.151 That heresy was a problem in the early 13th century in 
Serbia is beyond doubt. At another assembly summoned at the monastery of 
Žiča in 1221, only two years after his appointment as archbishop, St. Sava set 
about persuading heretics back into the Orthodox Church. Those heretics were 

146   For Bogomilism as a form of social dissent, see Semkov, “Der sozial-ökonomische 
Hintergrund”; Angelov, “Das Bogomilentum.” Instead of class struggle, Bogomilism is now 
regarded as a new form of piety or even as the root of (liberal) democracy (Lazarova, 
“Bogomilism” and “Bogomilite”). Others (correctly) point to the links between Bogomil 
ascetism and the predominant forms of monasticism in 10th-century Bulgaria, such as 
championed by St. John of Rila (Stoinev, Sv. Ivan Rilski). Only recently have questions 
been raised about reconstructing Bogomil practices on the basis of the written sources, 
all of which are anti-heretical (Atanasov, “Siuzhetăt”).

147   Bozhilov et al., Borilov sinodnik, pp. 152–54 and 352–53.
148   Cosmas, Sermon Against the Bogomils, p. 343.
149   Angold, The Byzantine Empire, pp. 141–43; Roach and Angelovska-Panova, “Punishment,” 

pp. 148–50. The synodikon of 1211 specifically blames Basil for sowing the Bogomil her-
esy in Constantinople (Bozhilov, Totomanova, and Biliarski, Borilov sinodnik, pp. 125–26). 
More Bogomils were burned at stake under Emperor Manuel I (1143–1180) (Roach and 
Angelovska-Panova, “Punishment,” p. 151).

150   Stephen the First-Crowned, Life of Blessed Simeon 6, p. 36.
151   Roach, “The competition,” p. 152; Roach and Angelovska-Panova, “Punishment,” p. 152. For 

Bogomilism and the rejection of books, see Denkova, “Bogomilism.”
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presumably present at the assembly, since on the third day, Sava asked them 
to stay a little longer after the Great Vespers in order to reconcile them to the 
Church. That he promised them gifts from King Stephen the First-Crowned 
strongly suggests that the heretics in question were noblemen.152 However, 
there is no mention of the exact nature of the heresy that Sava was so smartly 
combatting.

Heretics are also mentioned at that time on the Dalmatian coast. According 
to Archdeacon Thomas of Spalato, two brothers from Zadar named Matthew 
and Aristodius, both “excellent painters and skilled in the art of gold-smithing,” 
were staunch heretics. Bishop Bernard of Split (1200–1217) discovered them 
and, after an unsuccessful attempt to turn them back to Catholic beliefs, he 
“had all their goods confiscated, bound them with the chain of anathema, and 
expelled them from the city in great disgrace.” Matthew and Aristodius are said 
to have had a thorough command not only of Latin, but also of “the Slavic 
language and letters.” They preached the heretical ideas “with wicked lips” in 
both languages. The two brothers had lived for a long time in Bosnia, a detail 
meant to suggest that their ideas had come from that country.153 According to 
Thomas, a papal legate named Acontius (of Viterbo) “departed for Bosnia to 
combat heretics, and labored there for a long time to strengthen the Catholic 
faith.”154

There is no description of the heresy in Bosnia, nor of what exactly were 
the two brothers from Zadar preaching before being stopped by Archbishop 
Bernard. However, historians have traditionally regarded the Bosnian heretics 
as Bogomils.155 Moreover, it remains unclear what were the exact beliefs of the 
Bosnians in the early 13th century. Largely as a result of a teleological argument 
employed to explain the relatively rapid conversion of Bosnia to Islam follow-
ing the Ottoman conquest, the reigning assumption still is that most believers 
in medieval Bosnia were heterodox, if not outright heretics.156

152   Roach, “The competition,” pp. 152–53; Curta, “Angel on earth,” p. 94.
153   Thomas of Split, History 23, pp. 138–39. In a letter of 1200, Pope Innocent III praised 

Bernard for expelling heretics from Split and Trogir. Matthew and Aristodius were not 
among them, for upon threat of being expelled, they “returned to obedience of the dic-
tates of the church,” and Archbishop Bernard returned their confiscated goods.

154   Thomas of Split, History 26, pp. 176–77.
155   Matanić, “Correnti ereticali”; Rakova, “Le bogomilisme.”
156   Perkowski, “The Bosnian Moslem.” For an early rebuttal of such ideas, see Fine, The 

Bosnian Church. Few have noticed the absence of any evidence of the Inquisition in 
Bosnia, and no historian dealing with this matter seems to be aware that the idea of trac-
ing the origins of Islam in Bosnia to a medieval heresy is a product of Austro-Hungarian 
propaganda and efforts to create a Bosnian identity (different from both Serbian and 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   532 3/21/2019   5:08:21 PM

fcurta
Highlight
Archbishop
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Acontius was one among many papal legates sent to Bosnia. The first, John 
of Casamaris, led the investigation into the accusations laid against Ban Kulin 
in 1199 and 1200, and reached the conclusion that the heretics of Bosnia were 
refugees from the coastal towns of Split and Zadar.157 In April 1203, the legate 
forced the heretics, many of high social status, to sign an abjuration act and to 
take solemn vows of upholding it, in order to be reconciled with the church.158 
Neither the report of his investigations, which John of Casamaris later sent 
as a letter to Pope Innocent III, nor the act of abjuration can shed any light 
on the specific beliefs of the Bosnian Christians, for both documents are cast 
in a language largely colored by the contemporaneous papal concerns with 
Cathars and Patarenes.159 Some have rightly pointed out that the attempts to 
depict Bosnian Christians as heretics may simply be the result of the hostility 
that both Vukan, the ruler of neighboring Duklja, and his ally, King Emeric 
of Hungary felt towards Ban Kulin.160 By 1221, when Acontius went to Bosnia, 
Pope Honorius III called the King of Hungary and the clergy in his kingdom 
for a strong and firm action against the heretics of Bosnia. Four years later, 
however, the pope asked Archbishop Ugrin of Kalocsa to preach the crusade 
against the heretics. Pope Honorius’s successor, Gregory IX also proclaimed 
the crusade in Bosnia in 1234, and only the Mongol invasion of 1241 prevent-
ed a Hungarian occupation of the land under the aegis of the fight against  
heresy.161

Croatian identities), both before and after the annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
1908 (Dzino, “Commentary,” pp. 181–83).

157   For John of Casamaris, see Majnarić, “Papinski kapelan.”
158   Šanjek, Bosansko-humski krstjani, pp. 80–83 and “Abjuracija bosansko-humskih krstja-

na”; Ančić, “Bilinopoljska abjuracija.” The accusations of heresy were brought up by the 
ruler of Duklja, Vukan (the brother of St. Sava), and by Archbishop Bernard of Split. The 
heretics in Bosnia are called Patarenes and Cathars, with no mention of the Bogomils 
(Hašimbegović, “Prve vijesti”).

159   Stoyanov, “The medieval Bosnian Church.” Moreover, Margetić, “Neka pitanja abjuracije” 
believes that the invocation in the text of the abjuration suggests that the beliefs of the 
Bosnian Christians were closer to Arianism than to dualism.

160   Brković, “Bosansko-humski kršćani”; Šanjek, “Papa Inocent III.”
161   Aglio, “Crusading,” pp. 176, 180, and 183.
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chapter 26

The First Five Crusades and Eastern Europe

Few historians have so far realized the significance of Eastern Europe for the 
history of the early crusades. As Jonathan Riley-Smith has put it, only three 
routes to Jerusalem were available to anyone in Western Europe, who was 
following the call of Pope Urban II.1 One of them linked Bari to Dyrrachion 
(present-day Durrës, in Albania), the westernmost terminal of the Via Egnatia 
crossing the Balkans in the direction of Constantinople (Fig. 26.1). This was 
the route taken by Bohemond of Taranto and his nephew Tancred, who, in 
that respect, were simply following in the footsteps of Robert Guiscard’s in-
vasion of Byzantium in 1081 (see chapter 15).2 Another route, by land, went 
from Aquileia through northern Istria into Croatia. This was the route taken by 
Raymond of St. Gilles, Count of Toulouse. Under permanent attack by bands of 
locals emerging from the mountains of “Sclavonia,” Raymond stayed with his 
rearguard and ordered the mutilation of a few prisoners in order to deter any 
further attacks. Raymond of Aguilers, the chronicler of the count of Toulouse, 
described the local population as “aggressive and primitive,” a “wild people” 
with no knowledge of God.3 He further distinguished between the inhabitants 
of the local towns, who apparently spoke a Latin idiom recognized as such 
by the crusaders, and natives living inland who “employ the Slavonic tongue 
and have the habits of barbarians.” William of Tyre, the only source to describe 
the trip in some detail, mentions Zara (Zadar, Croatia), Salona (also called 
Spalato), Antivari (Bar, Montenegro), and Ragusa (Dubrovnik, Croatia).4 It is 
important to note that no mention is made of any of those cities opening its 
gates to the crusaders. Nor did the crusaders have access to local markets in 
order to replace their rapidly diminishing supplies. It was first in Duklja that 
they were given permission by the local ruler, Bodin, to purchase provisions.5 
In Dyrrachion, St. Gilles was greeted by the local governor, John Comnenus, 

1   Riley-Smith, The First Crusaders, p. 36.
2   Actually, instead of following the Via Egnatia (several segments of which may have inac-

cessible in the late 11th century), Bohemond and Tancred moved to Pelagonia (Bitolj, in 
Macedonia) and then along the valley of the river Vardar to Thessaloniki, from which the 
Norman army moved along the easternmost segment of Via Egnatia (Curta, Southeastern 
Europe, p. 368).

3   Raymond of Aguilers, The History, pp. 36–37; transl., p. 17.
4   William of Tyre, A History 2.17, p. 183; transl., p. 140.
5   Raymond of Aguilers, The History, p. 37; transl., p. 18.
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who provided him with more supplies and an escort of Pecheneg mercenar-
ies for the remainder of his trip to Constantinople, most likely along the Via 
Egnatia. The army of the count of Toulouse is the only one in the entire his-
tory of the crusades that followed that route through Croatia, and with one 
exception, no pilgrims are known to have gone to Jerusalem on that way either 
before or after 1096.6 Throughout the 12th and 13th centuries, Croatia remained 

6   The exception is Lietbert of Cambrai and his companions, who traveled through Dalmatia in 
1054 (Riley-Smith, The First Crusaders, p. 36).

figure 26.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)
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peripheral to all crusading action.7 By contrast, the third route (the so-called 
“Bavarian Road”), which went through what is now Germany and passed 
through Hungary had already been used for some time by pilgrims. According 
to Rodulfus Glaber, there was a dramatic change in pilgrimage patterns after 
King Stephen of Hungary converted to Christianity and Emperor Henry II 
gave his sister in marriage to him. Suddenly, “all those in Italy and Gaul who 
wanted to go to the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem” abandoned the usual route, 
which was by sea, making their way through the country of King Stephen, who 
made the road safe for everyone, “welcomed as brothers all he saw, and gave 
them enormous gifts.”8 That in the early 11th century, the road was supposedly 
safe can only mean that those returning from Jerusalem also avoided to go by 
sea, and instead preferred to go through Hungary. In fact, Byzantine pectoral 
crosses found in Hungary, the vast majority of which may be dated to the 11th 
century, have been associated with the pilgrimage route that opened at that 
time through Hungary.9 By the time of the First Crusade, the route through 
Hungary had already gained the reputation of having been “the road which 
Charlemagne, the heroic king of the Franks, had formerly caused to be built to 
Constantinople.”10

7    For Croatia and the crusades, see Grgin, “The impact.” For “Sclavonia” and the image of 
Croatia in Raymond of Aguilers’s History, see Ilieva and Delev, “Sclavonia.” Aglio, “‘In ipsa 
silva,” p. 408 warns against taking at face value Aguilers’s claim that crossing “Sclavonia” 
took 40 days, for “the symbolical meaning of this biblical reminiscence is obvious.” 
Frankopan, “Expeditions,” claims that the reason for Raymond of St. Gilles to take such a 
long detour through Dalmatia was to bring to heel the ruler of Duklja, who had recently 
attacked Byzantium and who was too close to the Normans. However, despite him marry-
ing the daughter of a pro-Norman lord of Bari, Bodin stayed out of the Norman invasion 
of the Byzantine Balkans, and supported Pope Urban II against the anti-pope Clement 
III. It is therefore more likely that St. Gilles’ detour had much more to do with a papal 
than with a Byzantine plan.

8    Rodulfus Glaber, Histories III.2, p. 142; transl., p. 97. For Glaber’s view of Hungary, see 
Györkös, “La relation.” William IV of Angoulême traveled on this route in 1026, togeth-
er with Abbot Richard of St. Cannes and 700 other pilgrims (Riley, The First Crusaders, 
p. 36; Csernus, “La Hongrie,” p. 415). For pilgrims going through Hungary, see also Font, 
“Zarándokok.” In the late 11th century, it took one 19 days to cross Hungary from the border 
with Austria to Zemun (Plumtree, “Forming the First Crusade,” pp. 10–11). For pilgrims 
crossing the Balkans before the First Crusade, see Uzelac, “Zapadnite păteshestvenici.”

9    Bollók, “Byzantine missions,” p. 134. For a catalogue of finds, see Révész, “Régészeti és tör-
téneti adatok,” pp. 144–57. Relief crosses, such as produced in the Balkan provinces of the 
Empire, are the most common pectoral crosses found in East Central Europe, and a few 
of those that moved beyond Hungary have been found in the Czech lands (Horničková, 
“Between East and West,” p. 164).

10   Gesta Francorum, p. 2; English translation from Plumtree, “Forming the First Crusade,”  
p. 13.
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According to Guibert of Nogent, Peter the Hermit’s army moved along the 
same route, but in Hungary, “went wild with excess in response to the gentle-
ness of the inhabitants.” The Hungarians, “as Christians to Christians,” offered 
generously their goods for sale, but the crusaders “in an accursed rage,” at-
tacked and burned public granaries, and then “raped virgins, dishonored many 
marriage beds by carrying off many women, and tore out or burned the beards 
of their hosts.”11 Guibert’s description of the crusaders of Peter the Hermit is 
strikingly similar to the way in which Muslims are described in contemporary 
sources, particularly in the letter that Emperor Alexius Comnenus supposedly 
sent to Robert, Count of Flanders—a letter cited in full in Guibert’s Deeds of 
God Through the Franks.12 By means of a pun on the name of the frontier cas-
tle of Moson, where the crusaders were severely beaten by the Hungarians, 
Guibert thus presents the men of Peter the Hermit as the “wrong crusaders,” 
lacking the discipline and purpose necessary to fulfill the crusading vows.13 
Ekkehard of Aura turns to the priest Folkmar, another leader of a crusading 
army lacking discipline. According to him, Folkmar and his men had come 
to Hungary from Bohemia, but at Nitra “an uprising took place, in which part 
were taken prisoners,” presumably by the Hungarians.14 Even harsher was 
the treatment of Emicho of Flonheim and his men. According to Ekkehard, 
King Coloman of Hungary, upon learning that “to the mind of the Teutons, 

11   Guibert of Nogent, The Deeds, p. 143; transl., p. 48. According to France, Victory, p. 90, Peter 
the Hermit’s army entered Hungary on May 21, 1096.

12   Guibert of Nogent, The Deeds, pp. 131–32.
13   Moson is rendered as Moisson (“harvest,” in French), see Guibert of Nogent, The Deeds, 

p. 143; transl., pp. 47–48. As Plumtree, “Forming the First Crusade,” p. 21 explains, the pun 
is meant to suggest the gluttony of the crusaders, who are in this manner compared to 
the gyrovagues of the Rule of St. Benedict. In other words, “both Hungary and Peter the 
Hermit are shaped in Guibert’s narrative to reinforce the teachings of his monastic order.”

14   Ekkehard of Aura, Hierosolymita, p. 20; English translation from Krey, The First Crusade,  
p. 53. On the basis of Ekkehard’s mentioning Bohemia in relation to Folkmar and his men, 
historians have assumed that those were the perpetrators of violence and persecution 
against the Jews in that country, which are mentioned by Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle 
III 4, p. 164. For Cosmas and the crusades, see Pentek, “Kosmas.” But Cosmas has only 
peasants (coloni) from eastern Francia, with no mention of any leader. Nonetheless, ac-
cording to Riley-Smith, The First Crusade, p. 51, the Jewish community of Prague suffered 
“probably from the attentions of Folkmar’s followers.” Rubenstein, Armies, p. 63 makes 
Folkmar arrive in Prague on June 1, 1096 and his message inspiring “yet another pogrom 
against the Jews.” Neither the date, nor the location appear in any source mentioning 
Folkmar, but according to Cosmas, his namesake, Bishop Cosmas of Prague (1091–1098) 
attempted to prevent the un-named attackers from converting Jews by force. The chron-
icles of both Solomon bar Simson and Eliezer bar Nathan mention Prague along with 
Trier, Metz, and Regensburg, cities in which “the enemies carried out their evil intentions” 
against Jews (Eidelberg, The Jews, pp. 62 and 92).
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538 chapter 26

there was no difference between killing pagans and [killing] Hungarians,” de-
cided to deny Emicho and his men entry into his kingdom. In the course of 
another military confrontation at Moson (which Ekkehard calls “Misenburg”), 
the crusaders were defeated, despite military superiority.15 Much like in Gesta 
Francorum, therefore, Ekkehard’s Hungary is, “the place where God determines 
who is a good crusader, and who is not.”16 The same is true for the History of 
the Journey to Jerusalem, commonly attributed to Albert of Aachen. To be sure, 
Albert’s Peter the Hermit successfully deals with King Coloman to obtain pas-
sage and supplies.17 As he was approaching the frontier between Hungary and 
Byzantium, Peter and his men learned that

a count of that region, Guz by name, one of the Hungarian king’s no-
bles, corrupted by greed, had assembled a band of armed soldiers and 
has entered into a very wicked plot with the said duke, who was called 
Nichita, prince of the Bulgars and ruler of the city of Belgrade, that the 
duke, having brought together the strength of his accomplices, would 
vanquish and kill the vanguard of Peter’s army, while Buz would pursue 
and behead the men at the rear of Peter’s soldiers, so that they might thus 
snatch and share between themselves all the spoils of such a great army 
in horses, gold and silver, and clothes.18

15   Ekkehard, Hiersolymita, p. 20. The account of the siege of Moson is remarkably similar 
to that in Guibert of Nogent’s Deeds, which may have attributed to the men of Peter the 
Hermit a defeat that Emicho and his army suffered. On the other hand, Albert of Aachen 
claims that Emicho’s men never stepped foot into Hungary, because the Hungarians 
feared them “on account of the slaughter which they had inflicted on their brothers” 
(Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 52–53). There is a slightly veiled attempt here to make the 
Hungarians “brothers” of the Jews whom Emicho’s men had massacred.

16   Plumtree, “Forming the First Crusade,” p. 27.
17   Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 12–13. For the image of Hungary in Albert of Aachen’s 

History, see Veszprémy, “Magyarország.”
18   Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 13 and 15. Veszprémy, “Magyarország,” p. 507 with n. 26 

“translates” the name Guz as Géza and makes him count of Zemun. Peter the Hermit is 
not the only character in Albert of Aachen’s History, whom the author initially depicts 
favorably, only to appear later as failing miserably. Gottschalk, “German by birth and 
an inhabitant of the Rhineland was inspired by love and desire for the same journey to 
Jerusalem” (Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 44–45). Having raised an army of over 15,000 
men—both knights and foot soldiers—he entered the kingdom of Hungary at Moson. 
King Coloman granted Gottschalk’s men “a licence to buy and sell necessary supplies,” 
but later they “began to wander, and … they violated the proclaimed peace, little by lit-
tle stealing wine, barley, and other necessities from the Hungarians” (Albert of Aachen, 
History, pp. 44–47).
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539The First Five Crusades and Eastern Europe

While Guz does not appear in any other source, duke “Nichita, prince of 
the Bulgars” is most likely one and the same person as a protoproedros named 
Niketas Karykes, who is the owner of a number of seals dated to the last decade 
of the 11th century. He was the Byzantine commander of Belgrade and, at the 
same time, the commander of the theme of Bulgaria.19 Guz, on the other hand, 
was a count in the frontier region, probably of Zemun, a Hungarian fort across 
the Danube from Belgrade.20 Albert of Aachen insists that he was one of the 
primates of King Coloman, which is perhaps meant to hint at the possibility 
that Guz has acted in collusion with the Hungarian ruler. If so, the king may 
have been concerned with the disruption of the Hungarian-Byzantine trade 
brought by armed pilgrims. After all, one of the offices responsible for the col-
lection of royal revenues was in Titel, only 26 miles to the north from Zemun.21 
Guz had his own soldiers, whom he had assembled over a relatively short pe-
riod of time. That he and Niketas were planning to deprive armed pilgrims of 
their horses, gold, silver, and clothes may be, however, just a narrative strategy: 
instead of providing for pilgrims, as they were expected to do, they were plot-
ting to rob them of what they already had. His audience’s sympathy for Peter 
and his men was the goal of Albert of Aachen at this point in the story. Indeed, 
upon seeing the weapons and the spoils taken from the earlier crusades hang-
ing on the ramparts and walls of Zemun, Peter the Hermit “urged his compan-
ions to vengeance.”22 In the military confrontation that follows, Albert praises 
two notable crusaders, Godfrey Burel and Reinold of Broyes, the first to climb 
the ramparts of Zemun—an action clearly viewed as worthy of praise.23 The 
crusaders took Zemun, where they remained for five days, and then crossed 
the Sava and began moving in the direction of Niš, with a number of skirmish-
es with the locals on their way.24

19   Iordanov, “Pechati na tema,” pp. 170–72 and 183. For the identity of Niketas, see Madgearu, 
Byzantine Military Organization, p. 98.

20   Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier, p. 191.
21   Kubinyi, “Handel,” p. 428.
22   Albert of Aachen, History, p. 15.
23   Albert of Aachen, History, p. 15. Two other crusaders—Thomas of Marle and Clarembald 

of Vendeuil—are named in the episode of the siege of Moson by Emicho’s army (Albert of 
Aachen, History, p. 54). It is important to note the emphasis that Albert places on the mar-
tial virtues of the crusaders. When confronting the men of Gottschalk, the Hungarians 
could not overcome them militarily in a battle near Pannonhalma without making the 
false claim that King Coloman would not punish them if all their arms and money would 
be handed over (Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 48–49).

24   Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 16–21. For the road linking Belgrade to Constantinople 
across the Stara Planina as the main axis for the movements of the First Crusade through 
the Balkans, see Gagova, Krăstonosnite pokhodi and “Părviiat krăstonosen pokhod”; 
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Albert of Aachen calls Maroe the river that Peter the Hermit and his men 
crossed to enter Byzantium.25 The same name appears in the chronicle of 
William of Tyre, to whom the river was “the recognized boundary between 
Hungary and the Orient.”26 Some have therefore concluded that to the chroni-
clers of the First Crusade and, perhaps, to the crusaders, Hungary was not only 
at the gates of the Orient, but also at the gate of Byzantium.27 Others have 
pointed out that the story of the crusaders’ passage through Hungary and 
the Balkans operates as a “microcosm of later events,” for the lessons learnt 
in Hungary could be useful for the entire crusade.28 This is in sharp contrast 
with the way in which the relation between Hungary (and the Balkans, for 
that matter) and the First Crusade has been treated traditionally, as a “cutting 
and pasting” of bits of information meant to get to what “really happened.”29 
Because the sources placed a great emphasis on the role of King Coloman, 
most historians tend to pay more attention to the passage of the army of the 
“real” crusaders under Godfrey of Bouillon. Near the frontier between the Holy 
Roman Empire and Hungary, the crusaders encountered the first refugees from 
Emicho and Gottschalk’s armies, with stories of disaster. As a consequence, 
the “real” crusaders decided to send Godfrey of Esch, who had already been 
to Hungary as an envoy of the count of Bouillon.30 An exchange of letters fol-
lowed, in which each side vented its own frustrations and complaints about 

Koicheva, Părvite krăstonosni pokhodi and “Civitates.” For the different kinds of settle-
ments that the crusaders encountered on their way from Niš to Constantinople, see 
Koicheva, “Balkanskite selishta” and “Niakoi balkanski kreposti.”

25   Albert of Aachen, History, p. 8. To Albert, the kingdom of Hungary ended al “Mallevila” 
(Zemun).

26   William of Tyre, A History 1.18, p. 141; transl., p. 98 (where Maroe is wrongly “translated” as 
Maros/Mureş). Maroe is most likely a deformed version of Morava, a river that both Albert 
of Aachen and William of Tyre mistook for the Sava.

27   Curta, “East Central Europe,” pp. 628–29.
28   Plumtree, “Forming the First Crusade,” pp. 46 and 57 (“the kingdom of Hungary acts as a 

sieve, permitting those capable of fulfilling the aims of a crusade through, and preventing 
all those who were ill-disposed, unable to proceed”). Albert clearly points to the crusad-
ers’ tribulations in Hungary as being “the hand of God … against the pilgrims, who had 
sinned in His eyes by excessive impurities and fornicating unions” and had massacred the 
Jews (Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 57–59).

29   Borosy, “A keresztesháboruk”; Csernus, “La Hongrie”; Czamańska, “Aspekty”; Borosy and 
Laszlovszky, “Magyarország”; Ninov, “Arpadite.” Rubenstein, Armies, p. 66 takes at face 
value Albert of Aachen’s claim that King Coloman has rebuilt several secret bridges in 
his country in case he had to flee east in the direction of Rus’ (Albert of Aachen, History, 
p. 56), without even suspecting that it may all be Albert’s invention. Indeed, how could 
Albert (or Emicho, for that matter) have known about King Coloman’s plans?

30   Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 62–63.
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what had happened to the previous groups of pilgrims.31 A meeting was even-
tually arranged in Sopron between Godfrey of Bouillon and King Coloman, 
following which an agreement was concluded, whereby while the crusaders 
crossed Hungary, Coloman would keep Godfrey’s brother Baldwin as hostage, 
together with his wife and their household. Moreover, the king’s troops shad-
owed the crusaders movements through the kingdom, before they reached 
Zemun. Once all crusaders crossed the Sava into Byzantine territory, Coloman 
released Baldwin and his family.32 Godfrey’s army moved along the military 
road across the Balkans, in the direction of Philippopolis (Plovdiv, Bulgaria). 
However, unlike Peter the Hermit’s men, the “real” crusaders had no violent 
encounter with the local population. In fact, Albert of Aachen makes it clear 
that the discipline of the army explains why Godfrey was allowed to remain 
for eight days in Philippopolis, where the leaders of the crusaders were richly 
supplied by Emperor Alexius I.

1 Second Crusade

Pilgrims flowed to the Holy Land in the aftermath of the First Crusade, and 
many of them continued to use the “Bavarian Road” through Hungary. However, 
no historian seems to have so far contemplated the possibility of people from 
East Central or Eastern Europe joining the armies of Peter the Hermit or 
Godfrey of Bouillon. According to Ralph of Caen, however, there were “Huns” 
and “Ruthenians” among those besieging Antioch in 1097.33 Nonetheless, the 
first firm evidence of participants from East Central Europe cannot be dated 
before the Second Crusade. The History of John Kinnamos, written at some 
point after 1176 mentions King Conrad III’s meeting near Nicaea with the 
Czech troops under the command of Duke Vladislav II (1140–1158). However, 
neither the troops, nor the duke followed the campaign to Damascus, but 
returned home upon reaching Ephesus.34 Was the Czech participation the  

31   Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 64–65. Albert of Aachen puts in King Coloman’s mouth a 
speech for the envoys of the crusaders, in which he blames the pilgrims for having been 
obsessed with material goods, not with going to Jerusalem, and for acting with pride and 
tyrannical intentions. This is without any doubt Albert’s, not Coloman’s interpretation of 
the events.

32   Albert of Aachen, History, pp. 68–69.
33   Ralph of Caen, Gesta Tancredi 304, p. 85; transl., p. 118 with n. 160 (where the Huns are 

“Hungarians, that is Magyars”).
34   John Kinnamos, Deeds, p. 84; Hrochová, “La participation tchèque,” pp. 280–81. Duke 

Vladislav stopped in Constantinople where he was well received by Emperor Manuel.
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result of the preaching done by Cistercians, as in other parts of Europe? To be 
sure, according to Vincent of Prague, Vladislav II took the cross after the public 
reading of a letter from Bernard of Clairvaux, which had been sent specifically 
to the duke of Bohemia and his noblemen.35 This must be the letter in which 
Bernard encouraged the duke and his subjects to “receive the sign of the Cross,” 
for the pope was about to offer a “full pardon” to all participants in the crusade. 
Bernard announced the Czechs that “the army of the Lord is to set out next 
Easter [of 1147], and it has been determined that a large of it shall pass through 
Hungary.”36 He also asked Bishop Henry Zdik of Olomouc—“a learned and 
holy man”—to exhort and instruct further all potential crusaders who lived 
in Bohemia. However, the bishop eventually commuted his crusade vows for 
Outremer to an obligation to participate in the Wendish crusade (see chapter 
27). At any rate, no indication exists of crusade preaching in Bohemia. The 
same is true for Poland, despite claims to the contrary.37 Nonetheless, when 
meeting Duke Vladislav II in Nicaea, King Conrad III, according to Kinnamos, 
also met a “king” of the Poles.38 Most historians have until recently identified 
that “king” with Duke Władysław II (1138–1146), who was at that time at the 
court of his brother-in-law, Conrad III.39 However, Mikołaj Gładysz has recently 
demonstrated that the “anonymous Polish crusader was Henry of Sandomierz, 
who may have taken the crusader’s oath while a hostage in the court of  
Conrad III.”40 A few years later, the Piast junior brought the Hospitallers to 
Poland and endowed them with an estate in Zagość (now within Pińczów, in 
southeastern Poland).41 A magnate from Lesser Poland, Jaksa of Kopanica, trav-
eled to Jerusalem as a pilgrim (1162–1163) and brought back with him to Poland 

35   Vincent of Prague, Annals, s.a. 1147, p. 663.
36   Bernard of Clairvaux, Letters 458, p. 630; English translation, p. 464. According to Bernard, 

a copy of the same letter was sent to Pope Eugenius III. Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, 
p. 70 with n. 10 suggests that Bishop Henry Zdik brought Bernard’s letter to the duke.

37   For a critique of earlier ideas concerning the connection between the presence of a papal 
legate in Poland and the preaching of the Second Crusade, see Gładysz, The Forgotten 
Crusaders, pp. 41–42.

38   John Kinnamos, Deeds, p. 84; transl., p. 70. The word used for Poles is “Lechs,” who are 
described as “a Scythic people, [who] dwell beside the western Hungarians.”

39   Starnawska, “Rola,” p. 109; Dola, “Religijność,” pp. 348–49; Dworsatschek, Władysław,  
pp. 124–26.

40   Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, p. 65; Gładysz, “W sprawie udziału.” However, Güttner-
Sporzyński, Poland, pp. 135–59 believes that Kinnamos confused the Piast junior’s journey 
to Jerusalem (otherwise reported in Polish annals under the year 1154) with a supposed 
participation of the Poles in the Second Crusade.

41   Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, pp. 98–106. For Henry of Sandomierz, see Güttner-
Sporzyński, “The archetypal crusader.” For Templars and Hospitallers in Poland, see 
Starnawska, “Crusade orders.”
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543The First Five Crusades and Eastern Europe

a few canons of the Order of the Holy Sepulchre. He generously endowed them 
from his own property for their house in Miechów.42 The generosity of those 
two prominent members of the Polish elite towards the military orders reflects 
the growing influence in Poland of the crusading ideals.43

In Hungary, however, the tense relations with the Holy Roman Empire pre-
vented any participation. A few years prior to the Second Crusade, an illegiti-
mate son of King Coloman, named Boris, had attempted with German support 
to invade Hungary, at the time ruled by King Géza II (1141–1162).44 Relations 
deteriorated even further when, in 1146, Géza attacked the margrave Henry II 
(Jasomirgott) of Babenberg, whom he defeated at Fischa, on the bank of the 
river Leitha.45 However, knowing that Boris would travel with the crusading 
army under the command of Emperor Conrad, Géza took a very cautious at-
titude. He seems to have obliged, when, for reasons that remained unknown, 
Conrad asked for large amounts of money while his army was moving across 
the Hungarian kingdom, until reaching Braničevo, on the Danube on July 20, 
1147.46 The attitude of the German crusaders towards Hungary is difficult to 
gauge, but Otto of Freising, who wrote a few decades later, thought that the 
Hungarians “imitate the shrewdness of the Greeks, in that they undertake no 
important matter without frequent and prolonged deliberations.”47 To Otto, 
the Hungarians are all of “disgusting aspect, with deep-set eyes and short stat-
ure. They are barbarous and ferocious in their habits and language.”48 They 
were, in short, “not men, but caricatures of men,” who looked “hideous on the 
march, with rude weapons” and displayed “a kind of valor not innate, but ac-
quired, so to speak, by imitating princes and foreigners of our race,” a barely 
veiled hint at German superiority.49 However, at a closer look, Otto’s attempt to 
demonize the Hungarians is based on a comparison with the Byzantines, and 

42   Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, pp. 106–13; Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland, pp. 123–24.
43   Güttner-Sporzyński, “Piastowie.” For a Polish knight named Velizlaus mentioned in a 

charter of 1189 with the epithet ierosolimitanus, see Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders,  
pp. 133–38.

44   For the Boris episode, see Hunyadi, “Hungary,” p. 61. For the Czech ramifications of the 
episode, see Albrecht, “Die Gesandschaft.”

45   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 33, p. 51.
46   Hunyadi, “Hungary,” p. 63. The local tradition preserved in later Hungarian chronicles 

maintains that King Géza asked for a tribute from the Hungarian church in order to meet 
the demands of Emperor Conrad.

47   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 32, p. 50; transl., p. 66.
48   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 32, p. 50; transl., p. 66.
49   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 32, p. 51; transl., p. 67.
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544 chapter 26

that comparison is meant to suggest that before entering Byzantium, someone 
coming from the Empire would get a taste of it in Hungary.50

The German army’s trip across the Balkans was indeed marked by hostil-
ity towards Byzantium. According to John Kinnamos, before entering the 
Byzantine territory the crusaders were specifically asked to take an oath in 
front of Emperor Manuel’s envoys that they would not harm the emperor’s 
subjects.51 There were indeed no incidents until the crusaders crossed the 
mountains into Thrace, where they began pillaging and killing those who 
opposed them. Niketas Choniates claims that the bishop of Philippopolis, 
Michael Italikos befriended King Conrad, which considerably eased the ten-
sion. However, in Adrianople, Duke Frederick (the future emperor Barbarossa) 
burned to the ground a local monastery together with the monks inside it, in 
order to avenge the deaths of several crusaders at the hands of “certain ruth-
less Romans.”52 Choniates accuses his fellow citizens of taking advantage of 
the desperate need the crusaders constantly had to replenish their provisions. 
He even mentions the order given by Emperor Manuel to “set up ambushes 
in strategic places and along the defiles of mountain passes.”53 In contrast to 
Conrad III’s army, the passage of the French crusaders led by King Louis VII 
caused no comparable disruption. Louis VII’s expedition followed the same 
“Bavarian Road,” but advanced much quicker through Hungary than Conrad.54 
Boris is said to have decided to join Louis VII’s army, “because of the emper-
or of Constantinople whose niece he had married.”55 In other words, Géza’s 
enemy was a relative of the Byzantine ruler. Odo of Deuil’s explanation for 
Boris’s joining the French crusaders suggests that he felt a special attachment 
to Byzantium, perhaps because his wife had remained in Constantinople. 

50   Otto of Freising, Deeds I 32, pp. 46 and 51; transl., pp. 62 and 67; Curta, “East Central 
Europe,” pp. 620–31. Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 193 misunderstood the comparison 
and took Otto’s remarks as entirely negative.

51   John Kinnamos, Deeds, p. 95; transl., p. 63.
52   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 62–64; transl., pp. 36–37. For the German crusaders in 

Philippopolis, see Dancheva-Vasileva, “Plovdiv à l’époque,” pp. 19–20.
53   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 66; transl., pp. 38–39.
54   Hunyadi, “Hungary,” p. 64 notes that the speed of the French army may also be explained 

by the fact that Louis VII and his entourage got a much warmer welcome from Géza II 
than Conrad III. In fact, the meeting of the French and Hungarian kings “involved a grand 
reception for the illustrious guest, the bestowment of lavish gifts and a splendid feast at 
the royal court” (Zupka, Ritual, p. 167). King Louis VII was the sponsor at the baptismal 
font for Géza’s son, Stephen (future Stephen III).

55   Odo of Deuil, Journey, pp. 34–35. Boris had indeed been well received in Byzantium by 
Emperor John II, who had given him the hand of an imperial niece, most likely Arete 
Doukaina.
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Thus, besides escaping King Géza, who wanted his extradition, Boris may have 
offered his services to Louis VII particularly for mediating between the French 
and the Byzantine.

In the Balkans, the French moved on the same roads as the Germans, and 
camped outside Philippopolis, but without any incidents of violence, despite 
the apparently widely known fact that Emperor Manuel had struck coins of 
debased silver to be used in transactions with the crusaders.56 Much more 
destructive were the attacks of the Norman fleet of King Roger II. While the 
German and French crusaders were crossing the Balkans, the Normans man-
aged to take Kerkyra (Corfu) and to sack Thebes and Corinth.57 In Hungary, the 
Second Crusade had no immediate effect, other than the appearance of the 
military orders. The Templars are mentioned first in Croatia in the 1150s, fol-
lowed by the Hospitallers in the 1160s. Much like in Poland, the initial grants in 
favor of the military orders were not from the king of Hungary, but from local 
magnates—Borić, the ban of Bosnia and Prodanus, the bishop of Zagreb.58

2 Third Crusade

The first crusade to have a serious impact upon East Central and Southeastern 
Europe was the Third Crusade, which coincided in time with some of the most 
important political developments in the region. Following the “Bavarian Road,” 
the army of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa included Czech troops, which dis-
tinguished themselves in an attack on a small town near Adrianople (February 
1190).59 In Hungary, 2,000 troops joined the crusaders.60 King Béla III’s own 
brother, Géza, was freed at the intervention of the emperor, and put at the 
head of Hungarian contingent.61 In sharp contrast to the cold attitude of Kings 
Coloman and Géza II towards the crusaders, Béla III and his French queen 

56   Odo of Deuil, Journey, p. 64.
57   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 67; transl., p. 39.
58   Stossek, “Maisons”; Kosi, “The age”; Borchardt, “Military orders” and “The Templars”; 

Dobronić, Templari. For the Knights of St. John in Hungary, see Hunyadi, “The Hospitallers 
in the Kingdom” and The Hospitallers in the Medieval Kingdom. The Order of the Holy 
Sepulchre arrived in Croatia during the rule of Prince Andrew (1197–1202).

59   Iwańczak, “Udział Czechów”; Hrochová, “La participation tchèque,” pp. 283–84; Soukup, 
“Pilgrimage element.”

60   Arnold of Lübeck, Chronicle of the Slavs IV 8, p. 171. According to Csernus, “La Hongrie,”  
pp. 419–20, the troops were under the command of Bishop Ugrin of Győr (1188–1204).

61   Those troops returned to Hungary before the crusaders could reach Constantinople 
(Ansbertus, History, pp. 51–53). Only three Hungarian magnates remained with Barbarossa. 
Géza remained in Constantinople, but a “count of Hungary” (possibly Nicholas, count 
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entertained the emperor in the Esztergom Castle, followed by a four-day-long 
hunt on the queen’s summer estate on the Csepel island, and by tournaments 
in Buda.62 King Béla was the first ruler from East Central Europe to have taken 
the cross in the context of Emperor Henry VI’s crusade of 1195–1196, but he died 
before fulfilling his vows.63

Immediately after crossing the Danube from Hungary, the army of Frederick 
Barbarossa met the hostility of both officials (such as the duke of Braničevo) 
and the local population. Like Manuel before him, Emperor Isaac II had or-
dered the restoration of forts in the mountain passes and of city fortifications 
by which the crusaders were expected to pass. Moreover, instead of following 
the military road across the Balkans, the crusading army was shown a second-
ary, much rougher tract, which had been previously blocked at key points in 
preparation for possible ambushes. Moving in the direction of Niš, the impe-
rial army crossed “that most lengthy forest of Bulgaria,” where “the Greeklings, 
Bulgarians, Serbs, and the semi-barbarous Vlachs lay in ambush, springing 
forth from their secret lairs to wound those who were last into camp and the 
servant who went out to collect edible plants or fodder for the horses with 
poisonous arrows.”64 Much like with the first two crusades, the Germans began 
plundering the countryside in search for provisions. They were harassed by 
auxiliary troops in Byzantine service, who carefully avoided any direct con-
frontation with the entire army. The crusaders managed to put to flight the 
troops sent against them and even seized several forts in Thrace, including 
Beroe (now Stara Zagora) and Adrianople. They remained in Philippopolis 
for three months, and left a garrison in the city once they decided to move  
farther.65 Indeed, in 1189 and 1190, the crusaders remained in the Balkans longer 
than in any of the previous crusades. This may explain the presence of occa-
sional artifacts of clearly West European origin, such as spurs or swords, which 

of Szatmár) is said to have been captured in mid-August 1191 in a skirmish outside Acre 
(Sweeney, “Hungary,” p. 472).

62   Zupka, Ritual, p. 171. Queen Margaret joined the crusade in 1197, after the death of her 
husband (Csernus, “La Hongrie,” p. 420).

63   Innocent III, Register, vol. 1, p. 17; Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 234. Archbishop Jób of 
Esztergom and several other magnates (including Mog, the count palatine) swore to join 
the crusade together with their king (Sweeney, “Hungary,” p. 474).

64   Ansbertus, History, p. 28; transl., p. 60. The name “Ansbertus” appears in a colophon, 
but the actual author remains unknown, although he was undoubtedly a participant 
in Frederick’s crusade. For other sources pertaining to the passage of the Third Crusade 
through the Balkans, see Gagova, “Chronique.”

65   Dancheva-Vasileva, “Tretiiat krăstonosen pokhod”; Koicheva, “The Armenians.”
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were found on several sites in the central Balkans.66 But the Third Crusade 
also offered many more political opportunities to local rulers. In Niš, Stephen 
Nemanja and his brothers (see chapter 30) approached Emperor Frederick 
with an offer of military assistance against the Byzantines. By the time the cru-
sading army was crossing the Balkans, “Kalopeter the Vlach and his brother 
Asen with Vlachs subject to them were exercising tyrannical rule over much of 
Bulgaria, and especially in the region where the Danube flows into the sea.”67 
Kalopeter is most likely Peter, who, together with his brother Asen, started the 
rebellion of the Vlachs in the eastern Balkans (see chapter 31). Later in 1190, 
Peter asked the emperor for the crown of the kingdom of Greece in exchange 
for the military assistance of 40,000 Vlachs and Cumans “armed with bows and 
arrows.”68 Neither Nemanja’s, nor Peter’s offer was for the crusade, but for an 
attack on Constantinople.

3 Fourth Crusade

The conquest of that city in the course of the Fourth Crusade “turned the op-
position between the two centers of medieval Christian spirituality into a great 
political and ideological confrontation, which involved the entire Eastern 
Christendom.”69 Pope Innocent III’s encyclical letter, Post miserabile, that 
preached the crusade, was dispatched in August 1198 to all the faithful in the 
Kingdom of Hungary. However, there was no response to the papal summons, 
largely because of the conflict between King Emeric and his brother, Andrew.70 
Only when the papal legate came to Hungary in the spring of 1200, King Emeric 
felt obliged to make peace with his brother and to take to crusading vows.71 
Pope Innocent III obliged and sternly warned Venice to refrain from harming 
the lands and possessions of the king, in reference to the Venetian-Hungarian 

66   Dzhidrova, “Crusaders,” pp. 189 and 197; Koicheva, “Everyday life.” For swords, see 
Grünzweig, “Ein Schwert.”

67   Ansbertus, History, p. 33; transl., p. 64. See also Pentek, “Umocnienie.” For the word “tyr-
anny” as betraying a Byzantine source of this information, see Curta, “Constantinople,”  
p. 435 with n. 43.

68   Ansbertus, History, p. 58; transl., p. 84.
69   Papacostea, Between the Crusade and the Mongol Empire, p. 22. For the Fourth Crusade in 

Rus’ sources, see Rakova, “Vizantiiski i slavianski izvori”; Luchickaia, “Chevertyi krestovyi 
pokhod.”

70   Sweeney, “Hungary,” p. 475.
71   Chronica regia Coloniensis, p. 167. For the complicated relations between King Emeric 

and Innocent III surrounding the discharge of King Béla III’s crusade obligation, see 
Szabados, “Egy elmaradt keresztes hadjáratról.”
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conflict in Dalmatia (see chapter 16).72 But when he began to wage war against 
Serbia in 1201, and got embroiled in Balkan affairs, Emeric had to postpone his 
departure for Outremer. In November 1202, the pope had to remind him that 
despite his recent war against Ban Kulin of Bosnia, Emeric had to fulfill his 
crusading vows.73 Meanwhile, however, the developments in Dalmatia have 
effectively ditched any hope of a Hungarian participation in the crusade.74 
According to Geoffrey of Villehardouin, at some point in 1202, an agreement 
had been reached between crusaders and Venetians, according to which the 
former promised to help the latter conquer Zadar (which had been lost to 
Hungary in 1180 or 1181), in exchange for the Venetians postponing “payment 
of the 34,000 silver marks they owe us until such time as God shall permit our 
combined forces to win this money by conquest.”75

The fleet transporting the crusaders left Venice in early October 1202 under 
the command of Doge Enrico Dandolo, and first sailed to Istria, supposedly 
to hunt down the local pirates. While it took Doge Peter II Orseolo ten days 
to travel by sea between Venice and Zadar in 1000, the trip in 1202 was almost 
four times longer. The reason for such a delay was neither the bad weather, nor 
some unexpected storm, but the Venetian doge’s deliberate tactics of delay, in 
order to force the crusaders to spend the winter on the eastern Adriatic coast.76 
When the crusading army arrived in Zadar on November 10, 1202, the inhabit-
ants of the city knew that they were the target. According to Robert de Clari, 
they had “secured a letter from Rome, saying that anyone who should make 
war on them or do them any harm would be excommunicated.”77 They sent the 

72   Innocent III, Register, vol. 1, p. 503 (letter 336 of Spring 1201); Vrankić, “Innocenz III.,”  
p. 255 with n. 117.

73   Innocent III, Register, vol. 5, pp. 204–05. Emeric adopted the title of “king of Serbia” in 
1202.

74   Only isolated individuals are known to have gone to Outremer. Sweeney, “Hungary,”  
pp. 476–77 makes a strong case for identifying a certain comes Moncia de Hungaria, who is 
mentioned in a letter that Pope Innocent III received in 1203 from Cardinal Soffredo of St. 
Praxedis, with Mog, the former count palatine under King Béla III. Mog accompanied the 
cardinal (who was a papal legate) on his way from Acre to Antioch, together with Stephen 
of Perche. The latter is mentioned by Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, p. 78 as 
having deserted in Venice, moved to Apulia, and then sailed to Syria in 1203.

75   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, p. 70; transl., p. 43.
76   Devastatio Constantinopolitana, in Andrea, Contemporary Sources, pp. 214–15 and 333; 

Robert de Clari, The Conquest, p. 60. See also Vrankić, “Innocenz III.,” p. 259.
77   Robert de Clari, The Conquest, p. 64; transl., pp. 43–44. This may well be the papal let-

ter of October 1202, which was brought to Boniface of Montferrat in Venice by Peter, 
the abbot of the Cistercian abbey of Lucedio (Andrea and Moore, “A question,” p. 535; 
Vrankić, “Innocenz III.,” pp. 260–61). Since Boniface came to Zadar two weeks after the 
fall of the city, the letter mentioned by Robert de Clari could not have possibly referred to 
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letter to the crusaders, and, upon learning about its content, some refused to 
continue and to attack the city. Simon of Montfort and Enguerrand de Boves 
preferred instead to go to Hungary and spent the winter in that kingdom.78 
They were most likely the first to bring the news to King Emeric about what the 
crusaders were about to do. According to Geoffroy de Villehardouin, however, 
it was the abbot of the Cistercian abbey of Vaux, who forbade the crusaders, 
“in the name of the Pope of Rome” to attack Zadar, “for the people in it are 
Christians, and you wear the sign of the cross.”79 On November 11, however, the 
city was stormed and conquered, while its population surrendered.80 Although 
Zadar was divided between crusaders and Venetians, the two sides soon “be-
came involved in a grim and bitter hand-to-hand tussle,” which led to fierce 
clashes and many casualties on both sides.81 Tensions persisted in the crusad-
er army even after peace was restored between the allies, “for one party was 

Zadar, but was directed, more generally, to all crusaders, whom the pope threatened with 
excommunication if attacking any Christian city. Shortly before and after 1200, relations 
between the papacy and the city of Zadar were quite tense. The three archbishops of 
Zadar between 1179 and 1198 (Thebald, Damian, and Peter), were never confirmed by the 
pope. Archbishop Nicholas, elected in 1198, refused to go to Rome, when summoned by 
Innocent III and was duly excommunicated. He enjoyed the protection of Duke Andrew, 
and because of that he remained in office. Pope In October 1200, Innocent III asked King 
Emeric to remove Nicholas from his see (Vrankić, “Innocenz III.,” p. 253).

78   Robert the Clari, The Conquest, 64. According to Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, 
p. 62; transl., p. 54, Simon of Montfort made “a private agreement with our enemy the 
King of Hungary.” This suggests that Simon had been in contact with King Emeric, whom 
he probably informed of the crusaders’ intentions. It is interesting to note, on the other 
hand, that Thomas of Split, History 24, p. 146; transl., p. 147 singles out Simon of Montfort 
among the “more distinguished leaders of that army.” Historians believe that Thomas’s 
choice was based on the fame Simon would later win for himself as the leader of the 
Albigensian Crusade (Gračanin and Razum, “Toma Arhiđakon,” p. 52). The example of 
Enguerrand de Boves, lord of Coucy (ca. 1155–1223), was followed by his brother, Robert 
de Boves, lord of Fouencamps, who was later sent on a diplomatic mission to Rome, to 
obtain the pope’s absolution for the conquest of Zadar, but never came back to rejoin the 
crusaders (Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, pp. 90 and 92; Robert de Clari, The 
Conquest, p. 66).

79   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, p. 80; transl., p. 48. See Andrea and Moore, “A 
question,” p. 535 with n. 33.

80   Many refugees from Zadar went to the neighboring town of Nin, while others returned to 
Zadar within one or two years and “set about restoring their ruined houses as best as they 
could, and began to live in them again” (Thomas of Split, History 24, p. 150; transl., p. 151). 
During the 13th century, however, Zadar remained under the firm control of Venice.

81   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, p. 82; Robert de Clari, The Conquest, p. 66. 
According to the Devastatio Constantinopolitana, in Andrea, Contemporary Sources, p. 215 
and 333, “almost one hundred people were killed.”
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continually working to break up the army, and the other to keep it together.”82 
During the winter months, which the crusaders spent in Zadar, some deserted 
by sea, others “escaped by land, thinking to travel safely through Sclavonia; but 
the people of that country attacked them, killing a great number.”83

Although the events of 1202 are often presented as a turning point in the 
history of the Fourth Crusade, the conquest of Zadar had no immediate impact 
on the region. Writing half-a-century later, Thomas, Archdeacon of Split, spun 
the episode to suit his narrative goals, specifically his condemnation of her-
esy. According to Thomas, in addition to being “vastly rich,” and “swollen with 
pride,” believing that “there were none equal to them,” the inhabitants of Zadar 
“allowed themselves to be defiled with the sickness of heresy.”84 God there-
fore punished them with a pestilence that killed a great number of people, 
right before the attack of the crusaders.85 No contemporary source confirms 
Thomas’s claims either about the large number of heretics in Zadar, or about 
the pandemic prior to the sack of the city.86 Judging by the existing evidence, 
therefore, the conquest of Zadar was just another episode in the long series 
of 12th-century confrontations between Venice and Hungary (see chapter 16). 
Compared to the destruction brought by the Norman raids to Dyrrachion and 
northern Greece in the late 11th century, to Thebes and Corinth in 1147, and to 
Thessaloniki in 1185, the 1202 attack on Zadar was not particularly shocking. In 
a letter to Pope Innocent III, the Hungarian king protested the sack and occu-
pation of Zadar, but lacking any means to take the city back, he had to accept 
what was a fait accompli.87 Similarly, Pope Innocent III was forced to remove 
the excommunication with which he had threatened the crusaders, as he was 

82   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, p. 88; transl., p. 52.
83   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, p. 88; transl., p. 52.
84   Thomas of Split, History 24, pp. 144 and 146; transl., pp. 145 and 147. For the vocabulary of 

heresy in Thomas’s History, see Gračanin and Razum, “Toma Arhiđakon,” p. 51. Taking the 
testimony of Thomas’s History at face value, Queller and Madden, The Fourth Crusade,  
p. 65 wrongly believe that the pope later endorsed the sack of Zadar as a means of eradi-
cating the Bogomil heresy from the city.

85   Thomas of Split, History 24, p. 146; transl., p. 147; Gračanin and Razum, “Toma Arhiđakon,” 
p. 53.

86   Bozhilov, “Zadar.” Moreover, to make his point stronger, Archdeacon Thomas changed 
the chronology of events. According to him, the city was not taken on the feast of St. 
Martin (November 11), but on that of St. Chrysogonus (November 24). St. Chrysogonus 
was “the saint most venerated among them,” i.e., the patron saint of Zadar (Thomas of 
Split, History 24, pp. 146 and 148; transl., p. 147).

87   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, p. 88; Vrankić, “Innocenz III.,” p. 262.
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concerned as much with the diversion of the Fourth Crusade as with the effu-
sion of Christian blood caused by the crusaders.88

Only the conquest of Constantinople on April 13, 1204 drastically altered the 
balance of power in the entire Southeast European region and had long-term 
consequences. Even before the fall of the city, the Vlach ruler Johannitsa, who 
had meanwhile assumed the title of emperor of Bulgaria (see chapter 31), has-
tened to make overtures of peace to the crusaders, only to be rebuffed in the 
strongest terms possible.89 When Boniface of Montferrat began the conquest 
of Greece in October 1204, a fief had already been carved out of the European 
part of the Empire around the city of Philippopolis, next to the lands under 
Johannitsa’s control. Renier of Trit, a knight from Hainaut, occupied the city to-
gether with relatives, and began repairing and expanding some of the satellite 
forts, especially Stenimachos (present-day Asenovgrad, near Plovdiv, Bulgaria; 
Fig. 26.2).90 However, as the conquest of the Peloponnese was making prog-
ress, Renier was abandoned by many of his men, and, under constant attack 
from the Vlachs, he was forced to leave Philippopolis in February 1205 with a 
force of no more than 20 knights.91

Following the conquest of Constantinople, “not even the northern regions 
[of the Balkans] were exempted from the casting of lots,” as the territories 
under the direct or only nominal rule of Byzantium were allocated as fiefs by 
a partition committee of 12 Venetians and 12 crusaders.92 The Latin emper-
or got the region closest to the city stretching to the west up to a line from 

88   Calling Innocent’s letter of December 1202 to the crusaders a “paper tiger” (“eine 
Drohkulisse auf dem Papier”), Vrankić, “Innocenz III.,” pp. 265 and 270 points out the 
weak position of the pope, who subsequently lost all control of the crusade. By con-
trast, Andrea and Moore, “A question,” p. 538, have rightly noted that in that letter, Pope 
Innocent III in fact threatened a more severe form of excommunication (the formal ban 
of anathema with bell and candle), if crusaders would not repent. See also Angold, The 
Fourth Crusade, p. 16; Phillips, The Fourth Crusade, p. 125; Andrea and Moore, “A ques-
tion,” p. 542. For the English translation of the letter, see Andrea, Contemporary Sources,  
pp. 41–45.

89   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 613; Robert de Clari, The Conquest, p. 144. For the interpreta-
tion of his episode, see Pecican, Între cruciați și tătari, pp. 75–77; Curta, “Constantinople,” 
p. 453–54. For Vlachs as Saracens as a justification for the continuing crusade, see Cristea, 
“Epilogul.”

90   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, pp. 206, 224, and 226. For the archaeology of 
Asenovgrad, see Moreva-Arabova et al., “Arkheologicheski prouchvaniia.” For forts and 
villages in the hinterland of Philippopolis, see Stanev, “Belezhki.”

91   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, pp. 226 and 256.
92   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 595; transl., p. 327. It is unlikely that the “northern regions” 

to be apportioned included anything beyond southern Thrace and the hinterland of 
Constantinople.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   551 3/21/2019   5:08:24 PM



552 chapter 26

figure 26.2  Asenovgrad (Stenimachos), with a view of the two-storied Church of the Holy 
Mother of God. Established in the 11th century in the Rhodope Mountains, 
Stenimachos is mentioned as a fortress or as a castle in the sources of the 
Third and Fourth Crusade. The church was built in the 12th century with a 
rectangular tower, the first belfry in Balkan architecture to be integrated into 
the church building and placed above the narthex.
Photo by the author

Agathopolis (Akthopol, just north of the present-day Bulgarian-Turkish bor-
der) on the Black Sea coast, to Rhaidestos (Tekirdağ, Turkey), on the northern 
coast of the Sea of Marmara. Beyond that line were the Venetian lands, which 
included such important cities as Adrianople (Edirne, Turkey), Tzurullon 
(Çorlu, Turkey), and Kallipolis (Gelibolu, Turkey). From the Venetian lands up 
to Mosynopolis (near Komotini, Greece) were the lands of the crusaders and 
beyond that no territory was assigned to anyone. Greece was divided along 
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the Pindos Mountains between the crusader lands to the east and Venetian 
lands to the west, which also included the Peloponnese. With the exception 
of Philippopolis, granted to Renier of Trit, no lands in the valley of the river 
Marica were apportioned.93 Moreover, the actual conquest followed the parti-
tion only in very general lines. To be sure, the political and military circum-
stances following the conquest made changes to the initial partition necessary, 
and at the same time became a source of conflict. When Emperor Baldwin 
marched on Thessaloniki in the summer of 1204 and began seizing territory 
beyond the crusader lands by Mosynopolis, Boniface of Montferrat responded 
by attacking Adrianople, where in the absence of any Venetian garrison, the 
emperor had established his own men.94

In Greece proper, Boniface alone organized the conquest. Niketas Choniates 
noted with disgust how the inhabitants of the Thermopylae region “submit-
ted to the marquis [Boniface of Montferrat] readily in the base and despi-
cable spirit which is ever disposed to side with the more powerful.”95 Leo 
Sgouros and his private army, with which he had occupied Athens, were 
forced to withdraw to the Peloponnese, where the resistance concentrated on 
Corinth and Nauplion.96 At the siege of Nauplion, Boniface passed the com-
mand to Geoffrey of Villehardouin and to his fellow Champagnard, William 
of Champlitte.97 Their combined troops had no more than 500 men, only 
100 of whom were knights. With that, in May 1205, they managed to defeat 
at Koundoura (near Kiparissia, in northwestern Messenia) an army of 4,000 
local recruits and mercenaries sent from Epirus. Additional fighting took place 
in Coron (Koroni) and Kalamata, as well as Patras, but before the end of the 
year, much of central and southern Greece was in the hands of the crusaders.98 
William of Champlitte was proclaimed Prince of Achaia (soon to be replaced 
by Geoffrey), Otto de la Roche became the first duke of Athens (1205–1225), 
and the Venetians occupied Modon and Coron.99

93   For the partitio Romaniae, see Carile, “Partitio”; Lock, The Franks, pp. 45–51.
94   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, pp. 186, 188, and 190.
95   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 609; transl., p. 334.
96   For Leo Sgouros and his resistance, see Vlachopoulou, Leon Sgouras; Stamatis, “Leon 

Sgouros”; Chkhaidze, “Lev Sgur.”
97   Geoffrey of Villehardouin, The Conquest, pp. 214 and 216.
98   Monemvasia fell in 1249 to Prince William II, and sporadic resistance is documented after 

1250. Slavic rebels in the region of Mount Taigetos prompted the construction of castles, 
the archaeological investigation of which has only begun (Lock, “Castles”).

99   Nanetti, “Modalità.”
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4 Fifth Crusade

King Béla III’s crusader vow of 1195 or 1196 played an unusually significant role 
in the history of canon law. Pope Innocent III used it as a reference in his de-
cretal, Licet universis, in order to establish that one’s pledge to go on a crusade 
passed on to an heir, in that the son’s obligation to fulfill the father’s vow could 
be enforced, if necessary, by sequestration of the inherited estate.100 Béla III’s 
vow remained unfulfilled when his eldest son, Emeric, died in 1204. His broth-
er, King Andrew II (1205–1235) decided to discharge the vow by joining the 
preparations for the Fifth Crusade, together with his cousin, Duke Leopold VI 
Babenberg of Austria.101 Despite his claims to the throne of the Latin Empire 
of Constantinople (based on his marriage in 1215 to Yolanda of Courtenay, 
the sister of the first emperors of Constantinople, Baldwin I and Henry I), 
Andrew chose the sea route. He moved his troops to Split, after hiring “large 
vessels from Venice, Ancona, Zadar, and other cities along the Adriatic coast.”102 
Many of those who went with King Andrew to Outremer were recruited from 
Slavonia and Dalmatia, the territories over which he had exercised power even 
before becoming king.103 Some were his own relatives.104 The Hungarian cru-
saders arrived in Acre in early October 1217, after the army of Leopold. Joining 
ranks with forces from Antioch, Lebanon, and Cyprus, Andrew and Leopold 
met with John, King of Jerusalem and decided to organize a series of opera-
tions in northern Palestine. They crossed the river Jordan south of the Sea of 
Galilee, and followed the eastern shore northward. They crossed again at the 
ford of Jacob, and returned to Acre with sufficient supplies plundered from 
the hinterland of Bethsan. A second operation consisted in attacking the 
Muslim fortress on Mount Tabor, but no Hungarian troops are known to have 
participated in that operation. Despite Archdeacon Thomas’s claims that the 
Hungarian king “advanced a good distance inland from the coast, storming 
castles and towns and crushing underfoot every obstruction that stood in his 
way,” Andrew remained in Acre throughout the two months of his presence in 

100   Brundage, Medieval Canon Law, p. 78; Sweeney, “Hungary,” p. 475; Veszprémy, “The cru-
sade,” p. 89.

101   Powell, Anatomy, p. 76: Leopold, who had taken the cross in 1208 had supported Andrew’s 
bid for the Hungarian throne, against his brother Emeric.

102   Thomas of Split, History 25, p. 158; transl., p. 159. Andrew concluded a treaty with the 
Venetians, who provided ten huissiers to transport the Hungarian army at a rental of 550 
marks each. The ships were to be ready in Split on July 25, 1217. See Powell, Anatomy, p. 127; 
Kužić, “Kojim su brodovima”; Veszprémy, “The crusade,” p. 92 and “II. András”; Gračanin 
and Razum, “Toma Arhiđakon,” p. 56.

103   Kužić, Hrvati, pp. 49–59.
104   Powell, Anatomy, p. 128.
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Outremer.105 However, at Christmas, 500 knights organized a raid in the direc-
tion of Beaufort Castle, through the mountains of Lebanon, under the leader-
ship of a Hungarian nobleman. They were ambushed, and only a few managed 
to escape.106 Hungarian troops also participated in the operations meant to 
strengthen the fortifications around Acre, particularly Château Pélerin and 
Caesarea. By January 1218, however, King Andrew decided to return home.107 
On his way, he contracted a series of matrimonial alliances, betrothing his 
son Béla to the daughter of the Nicaean emperor Theodore I Laskaris and his 
daughter Maria to the Bulgarian emperor John II Asen (see chapter 30). “Thus 
did King Andrew complete his pilgrimage and return to his own kingdom.”108

105   Thomas of Split, History 25, p. 164; transl., p. 165; Veszprémy, “The crusade,” p. 96; 
Czamańska, “Aspekty,” p. 132.

106   Powell, Anatomy, p. 132. Veszprémy, “The crusade,” p. 97 notes that Arab sources mention 
that the leader of the raiders was the nephew of King Andrew, but no historical record 
make mention of him. For Hungarian crusaders in Arab sources, see Major, “A magyar 
keresztesek.”

107   Powell, Anatomy, pp. 133–34; Veszprémy, “The crusade,” pp. 97–98; Kužić, Hrvati,  
pp. 62–67. According to Thomas of Split, History 25, p. 164; transl., p. 165, the decision was 
associated with an assassination attempt by “evil and audacious men” who tried to poison 
Andrew. If so, it is possible that the king had learned about the poor state of affairs back 
home. Despite the protests and even the threat of excommunication from the patriarch 
of Jerusalem, Raoul of Merencourt (1214–1224), Andrew returned together with “his entire 
retinue.” For the presence in that retinue of a Polish duke, most likely Kazimierz of Opole 
(1211–1230), see Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, pp. 161–63 and 170–73. Some Hungarian 
troops remained in Outremer and later participated in the attack on Damietta, in Egypt 
(May 1218).

108   Thomas of Split, History 25, p. 164; transl., p. 165.
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chapter 27

Crusades in Eastern Europe

It remains unclear who exactly had the idea of countering Bernard of 
Clairvaux’s preaching of the crusade at the diet that took place in Frankfurt on 
March 13, 1147 by proposing that instead of going to the Holy Land, the Saxon 
noblemen in attendance would be authorized to launch a crusade against 
the pagan tribes east of the Elbe River.1 The main target were the so-called 
“Wends,” an umbrella-term for all Slavic-speaking peoples within the territory 
of the former Northern March (which had disappeared in the course of the 
rebellion of 983), as well as farther to the east.2 Bernard responded favorably 
to that idea, and at his specific recommendation, Pope Eugenius III issued 
Divini dispensatione consilii on April 11, 1147. Besides an opportunity to redirect, 
if not stop the violence inside Christian society, both Bernard and the pope 
stressed the specific quality of the “new” crusade: its prime objective was the 
conversion of the pagan people, by force if necessary. According to Bernard, 
no truce was to be made with the pagans until either they would convert, or 
they would be wiped out.3 The papal bull granted the Wendish crusaders the 
same indulgences as those that participants in the crusade to the Holy Land 
received.4 Two out of three contenders for the Danish throne—Sven III Grathe 

1   Kahl, Heidenfrage, pp. 623–32; Bysted et al., Jerusalem, pp. 45–46. Reynolds, The Prehistory, 
pp. 18–19 suggests that the initiative came from the “young lions,” the Welf princes Adolf of 
Holstein and Henry the Lion of Saxony, who had the most immediate interests in the expan-
sion across the Elbe.

2   As early as 1108, Archbishop Adalgod of Magdeburg (1107–1119) circulated a letter to secular 
and ecclesiastical rulers in Western Europe calling for an expedition against the Wends. The 
archbishop exhorted those who were ready to help in that expedition to imitate those “Gauls” 
who had liberated Jerusalem, and wrote of the territories lost to the Wends since 983 as “our 
Jerusalem.” Bysted et al., Jerusalem, pp. 29–30 believe that to have been the first crusade-in-
the-making against the Wends. For a detailed analysis of the letter, see Jensen, Crusading,  
pp. 112–15.

3   Reynolds, The Prehistory, pp. 21–22; Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland, pp. 129–30. For the eschato-
logical dimensions of the crusade objective set by Bernard, see Kahl, Heidenfrage, pp. 633–66. 
For Bernard continuing the goals set for rulers in the region by the Magdeburg Charter of 
1108, see Constable, “The place”; Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland, pp. 130–31.

4   The papal bull specifically associated the campaign against the Wends to those in Outremer 
and in Spain. However, unlike crusaders to the Holy Land, participants in the Wendish cru-
sade were not granted papal protection for their wives and children, freedom from legal suits, 
exemption from usury on past loans, and increased credit ability (Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The 
Popes, pp. 33–34).
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and Knud III Magnussen—announced their participation in the “new” cru-
sade, which they saw as an opportunity to curb the raids of the Slavic pirates 
on the Danish coasts. Bishop Henry Zdik of Olomouc, who had already been 
involved in missionary work in Prussia, exchanged his vows to take part in the 
crusade to the Holy Land for an obligation to join the Wendish crusaders.5 The 
bishop came with his troops at the gathering in Magdeburg (July 1147). There 
he met a Polish contingent under the command of “the brother of the duke of 
Poland,” most likely Mieszko (the future Mieszko III), who ruled at that time 
in neighboring Greater Poland.6 The crusading armies took Havelberg, then 
laid siege to two Slavic forts in the northern part of the lands between the Elbe 
and the Oder, and finally arrived outside the Pomeranian town of Szczecin 
(Fig. 27.1). There, they found the ramparts surmounted with crosses, and were 
met by Adalbert, Bishop of Pomerania (1140–1162), who rebuked the crusad-
ers for their idea of forcing conversion by military means.7 As a consequence 
of the following negotiations, conducted by Bishop Henry Zdik, the crusad-
ers decided to abandon the siege in exchange for a public confirmation from 
Duke Ratibor of Pomerania (1135–1156) that he would remain Christian.8 With 
that, the Wendish crusade came to an end. However, according to the Annals of 
Magdeburg, the expedition that Duke Bolesław IV (1146–1173) organized a few 
months later against the Prussians was part of the same campaign.9 Vincent 
Kadłubek, writing shortly before or after 1200, claims that after the expedi-
tion, the duke instituted a law in the conquered territories, according to which 
“those who would choose the Christian manner of worship would not be 
harmed either in person nor would their property suffer. But these who would 
not renounce the sacrilegious heathen rites would without delay be punished 
with death.”10 Whether or not Bolesław truly issued such a decree, its content, 

5    Canon of Vyšehrad, Continuation, s.a. 1141, p. 147; Monk of Sázava, Continuation s.a. 1147,  
p. 159. See also Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland, pp. 112–14.

6    Annals of Magdeburg, s.a. 1147, p. 189. For the identity of the leader of the Polish cru-
sader army, see Gładysz, Forgotten Crusaders, pp. 82–89; Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland,  
pp. 123–26.

7    Vincent of Prague, Annals, p. 663. For the conversion of Pomerania to Christianity, see 
Guth, “The Pomeranian missionary journeys”; Bysted et al., Jerusalem, pp. 32–34 and 36–
37; Rosik, Conversio.

8    Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland, p. 123.
9    Annals of Magdeburg, s.a. 1147, p. 188.
10   Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle III 30, p. 292; English translation from Güttner-Sporzyński, 

Poland, pp. 166–67. For Bolesław IV’s expedition to Prussia, see also Gładysz, Forgotten 
Crusaders, pp. 89–95.
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558 chapter 27

figure 27.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   558 3/21/2019   5:08:25 PM



559Crusades in Eastern Europe

as rendered by Vincent Kadłubek, is entirely “consistent with the preaching of 
Bernard of Clairvaux in support of the Wendish Crusade.”11

The crusade against the pagans in the northern parts of Eastern Europe 
raised serious problems, both theological and practical. The Wendish crusade 
was depicted as a defensive war in terms similar to those of other crusades. 
But it was, after all, not an effort to recuperate any territories that had once be-
longed to Christians. Moreover, the crusade was also a mission, since it sought 
the conversion of the pagans, albeit by means of armed force. The latter aspect 
of the crusades in the Baltic region has also troubled modern historians: “how 
far could the papacy order and support the conversion of the pagan popula-
tion through war and violence?”12 The idea of conversion seems to have taken 
front seat in the decades following the Wendish crusade. In the 1160s, Eskil, 
Archbishop of Lund (1137–1177) planned a mission to the eastern Baltic region, 
and appointed a monk named Fulco as bishop of Estonia.13 In a letter of 1172, 
Pope Alexander III promised an indulgence to all those who would fight the 
pagan Estonians, thus effectively proclaiming a (Danish) crusade in the east-
ern Baltic region.14 Nothing is known about any subsequent action and no mil-
itary activity is recorded in Estonia during the last quarter of the 12th century.

1 Livonia

In the 1180s, another mission started among the Livs of present-day Latvia 
with an Augustinian canon named Meinhard, who established himself at 
Üxküll (now Ikšķile, in central Latvia) on the Lower Daugava River (Fig. 27.2). 

11   Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland, p. 167.
12   Bombi, “The debate,” p. 751; Bysted et al., Jerusalem, pp. 76–81. See also Eihmane, “Baltic 

crusades”; Jensen, “God’s war.” For the historiography of the Baltic crusades, see also 
Ekdahl, “Crusades”; Güttner-Sporzyński, “Recent issues.”

13   Rebane, “From Fulco to Theoderic,” pp. 41–48; Bysted et al., Jerusalem, p. 140; Blomkvist, 
“Early agents.” It remains unclear whether Fulco ever went to Estonia (Jähnig, 
“Zisterzienser,” pp. 74–75). A monk of Estonian origin, named Nicholas, who had until 
then resided in a Norwegian monastery, was supposed to accompany Fulco (Bombi, 
Novella, pp. 50–51). For the influence on Eskil of Bernard of Clairvaux’s ideas about the 
northern crusade, see Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, p. 53.

14   Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, pp. 55 and 59–60; Nyberg, “The Danish Church”; Tarvel, 
“Taani idapoliitika”; Olesen, “Danish crusades”; Bysted et al., Jerusalem, p. 140. The planned 
crusade was most likely a convenient way to eliminate the threat that Curonians (inhabit-
ants of the coastal lands in western Lithuania) and Osilians (inhabitants of the island of 
Saaremaa) posed to Danish merchants going to, or returning from Rus’ (Selart, Livonia,  
p. 52).
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figure 27.2  
Principal sites mentioned in 
the text (medieval names in 
italics). Numbers indicate sites 
in the list at Fig. 27.1.
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According to Henry of Livonia, Meinhard came “with a band of merchants sim-
ply for the sake of Christ and only to preach.”15 Üxküll was strategically located 
on a major trade route to the Rus’ principality of Polotsk, and it is no surprise 
that in order to begin his mission and build the first church, Meinhard asked 
permission from a prince of Polotsk named Woldemarus (Vladimir), to whom 
the local Livs used to pay tribute.16 Some have rightly pointed out the com-
mercial underpinnings of Meinhard’s mission and of the Baltic crusades, in 
general.17 He had the support of Hartwig II, Archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen 
(1185–1207), who ordained him suffragan bishop of Livonia and thus brought 
him to the attention of Pope Clement III (1187–1191). To convince the Livs to 
convert to Christianity, Meinhard preached to, and cajoled the chieftains.18 But 
he also used military force to defend the positions he had already gained. He 
built two forts at Üxküll and Holme (on a small island near Salaspils, south of 
Riga) to protect them from attacks from Lithuania.19 But in the end, his mission 
had very limited success.20 Berthold, a Cistercian who was appointed bishop 
after Meinhard’s death in 1196, had even less success: he was killed while on 
a crusade against the Livs in 1198.21 Following the large number of apostates 
and breaches of promises to convert, Pope Celestine III (1191–1198) had in fact 

15   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle I 2, p. 4; transl., p. 26. Meinhard was most likely a descendant 
of ministerials from Bremen, with ties to the merchant class of that city.

16   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle I 3, p. 4; Lind, “Collaboration,” p. 125. No prince by that name 
is known from any Rus’ sources to have ruled in Polotsk in the 1180s. However, in the late 
12th century, the principality broke into smaller parts (Polotsk, Vitebsk, Minsk, Drutsk, 
and Logoisk), each ruled by members of the local dynasty of Rurikid princes descending 
from Iziaslav, the son of Vladimir I. For the identity of Vladimir of Polotsk mentioned 
in Henry’s Chronicle, see Selart, Livonia, pp. 78–80. For the church in Üxküll, see Caune 
and Ose, Latvijas viduslaiku mūra baznīcas, p. 155–66. For the Lower Daugava as an im-
portant trade route ever since the Viking age, see Radiņš, “Prekybos.” For the early pres-
ence of German merchants in the region, see Leimus, “Wann und woher”; Radiņš, “Some 
notes.” The legal basis for the Daugava trade throughout the Middle Ages was laid by 
the 1229 treaty between Rus’, Gotland, and Riga, for which see Ivanovs and Kuzņecovs, 
Smoļenskas-Rīgas aktis; Petrukhin, “O novom izdanii.”

17   Munzinger, “The profits.”
18   Kucinskis, San Meinardo; Zühlke, “Bischof Meinhard.” For the Baltic tribe of the Livs, see 

Mugurēvičs et al., “Livy.” For the archaeology of the Livs, see Šnē, “Archaeological evi-
dence”; Spirģis, Bruņrupuču saktas.

19   Caune, “Steinburgen.” For Holme, see also Mugurēvičs, “Die Dorfsiedlung.”
20   Contra: Bysted et al., Jerusalem, p. 162.
21   Bysted et al., Jerusalem, pp. 167–68; Tamm, “The Livonian Crusade.” For the mission in 

Livonia, see Hellmann, “Grundlagen”; Mugurēvičs, “Die Verbreitung”; Buša, “Kriestitības 
izplatīšanās”; Dygo, “Mission”; Jensen, “The nature.”
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granted “remission of sins to all those who should take the cross and arm them-
selves against the perfidious Livonians.”22

Tapping into the growing enthusiasm for crusading, Albert of Buxhövden, 
the third bishop of Livonia (1199–1229), took a more systematic approach. In 
1199, he successfully recruited 500 crusaders in Gotland and “afterwards, cross-
ing through Denmark, he received gifts from King Canute, Duke Waldemar, 
and Archbishop Absalon.”23 He moved the episcopal see to Riga, which was 
founded in 1202 as a permanent trade colony in Livonia, inhabited by German 
merchants.24 Bishop Albert entrusted the defense of his diocese to a new mili-
tary order, specifically created for the occasion—the Livonian Brothers of the 
Sword.25 But he also toured annually throughout northern Germany, his home-
land, to recruit crusaders and personnel for the administration of Livonia. At 
the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, he obtained the removal of his see from the 
jurisdiction of the archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen and its direct subordina-
tion to Rome, which turned Livonia into a crusading territory.26 Bishop Albert’s 
interest soon shifted to the forceful conversion of the population of present-
day Estonia, but he was unable to wrest the northern part of the country, par-
ticularly Reval (now Tallinn), from Danish control. Meanwhile, an expedition 
organized in 1206 by the archbishop of Lund, Anders Sunesen (1201–1228), to-
gether with the Danish king Valdemar II (1202–1241) temporarily conquered 
the island of Ösel (Saaremaa).27 On his way back, the archbishop stopped in 
Riga, where he “gave instruction in theology” and encouraged priests to preach 
among the pagans.28 In 1219, a crusade to Estonia headed by King Valdemar II 
resulted in the construction of a new fortress at Reval (Tallinn) and the con-

22   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle II 3, pp. 14 and 16; transl., p. 32; see also Chronicle I 12, p. 12; 
transl., p. 30. According to Arnold of Lübeck, Chronicle V 30, pp. 214–15, Pope Celestine III 
allowed those who had taken a vow to join the crusade in the Outremer, to go to Livonia 
instead. See also Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, pp. 69–70; Bombi, “Celestine III.”

23   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle III 2, p. 22; transl., p. 35. See also Reynolds, The Prehistory,  
p. 159; Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, p. 80.

24   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle VI 3, p. 32. For the archaeology of medieval Riga, see Caune, 
Senā Rīga and “Arkheologicheskie svidetel’stva.”

25   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle VI 4, p. 34. To be sure, Henry credits Theodoric of Treiden, the 
abbot of the Dünamünde Cistercian monastery with the creation of the order. See Bombi, 
“Innocent III.” For the Livonian Brothers of the Sword, see also Mugurēvičs, “The military 
activity.”

26   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle XIX 7, p. 248; transl., p. 152. See Bombi, Novella, pp. 249–59.
27   Vunk, Ristisõjud, pp. 63–65; Mägi, “Ösel”; Bombi, Novella, pp. 156–59. For the 

Christianization of northern Estonia, see Kala, “Old Livonia”; Tamm, “Le rôle.” For the 
conversion of Saaremaa, see Mägi, “From paganism to Christianity.”

28   Henry of Livonia, Chronicle X 13–14, pp. 80 and 82; transl., pp. 64–65. In Riga, Archbishop 
Anders Sunesen probably planned the Danish expedition into southern Estonia that took 
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version of the inhabitants of northern Estonia.29 The crusade led to an open 
conflict with Albert of Buxhövden and the Sword-Brothers, which the papal 
legate William of Modena unsuccessfully tried to solve in 1225.30

During the first half of the 13th century, the remarkable success of the con-
quest brought Livonians in direct conflict with the neighboring Rus’ princes. 
Polotsk, Pskov, and Novgorod—all extracted tribute from Livs and Letts, but 
did not promote Orthodox Christianity among them by aggressive missions.31 
In response to Catholic proselytism, however, the Rus’ princes began to push 
the cause of Orthodoxy among the pagan tribes. Although no crusade was 
proclaimed against the Orthodox (whom papal sources consistently labeled 
“schismatics” in reference to the events of 1054), the Baltic lands became the 
northern branch of the East European frontier between Catholicism and 
Orthodoxy established in the aftermath of the Fourth Crusade.32

2 Prussia

How was it possible for Albert of Buxhövden to succeed where two other 
missions (those of Meinhard and Theoderic) had failed? Albert’s conquest 
was based on a new warfare technology employing siege machine, stone 

place in 1208 (Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, p. 82 with n. 14). For Sunesen, see Nielsen, 
“The missionary man.”

29   Vunk, Ristisõjud, pp. 100–03; Bysted et al., Jerusalem, pp. 199–209 point out that the story 
of the Danish flag (Dannebrog) descending from heavens to save the Danes from defeat in 
the battle of Lyndanise is the (inadvertent) creation of a 16th-century Danish Franciscan, 
not a medieval myth. For the archaeology of Reval, see Mäll, “Arheoloogilise kultuurkihi.” 
For the continuing Danish involvement in the Livonian crusade, see Fonnesberg-Schmidt, 
“De skandinaviske kongemagters korstogserobringer”; Nazarova, “Daniia”; Selart, “Die 
Kreuzzüge.”

30   Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, pp. 135 and 170–75; Mäesalu, “Päpstliche Gewalt,” “A 
crusader conflict,” and “Päpstliche und kaiserliche Machtansprüche”; Leimus, “Modena 
Wilhelmi.”

31   For the tribute, see Nazarova, “Latgal’skaia dan’”; Selart, “Vlast’” and “Gab es eine altrus-
sische Tributherrschaft.” For relations between Livonia and Polotsk, see Aleksandrov and 
Volodikhin, Bor’ba. For relations between Livonia and Pskov, see Nazarova, “Pskov.” For 
relations between Livonia, Pskov, and Novgorod, see Nazarova, “Mesto.”

32   Several authors have advanced the idea that Livonia served as launchpad for crusades 
against the Orthodox Rus’ (Nazarova, “Krestovyi pokhod”; Lind, “Scandinavian Nemtsy” 
and “Russian echoes,” pp. 216–17; Bysted et al., Jerusalem, pp. 272–80). However, it has 
been recently and definitively demonstrated that in the “course of the 13th century, no 
crusade was planned in Livonia directly against Rus’” (Selart, Livonia, p. 309; see also 
Selart, “Confessional conflict”). The relevant sources have been collected and published 
with commentaries by Matuzova and Nazarova, Krestonoscy.
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fortifications, and heavy cavalry.33 His success was quickly imitated in other 
areas, especially in the region south of the Vistula Delta. In Prussia, the early 
missionary efforts were associated with the name of Bishop Christian, sup-
ported by Duke Conrad of Mazovia (see chapter 24).34 For the defense of the 
new converts, Christian urged the formation of yet another military order, the 
Knights of Christ of Prussia (also known as the Knights of Dobrzyń), with a rule 
modeled after that of the Templars.35 However, Prussian attacks devastated the 
bishopric, as well as the neighboring Polish regions of Kuyavia and Mazovia. 
Those were the circumstances under which Duke Conrad decided to invite the 
German Order of St. Mary (the Teutonic Knights), the members of which had 
just been expelled from Transylvania by King Andrew II (1225).36 The Knights 
were promised the core area of the bishopric of Christian, namely the region 
around Kulm (Chełmno), in exchange for their services.37 In the course of only 
five years (1225–1230), Hermann of Salza, the grand master of the Order, negoti-
ated the terms of the settlement, and began expanding his network of connec-
tions in Rome and at the imperial court. Through the Golden Bull of Rimini 
(1226), Frederick II granted full authority of imperial prince to Hermann for 
the region of Kulm, which eight years later was transferred to special papal 
protection.38 In the process, the Knights managed to remove any stipulations 
referring to Polish overlordship from the final documents of the negotiated 
settlement.39

The conquest began in earnest in 1230, when Pope Gregory IX granted full 
indulgence to all participants in the crusade against Prussians. Only six years 
later, defeated by Lithuanians and Semgallians at the battle of Saulė (unknown 
location in northern Lithuania, in the environs of Šiauliai), the Livonian 
Brothers of the Sword accepted incorporation into the Teutonic Order, after 
themselves incorporating the Knights of Dobrzyń.40 The Teutonic conquest, 

33   Kasekamp, “Characteristics”; Jensen, “Bigger and better”; Mäesalu, “Die Rolle” and 
“Mechanical artillery”; Turnbull, “Crossbows.”

34   Wyrwa, “Biskup Chrystian”; Szczepański, “Chrystian.”
35   Starnawska, “Crusade orders,” p. 128 and “Military orders,” pp. 420–21; Carpini, “Militia 

Christi”; Güttner-Sporzyński, Poland, p. 207.
36   Pósán, “Prussian missions.” For the early history of the Order of St. Mary in Prussia, see 

Urban, The Teutonic Knights. Only five years later, the Knights of Calatrava, a military-
monastic order from Spain, took over the stronghold of Tymawa in Pomerania, but played 
no significant role in the Baltic crusades (Starnawska, “Military orders,” pp. 422–23).

37   Jasiński, “Okoliczności.”
38   Jasiński, “The Golden Bull”; Powierski, “Krzyżacy.”
39   Urban, The Prussian Crusade, p. 98; Masan, “Dyplomatychne zabezpechennia.”
40   Militzer, Von Akkon zur Marienburg, pp. 362–64. Some of the Knights of Christ joined the 

Teutonic Order in 1235, others were resettled by Duke Conrad of Mazovia at Drohiczyn 
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moving gradually from the region of Kulm northwards along the Vistula, in 
the direction of the Baltic coast, first targeted the Prussian tribes in Pomesania 
and Pogesania—the two regions south of the Baltic coast between the Vistula 
and the Nogat rivers.41 The conquest introduced the military architecture from 
the crusader states in the Near East.42 The first castles were built at Kulm and 
Marienwerder (now Kwidzyn, in northern Poland). The former is located in 
fact in present-day Stargród (to the southwest from Chełmno). The castle is 
first mentioned in 1232, and became the site of one of the earliest command-
eries. However, next to nothing is known about it in archaeological terms. 
Kulm (Chełmno) was established as a town in 1233, with a castle garrisoned 
by the Order attached to it in the 1240s. The town was relocated in 1251, but 
the castle remained.43 Marienwerder was founded in 1233 as a fortification in 
the fens around the Vistula Delta, and a settlement developed nearby, which 
was destroyed during the first Prussian uprising. When the castle was rebuilt 
of brick and stone, the settlement began to grow, taking advantage of the ex-
tensive works of drainage and embankments that made the marshy fenlands 
inhabitable.44

By 1236, the Knights had reached the shore of the Baltic Sea, where they 
established Elbing (now Elbląg, northern Poland) as a timber fortress, with a 
nearby settlement around a Dominican friary. The fortification was rebuilt in 
stone and brick in 1240, when the town acquired the “German town law” of 
Lübeck, with rights spelled out in a great number of articles. On that occa-
sion, a church was also built inside the castle, which was to house a most pre-
cious relic—a fragment of the True Cross—that Emperor Frederick II gave as 
a gift to the grand master Herrman of Salza in 1233. Archaeological excavations 
in Elbląg have produced evidence of a leatherworking shop, as well as of im-
ported goods, including wine jugs from Saintonge in France, a clear sign of the 
prosperity that some inhabitants of the town enjoyed during the last quarter of 

on the eastern frontier of his duchy, towards Sudovia and the Rus’ principalities of 
Halych-Volhynia and Polotsk. For the battle of Saulė, see Dubonis, “Dų simtai pskoviečių”; 
Dedumietis, “The battle”; Baronas and Rowell, The Conversion, p. 62.

41   The crusade against the Pogesanians, which took place in 1236, employed ships on which 
the crusaders sailed down the river Nogat, then up the river Elbing (Pluskowski, The 
Archaeology, pp. 13–14).

42   To be sure, the early fortifications built by crusading armies in Prussia were timber and 
earth structures, not unlike earlier strongholds built in the area. The Teutonic Knights 
also took over a number of already existing strongholds in the region of Kulm. But by the 
late 13th century, the Knights reorganized the fortification network and began building 
“conventual castles” out of brick. See Poliński, “Problematyka”; Wiewióra,. “Gród i zamek.”

43   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 114–15.
44   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, p. 121.
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the 13th century.45 From the Baltic, the conquest pushed back into the interior 
of Sudovia (the southwestern part of present-day Lithuania and the northeast-
ern part of Poland) and up into the Sambian Peninsula (within the present-
day region of Kaliningrad, Russia). The conquest was met with considerable 
resistance, but the Knights encouraged Dominican missions, which performed 
wholesale baptisms in exchange for peace.46

A major Prussian revolt temporarily halted the conquest in 1240. In the 
process of quelling that rebellion, the Teutonic Knights moved into western 
Lithuania and conquered Curonia.47 More castles were built in Sambia, but 
none in Nadruvia (now divided between the Warmian-Mazurian voivodship 
in Poland and the southeastern part of the Kaliningrad region of Russia) and 
Sudovia.48 The Order received support from various corners. In 1245, Pope 
Innocent IV allowed the Knights to recruit crusaders at their discretion, and 
without any public preaching.49 Several rulers and magnates from Central and 
East Central Europe obliged. A considerable crusading force from Bohemia led 
by King Přemysl II Otakar (see chapter 19) advanced in 1254 into Sambia. The 
fortification overlooking the river Pregel at Königsberg (now Kaliningrad) was 
named after the Bohemian king, who sponsored its building.

By the mid-thirteenth century, the Order began to push into Žemaitija, both 
from the south (from Prussia) and from the north (from Livonia). A new fortifi-
cation was established in 1252 at Memel (now Klaipėda, in western Lithuania), 
a strategically important position with easy access both to the Baltic Sea and 
to the Curonian Spit, which served as a land bridge between the Prussian and 
Livonian holdings of the Order.50 A town was established nearby in 1256, but 
its existence was precarious on the frontier with Žemaitija, as the Samogitians 
successfully raided Curonia, inflicting defeats and considerable casualties on 

45   Nawrolska, “Elbing,” “Archaeological evidence,” and “Handicrafts”; Powierski, “Początek.”
46   Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, pp. 210–15; Trupinda, “Wizerunek”; Reynolds, The 

Prehistory, pp. 94–119.
47   Baranov, “Zavoevanie.”
48   For the Sambian castle at Brandenburg (now Ushakovo, in the Kaliningrad region 

of Russia), and for the lack of castles in Nadruvia and Sudovia, see Pluskowski, The 
Archaeology, pp. 128 and 132–33. The Knights supported a vast building program, for 
which they made use of forced labor from the native Prussians. For the question of the or-
igin of the castle design, see Pluskowski, The Archaeology, p. 152. For castles in Livonia, see 
Mandel, “Läänemaa linnused.” Most famous among them is Fellin (now Viljandi, in south-
central Estonia), for which see Valk, “About the role” and “New data”; Haak, “Excavations” 
and “Archaeological investigations.”

49   Fonnesberg-Schmidt, The Popes, pp. 227–28. Fifteen years later, the Knights could send 
their own preachers to recruit crusaders.

50   Žulkus, Viduramžių Klaipėda.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   566 3/21/2019   5:08:26 PM



567Crusades in Eastern Europe

their Teutonic enemies. Their most resounding victory at Durbė (July 13, 1260) 
coincided in time with the second revolt of the Prussians under the leadership 
of a Natangian nobleman named Henry Monte. Having spent more than ten 
years as a captive in Magdeburg and learned from the methods and tactics 
of his enemies, Henry Monte adopted an effective form of guerilla warfare. 
Many castles in Sambia were taken and destroyed, and garrisons massacred. 
The master of Prussia (the deputy of the grand master) was killed in battle with 
the Natangians, while both Sudovians and Lithuanians joined the revolt. The 
latter even managed to take Kulm and other forts. The rebels systematically 
killed priests, German merchants and settlers, as well as any native Prussians 
perceived as cooperating with the Knights.51 To quell the rebellion, the Knights 
benefited from the proclamation of new crusades: in 1264, led by Albert I, Duke 
of Brunswick, and in 1267, led, again, by King Přemysl II Otakar. Henry Monte 
was captured in 1272 by crusaders, and executed. Resistance continued in the 
marshy lands of Pogesania, but by 1275, the Order managed to conquer back 
all lost territories. Another, much smaller rebellion broke out in 1277. Those 
rebellions, and the subsequent crusades and pacification campaigns resulted 
in massive demographic changes, as the Knights forcefully moved large groups 
of population elsewhere, in an attempt to curb any possible resistance and 
to break tribal loyalties.52 At the end of the 13th century, both Nadruvia and 
Sudovia became largely depopulated, which large tracts of forest operating as 
buffers towards Lithuania. Inside Pogesania and in the Kulm region the place 
of the natives was taken by settlers, some from neighboring Polish territories 
(especially Mazovia), others from lands farther to the west, inside the Empire. 
The settlers brought new agricultural techniques, which quickly and dramati-
cally increased production.53 To stimulate the economy, the Teutonic Order 
began minting its own coinage in the mid-13th century, but the weight and 
number of coins decreased in the 1260s, no doubt as a consequence of the 
great Prussian uprising.54

The relation between settlers and Knights is best illustrated by the watch-
tower from Podzamcze, only 2.5 miles to the north from Marienwerder. 
The tower built there in 1233 by the Order was granted in 1236 to a German 
knight named Dietrich of Tiefenau, together with some 12,000 acres of land 
around it. The archaeological excavations at the site produced evidence of 

51   The only study dedicated to the Great Prussian Uprising of 1260 remains Urban, “Henry 
Monte.”

52   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 15–17.
53   Erlen, Europäischer Landesausbau.
54   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, p. 172.
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the transformation of the tower into Dietrich’s own residence, which was de-
stroyed during the Prussian uprising of the 1240s.55 Peasant settlements began 
to appear in great numbers only after 1280, as the conquest of Prussia came to 
an end and the new landlords fell safe to bring settlers, especially to the core 
areas of the Kulm region.56 The Knights granted privileges to settlers to move 
into newly founded towns in Thorn (now Toruń) and Kulm.57 Established in 
1233, Thorn was relocated three years later a little farther to the west, to a loca-
tion less prone to flooding (Fig. 27.3). A New Town was established in 1264 just 
outside the ramparts, and it received its own brick walls in the last decades 
of the century. Two large buildings were erected, one of which was used as 
trading house. The Franciscan convent was established on the western side in 
1239, while the Dominicans built their church of St. Nicholas on the northern 
side of the New Town.58 The Teutonic Knights introduced their own variant of 
“German town law” (the so-called Kulm law), which was adopted by all cities 
founded within the territory controlled by the Order.59 Natives who survived 
were either forced to blend into the society of the conquerors or reduced to 
the status of serfs on estates owned by German landlords. Entire ethnic groups, 
primarily the Nadruvians and the Sudovians, disappeared from the historical 
record. Scholars tend to depict the Baltic crusades as the annihilation of local 
populations and the drastic changes in the physical, linguistic, economic, and 
cultural makeup of the region.60 There is, however, plenty of evidence of adap-
tation, survival, and resistance.61 The ideological construction of the (pagan) 
enemy often employed stereotypes in use on other crusading fronts, but there 
are also many episodes of cooperation and mutual respect.62 Moreover, the 
highly symbolic use of violence and cruelty in the conflict has only recently 
received scholarly attention.63

55   Haftka, “Wieża mieszkalno-obronna.”
56   For the archaeology of Prussian colonization, see Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 104–12. 

Urban, The Prussian Crusade, p. 356 notes that the number of land grants diminished after 
1280, when there was more need for taxes than for military service.

57   Gładysz, Forgotten Crusaders, p. 199. For German-speaking settlers in Prussia, see Hucker, 
“Expansion.”

58   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 115–16 and 209–11. The bricks employed for the oldest 
parts of the town walls may have been brought from Silesia, a region from which settlers 
came that are known to have established themselves in Thorn.

59   Jensen, “Urban life.” For the Kulm law, see Carruthers, “Making territories,” pp. 6–10.
60   Most typical for this approach is Urban, The Baltic Crusade and “Victims.” For more bal-

anced views, see Sagvolden, “Korstogene”; Blomkvist, The Discovery.
61   Kala, “Rural society.”
62   Kaljundi, “Waiting for the barbarians”; Murray, “Heathens.” For cooperation and mutual 

trust, see Mažeika, “Of cabbages and knights” and “Amicable enmity.”
63   Melani, “Crudeltà rituale.”
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3 Lithuania

The military campaigns sometimes crossed into Rus’ territory, reaching as far 
east as the lakes Pskov and Peipus. The Knights conquered Pskov and Izborsk in 
1240, only to lose them two years later to Prince Alexander Nevskii of Novgorod.64 
Alexander defeated the Knights in the Battle on the Ice (April 5, 1242), which 
stopped the expansion of the Order into Rus’ territory.65 To the south, however, 
the military pressure led to more favorable developments. In order to ward off 
Teutonic attacks, the Lithuanian prince Mindaugas accepted baptism in the 

64   Andreev, “Aleksandr Nevskii.”
65   Hellie, “Alexander Nevskii’s April 5”; Ostrowski, “Alexander Nevskii’s ‘Battle on the Ice’”; 

Selart, Livonia, pp. 159–70.

figure 27.3  Toruń, view of the Old Town from the opposite (western) bank of the river 
Vistula, with the Cathedral of Sts. John the Evangelist and John the Baptist 
from the opposite (western) bank of the river Vistula. Founded in 1233, Thorn 
initially stretched for two miles on the eastern bank, but was destroyed by 
some thirty years later. During the first half of the 14th century, the Old Town 
was rebuilt in brick on a modular grid, and the cathedral was erected on the 
site of the old parish church.
Photo by Gregory Leighton

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   569 3/21/2019   5:08:26 PM



570 chapter 27

Catholic faith in 1251.66 A priest of the Order named Christian was appointed 
bishop of Lithuania in 1253 by the new archbishop of Riga, Albert Suerbeer 
(1253–1273), to whom Christian had to swear submission, against papal or-
ders. Mindaugas was crowned king in that same year by Bishop Heidenreich 
of Kulm (1245–1263), with papal authorization.67 However, when in 1260 the 
Samogitians (who lived in Žemaitija, the northwestern part of present-day 
Lithuania) wiped out the Livonian branch of the Brothers of the Sword (that 
had not been incorporated into the Order) at the battle of Durbė (now in west-
ern Latvia), Mindaugas abandoned the Teutonic Order, and allied himself with 
Alexander Nevskii.68 He attacked the headquarters of the Livonian Knights at 
Wenden (now Cēsis, in northern Latvia), but failed to take the castle. He was 
assassinated one year later by his nephew, Treniota, who had gathered much 
support inside Lithuania because of successful raids deep into Poland, Prussia, 
and Livonia. Treniota was murdered soon after that, and so was his successor, 
Vaišvilkas, Mindaugas’s son. Traidenis, who assumed power ca. 1270 contin-
ued Mindaugas’s hostile policy towards the Knights, against whom he sought 
Polish allies.69 The war between the Order and Lithuania intensified under 

66   A formidable alliance had formed in 1250 against Lithuania: Nicholas, Bishop of Riga 
(1231–1253); Andrew II of Stirland, the master of the Livonian branch of the Teutonic 
Order (1247–1253); Daniel, Prince of Halych (1205–1255); tribesmen from northern 
Žemaitija and from Yatvingia (southwestern Lithuania). Encircled by his enemies, 
Mindaugas approached the master of the Livonian Knights to whom he proposed conver-
sion to Christianity in exchange for military assistance against his other enemies. He was 
baptized in 1251 by Bishop Nicholas, who one year earlier had also baptized Mindaugas’s 
main Lithuanian rival, Tautvilas. See Baronas and Rowell, The Conversion, pp. 78–79. As 
Gudavičius, Mindaugas, pp. 211–27 points out, the alliance was linked to factions inside 
Lithuania that opposed Mindaugas. For the hostility between Halych and Lithuania, see 
Bartnicki, “Polityka.”

67   Baronas and Rowell, The Conversion, pp. 80 and 82 with nn. 97 and 98. Another bishop of 
Lithuania was also consecrated in 1253 by the Archbishop of Gniezno, Fulko I (1232–1258) 
(Mažeika, “When crusader and pagan agree,” pp. 206–07). No source mentions either 
the place, or the exact date of the coronation. Nonetheless, the celebration in modern 
Lithuania of Statehood Day on July 6 is based on the theories of the Lithuanian historian 
Edvardas Gudavičius’s about the exact date of Mindaugas’s coronation.

68   Baronas and Rowell, The Conversion, pp. 97 and 103 point out that Mindaugas’s reason 
for such a political tack must have been the devastating Mongol invasion of Lithuania 
(1258/1259). Many historians assume that Mindaugas also abandoned the Christian faith, 
but there is in fact no firm evidence for his apostasy. His alliance with Alexander Nevskii 
opened a long period of close relations between Novgorod and Lithuania, for which see 
Ianin, Novgorod.

69   Traidenis’s daughter Gaudemantė (who took the name Sophia at baptism) married Duke 
Bolesław II of Mazovia (1262–1313) in 1279. This opened a long series of matrimonial alli-
ances between Poland and Lithuania, for which see Blaszczyk, “Małżeństwa dynastyczne.”
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Vytenis, who came to power ca. 1295. He got involved in the conflict between 
the Knights and the city of Riga, during which the Lithuanians obtained a se-
ries of victories against the Order and managed to establish a garrison in Riga.70 
By 1300, therefore, despite the fact that the conquest of Prussia and Livonia 
had essentially ended more than a decade earlier, the expansion of the Order 
to the south was blocked by the growing power of Lithuania. Besides offer-
ing a pretext for a continuing (“eternal”) crusade against Lithuania (although 
no crusade is known to have been officially proclaimed in that direction), this 
situation encouraged the expansion of the Order to the west, in the direction 
of Pomerania.71 Danzig (present-day Gdańsk) fell in 1308, and one year later, 
the headquarters of the Order moved permanently from Venice to Marienburg 
(now Malbork, in northern Poland), a castle built ca. 1280 (Fig. 27.4).72

Although the estimated number of Knights in Prussia before ca. 1300 was 
no larger than 700, the lands over which the Order ruled had been claimed 
as papal territory by Pope Gregory IX, to be administered by the Knights as 
their state, with its own political and administrative structure.73 At the head 
of that structure was the grand master elected for life. The government of that 
state was divided into military, financial, hospital, commissary, and treasury 
departments. The minimal unit of administration was the commandery, intro-
duced in 1246 by Grand Master Henry of Hohenlohe (1244–1249). According 
to the rule of the Order, as applied to the Holy Land, each commandery was 
supposed to have twelve brothers (a symbolic reference to the Apostles), 
ruled by a commander. In Prussia, however, the number of brother-knights in 
each commandery varied greatly.74 Trade was controlled by the chief agents 
at Marienburg and Königsberg, and remarkably well preserved archives now 
shed much light on trade management and far-reaching operations inside 
the Teutonic Order state. Moreover, during the 14th century, the chief cities in 
Prussia and Livonia—Danzig, Elbing, Thorn, and Riga—became members of 
the Hanseatic league.75

70   Rowell, Lithuania Ascending, pp. 57–58.
71   Rowell, Lithuania Ascending, p. 10.
72   For the conquest of Danzig, see Milliman, “The Slippery Memory”, pp. 139–42. Very little is 

known about the early history of Marienburg (Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 176–78).
73   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, p. 15. For the estimated number of Knights, see Urban, The 

Prussian Crusade, p. 151.
74   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, p. 142.
75   Hoffmann, “Die Anfänge”; Dumschat, “Die Wirtschaftsbeziehungen”; Czaja, “Die Anfänge.”
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figure 27.4  Malbork, panoramic view of the castle from the west, across the river Nogat. 
The earliest castle was built ca. 1280, with the high castle visible in the middle 
completely rebuilt during the first half of the 14th century. During that  
century, the Great Refectory and the Grand Master’s palace to the left were 
built on top of the outer bailey of the old castle. The two large towers in front 
of the high castle were built in the 15th century to flank the eastern end of a 
bridge across the river.
Photo by Gregory Leighton

4 Crusades against the Orthodox

During the second half of the thirteenth century, the crusade was proclaimed 
several times against the Mongols (see chapter 31), but to little, if any effect.76 
However, the crusade had at the same time become a tool used in internal con-
flicts. Pope Alexander IV (1254–1261) proclaimed a crusade against Bolesław II,  
Duke of Legnica (1248–1278) in 1257, as punishment for the duke’s capturing 
and imprisoning Tomasz I, Bishop of Wrocław (1232–1268).77 Earlier popes 
have also used the crusade against heretics. In a letter of May 15, 1225 to Ugrin, 

76   Jackson, “The crusade”; Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, pp. 302–03, 323–32, 356–58, and 
364–68.

77   Gładysz, The Forgotten Crusaders, pp. 316–23. Thirty years later, when Henry IV, Duke of 
Silesia (1266–1290) confiscated the property of Tomasz II, Bishop of Wrocław (1270–1292), 
Pope Honorius IV (1285–1287) rejected the idea of proclaiming a crusade against Henry, 
in which the dukes of Legnica and Głogów would have taken part (Gładysz, The Forgotten 
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Archbishop of Kalocsa (1219–1241), Pope Honorius III (1216–1227) asked him to 
preach the crusade “against the unfaithful” of Bosnia.78 A second crusade was 
proclaimed by Pope Gregory IX (1227–1241) in 1234 in Bosnia and Slavonia, with 
the same indulgence granted to participants as that offered to those taking 
the cross for the Holy Land. Unlike the previous crusade, that proclaimed by 
Gregory IX was quickly organized by King Béla IV (see chapter 18) and lasted 
for four years, with some notable success.79 The crusade was barely finished 
when John II Asen, Emperor of Bulgaria (1218–1241) abandoned Catholicism 
and allied himself with the Empire of Nicaea. Disappointed and furious, Pope 
Gregory wrote to King Béla, to ask him to launch another crusade against a 
schismatic ruler who had meanwhile harbored heretics in his country, a prob-
able hint at refugees from Bosnia entering Bulgaria. In Hungary, churchmen 
were to offer indulgences to participants in the crusade against John Asen II, 
which, again, were just as those for the crusade to the Holy Land.80 In subse-
quent letters to the king, the pope made use of Innocent III’s decretal Vergentis 
in senium (1199) regarding the confiscation of the property of heretics, to allow 
Béla to occupy Bulgaria.81 However, the crusade against John II Asen never ma-
terialized. Moreover, the emperor responded favorably to the pope’s demand 
to allow the passage of crusading armies coming to the rescue of the Latin 
Empire of Constantinople in 1237 and 1240.82

In his initial letter to King Béla, Pope Gregory IX explained that “schismat-
ics” and heretics “were more perfidious than Jews and crueler than pagans.” 
To him, the Orthodox simply tried “to tear asunder the seamless tunic of Jesus 
Christ,” in other words to destroy the Church.83 Scholarly attention has only 
recently been drawn to a series of crusades that were proclaimed through-
out the 13th century against the Orthodox.84 In the aftermath of the serious 
defeat inflicted upon the Latins of Constantinople by Johannitsa Kaloyan at 

Crusaders, pp. 368–73). No such use of the crusade is known either in the history of 
Bohemia or in that of Hungary.

78   Aglio, “‘Contra perfidum Assanum’,” p. 1000; Aglio, “Crusading,” p. 176. One of those who 
took the vows in the Bosnian crusade was King Andrew II’s nephew John, whom the same 
pope urged in 1227 to fulfill his pledge.

79   Aglio, “‘Contra perfidum Assanum’,” pp. 1008–10 and 1019; Aglio, “Crusading,” p. 180.
80   Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 221–22. Baldwin II, Emperor of Constantinople, was also noti-

fied of the crusade against Bulgaria.
81   Lower, “Negotiating interfaith relations,” pp. 54–58; Aglio, “‘Contra perfidum Assanum’,” 

pp. 1018–24; Chrissis, Crusading, pp. 113–14.
82   Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 223.
83   Aglio, “‘Contra perfidum Assanum’,” p. 1018; Lower, “Negotiating interfaith relations,”  

pp. 54–55.
84   Chrissis, “New frontiers,” p. 17.
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Adrianople (see chapter 30), Pope Innocent III proclaimed the crusade in May 
1205, and granted indulgence to all those who would help Emperor Baldwin I 
(now in captivity in Bulgaria) to stabilize the Latin Empire of Constantinople.85 
This call provided the template for all subsequent, papal proclamations of the 
crusade against the Orthodox. The crusaders who took the vows between 1205 
and 1207 in Flanders and other parts of France set out by late 1207, but were 
defeated near Dyrrachion by the ruler of Epirus, Michael Comnenus Dukas 
(1205–1215).86 Ten years later, his successor, Theodore Comnenus Dukas (1215–
1230) ambushed and captured the new emperor of Constantinople, Peter of 
Courtenay, as well as the papal legate, John Colonna. Pope Honorius III or-
dered the clergy in France to preach a crusade for the help of Emperor Peter, 
but the project was abandoned when Theodore agreed to release the legate, 
but not the emperor, who died two years later in captivity.87 Pope Honorius 
organized another crusade in 1223 to the relief of the kingdom of Thessalonica, 
which was under attack from Epirus. The expedition planned for 1224 under 
the command of Marquis William VI of Montferrat arrived too late, for the 
city fell to Theodore Comnenus Dukas in December of that year. The crusad-
ers landed in Thessaly near Volos, but the marquis and his soldiers died soon 
after that of an epidemic of dysentery, and the crusade disintegrated without 
even trying to put Thessalonica under siege.88 It is important to note that the 
participants in the crusade had been promised full remission of sins, just as in 
the case of those going to Jerusalem.89 It was during the preparation for that 
crusade that Pope Honorius III for the first time explicitly called the Orthodox 
“enemies of the faith.” The Orthodox (Epirotes) were to be “humiliated so that 
they might not dare again to raise their heels against the Roman Church or the 
Latins.”90 The fall of the Latin Empire in 1261 caused a renewal of crusade calls, 
with Pope Urban IV (1261–1264) deploying for the last time the crusading rhet-
oric and mechanisms against the Orthodox. By 1270, the idea of a crusade for 
the restoration of the Latin Empire was abandoned in favor of negotiations for 
a union of the Orthodox and Catholic churches, which was in fact celebrated at 
the Second Council of Lyon (1274). Nonetheless, hostile attitudes towards the 
inhabitants of the restored Byzantine Empire persisted, and Byzantine observ-
ers quickly linked them to the idea of crusade against the Orthodox. Writing 
in the early 14th century, when presenting Emperor Michael VIII’s arguments 

85   Chrissis, “New frontiers,” p. 23.
86   Chrissis, Crusading, pp. 20–31.
87   Chrissis, Crusading, pp. 61–68.
88   Chrissis, Crusading, pp. 68–78.
89   Chrissis, “New frontiers,” p. 28.
90   Chrissis, “New frontiers,” p. 36.
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in favor of a unionist policy, George Pachymeres noted that the papacy did 
not accept any other position, because most Latins “considered the Greeks as 
white Saracens.”91

91   George Pachymeres, History V 10, p. 471. Chrissis, Crusading, p. 111 notes that as early as 
1237, in a letter to Pope Gregory IX, Emperor John III Dukas Vatatzes (1222–1254) called 
the Fourth Crusade “an affront to the Holy Land and games at the expense of the cross.”
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chapter 28

Literacy and Literature

The common opinion about the beginnings of literacy in the Middle Ages is 
that writing was part of the cultural package introduced by the conversion to 
Christianity.1 But in early medieval Bulgaria, writing was employed long before 
the Christianization of the country (see chapter 11). While a few runic or Latin 
inscriptions could hardly constitute an argument for literacy, there is abun-
dant evidence of an effective use of Greek between the early 8th and the late 
9th century.2 Bulgar rulers employed seals with Greek inscriptions, which were 
no doubt attached to letters probably written in that same script.3 But they also 
bragged about their accomplishments, celebrated loyal followers, and scolded 
their Byzantine enemies in stone inscriptions.4 Malamir, “made ruler by god,” 
reminded everyone that he “gave to the Bulgars to eat and drink many times,” 
while Omurtag commemorated two of his most trusted men, who have eaten 
at his table before drowning in the Dnieper and Tisza, respectively.5 Omurtag 
also described himself elsewhere as “ruler from god,” who “made sacrifice to god 
Tangra,” in the same way as his father, Krum, was said to have “made a sacrifice 
on the sea coast” (most likely under the walls of Constantinople, see chapter 6) 
in another inscription.6 In an inscription commemorating kavkhan Isbul’s ex-
pedition against the Smolians on the southern slopes of the Rhodopes, Presian 
pontificates: “When someone tells the truth, god sees. And when someone 

1   Veszprémy, “The birth,” p. 161; Granberg, “Shift,” p. 43. This is also true for the conversion to 
Islam. The earliest evidence of writing in Volga Bulgharia consists of funerary inscriptions in 
Arabic (see Erdal, Die Sprache).

2   For runic inscriptions, see Ivanov, “Kăm văprosa”; Sefterski, “Starobălgarska runicheska pis-
menost”; Popkonstantinov, “Runicheskite nadpisi”; Georgiev, “Za kharaktera”; Granberg, “On 
deciphering.” Granberg, “Literacy,” p. 22 notes that most runic inscriptions in the Balkans 
are from monasteries and churches, thus post-dating the conversion to Christianity. Latin 
inscription dated to the 8th century: Dencheva, “Langobardische (?) Inschrift.” Curta, Text,  
p. 426 points out that the inscriptions on Omurtag’s gold medallions (Slavchev and Iordanov, 
“Zlatni medalioni”) mix Latin with Greek letters.

3   For the seals of Tervel and Telerig, see Iordanov, Korpus, pp. 19 and 21 (with English transla-
tions in Petkov, The Voices, pp. 2–3).

4   Popkonstantinov, “Greek inscriptions.” A total of 154 inscriptions are known so far, 53 of 
which are dated before the conversion to Christianity, most of them to the 9th century.

5   Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 225, 227, and 230; English translation from Petkov, The 
Voices, pp. 9–10 and 12.

6   Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 124 and 131; English translation from Petkov, The 
Voices, pp. 6 and 11.
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lies, god sees that too. The Bulgars did many favors to the Christians, but the 
Christians forgot them. But god sees.”7 Tervel and Krum employed biting sar-
casm for the same purpose. The former called Justinian II, his former ally, “the 
emperor with the cut-off nose,” while to Krum Nicephorus I, whom he had 
defeated and killed, was just “the old bald emperor.”8 Who was the addressee 
of those messages? The reference to Bulgars and trusted men who ate at the 
ruler’s table seems to suggest that the audience was one of Bulgar aristocrats, 
but no evidence exists of any of them being able to speak Greek, much less 
being able to read a text written in that language.9 Some have noted that in the 
inscriptions, Bulgar rulers “often resume to I-forms in pronouns and in verbs.”10 
Others wonder “how many people there were in early eighth-century Bulgaria 
capable of reading Greek, especially an inscription on a high rocky cliff, at the 
approximate height of a five-storied building.”11 Although written in Greek, the 
Bulgar inscriptions are unlike all known epigraphic testimonies from contem-
poraneous Byzantium. The language employed in the inscription is not that 
of the archaic iambic trimeters of the 9th-century dedicatory inscription from 
Skripou, in central Greece, but the spoken language of that time (Fig. 28.1).12 
Byzantine emperors occasionally appear in medieval inscriptions found in the 
Balkans, but they never “speak” in the first person singular.13 The use of that 
person in Bulgar inscriptions strongly suggests that those inscriptions may be 
regarded as the Bulgar rulers’ declaration of intent, cast in a Byzantine mode 
for a Byzantine audience. They were not just statements of power, but politi-
cally motivated, almost sarcastic reinterpretations of the representation of 

7    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, p. 142; English translation from Petkov, The Voices,  
p. 13.

8    Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 99 and 117; English translation from Petkov, The 
Voices, pp. 5 and 7.

9    Three inscriptions are so far known, which were written with Greek letters in a language 
that is not Greek, but most likely Bulgar (Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, pp. 198–205).

10   Ivanov, “Old Bulgarian inscriptions,” p. 525.
11   Curta, Text, p. 409 (in reference to Tervel’s inscription next to the Madara Horseman).
12   Oikonomides, “Pour une nouvelle lecture,” pp. 483–84; Beshevliev, Părvobălgarski nadpisi, 

pp. 47–49. For the Greek language of the early medieval inscriptions in the Crimea and 
the surrounding region, see Vinogradov, “Nadpisi-graffiti” and “Byzantinische Inschriften.” 
Humoristic inscriptions from that area are written in good hexameters (Vinogradov and 
Chkhaidze, “‘Shutlivaia’ grecheskaia nadpis’”).

13   Asdracha, “Inscriptions,” pp. 239–40; Rife, “Leo’s Peloponnesian fire-tower.” For later in-
scriptions mentioning emperors, see Velenis and Triantaphyllidis, “Ta byzantina teiche”; 
Provost, “Une réfection.” The benefactor responsible for the restoration of a wall section 
in Thessaloniki in 861/862 is mentioned in the third person singular (Kiourtzian, “Note 
prosopographique,” p. 248).
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figure 28.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text
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power in Byzantium.14 In that respect, Bulgaria is without any parallel in early 
medieval Europe.15 Nowhere else was the language of the enemy employed for 
“turning the tables” on him and making use of the written word in such a witty 
and personal way.

1 New Alphabets

The conversion to Christianity altered, but did not fundamentally change such 
political use of writing. Notwithstanding the significance of Greek inscrip-
tions, late 9th-, but especially 10th-century Bulgaria is known for Glagolitic 
and Cyrillic.16 The invention of the former script is explicitly attributed to St. 
Constantine/Cyril by the monk Khrabr in his treatise On the Letters (see chap-
ter 12).17 There is a great and ongoing debate regarding the origin of Glagolitic, 
with many hypotheses and ideas advanced, of which the most popular is that 
the alphabet derived from Greek cursive and minuscule.18 Only recently has 
the alternative gained some ground, according to which, the alphabet must 
be regarded as an act of conscious personal creation without reference to any 
specific alphabet already in existence.19 That, after all, is exactly how the monk 
Khrabr understood things to have happened. On the basis of Ihor Ševčenko’s 

14   Ivanov, “Old Bulgarian inscriptions,” p. 526.
15   As Stepanov, The Bulgars, pp. 45–46 notes, the only other example of such a manipula-

tion of the written word in a non-literate society is that of the eighth-century inscriptions 
found in the Orkhon valley of central Mongolia. In those inscriptions, the Chinese are de-
scribed as flatterers, sly, and perfidious, in short not worthy of being imitated by Khagan 
Tonyuquq’s subjects. However, the inscriptions are written in Turkic, using the Old Turkic, 
not Chinese script. Their messages were therefore not addressed to the Chinese.

16   For bilingual inscriptions, see Ivanova and Iordanova, “Dvuezichnite nadpisi.” For in-
scriptions employing both Glagolitic and Cyrillic scripts, see Popkonstantinov, “Oloven 
amulet.”

17   Veder, Utrum in Alterum, pp. 160 and 162; Lomagistro, “La data.” Khrabr mentions 38 let-
ters, but the alphabet has 39, with some letters (such as izhe, kher, and jer) having more 
than one form. It is therefore more convenient to talk about 42 letters (Strakhov, “The ad-
venture,” p. 12). Khrabr may have been familiar with “late Glagolitic” (Velcheva, “Kăsnata 
bălgarska glagolica”).

18   Miklas, “Zum griechischen Anteil”; Strakhov, “The adventure,” pp. 1–5. Some characters 
are explained by means of the influence of the Hebrew and Coptic scripts, as, according 
to the Life of Constantine, Cyril knew Hebrew, and, residing in the Monastery on Mount 
Olympus, he could have learned some Coptic (Schenker, The Dawn, pp. 164–74). For a 
survey of the most recent hypotheses, see Ivanova, “Glagolica.” According to Taneski, 
“Niektoré teórie,” pp. 117–18, the debate is linked to the question of what dialect served as 
a basis for the creation of Old Church Slavonic.

19   Mironova, “Slavianskie azbuki.”
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notes, Olga Strakhov has recently proposed that Glagolitic is actually based 
on Byzantine reference signs, many of which have the same ornamental fea-
tures (loops, dots, and curves) as the Glagolitic letters. According to this theory, 
“Glagolitic is an alphabet invented from scratch by Constantine-Cyril on the 
basis of a system of reference signs designating catenae in manuscripts.”20 If 
so, the use of Glagolitic could not have possibly increased the level of literacy 
in Bulgaria beyond what was the rule before Christianization. Glagolitic was 
a tool for writing an artificial language created for the translation of the li-
turgical texts. This must have been the script later employed for other, non- 
religious texts, such as the Court Law for the People, the earliest law-code 
known for medieval Eastern Europe (see chapter 11). Old Church Slavonic writ-
ten with Glagolitic letters must also have been employed by the disciples who 
came to Bulgaria soon after Methodius’ death in 885.21 While use of Greek in 
pre-Christian Bulgaria was restricted to a small number of men around the 
ruler, Glagolitic was now the script for the new “sacred language.” As such, 
knowledge of that alphabet must have been restricted to a few churchmen in 
Moravia and Bulgaria.22 This is also true for Croatia and Rus’, where Glagolitic 
may be found at a later time.23

The situation in Bulgaria dramatically changed with the adoption of the 
Cyrillic alphabet, an adaptation of the Greek uncial to the needs of Slavonic. 
No Cyrillic manuscripts of the 10th-century are known to date, but Cyrillic, not 
Glagolitic was most likely associated with the remarkable program of transla-
tion implemented during the first years of Symeon’s reign (see chapter 12).24 

20   Strakhov, “The adventure,” p. 36. Catenae are biblical commentaries, verse by verse, which 
use excerpts from earlier commentators. In the absence of foot- or endnote numbers, 
medieval scribes used reference signs to designate catenae.

21   According to Velcheva, “Sv. Kliment,” Glagolitic was the alphabet employed by St. Clement 
of Ohrid for writing his sermons and common services. Contra: Boiadzhiev, “Sv. Kliment 
Okhridski.”

22   Iliev, “Ot manastira Polikhron.” For Glagolitic as a “missionary script,” see Prokhorov, 
“Glagolica.” The only ruler said to have been interested in the “Slavic letters” (most likely, 
the Glagolitic) was Kocel. During Constantine and Methodius’s visit in Mosapurc in 868, 
Kocel learned the “Slavic letters” (Life of Constantine 15, p. 105; English translation from 
Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives, p. 71).

23   Galović, “Hrvatska glagoljička”; Verkholantsev, “Croatian monasticism,” pp. 46–47. For 
Rus’, see Vyalova, “Glagolicheskie pamiatniki.” According to Franklin, Writing, p. 97, 
Glagolitic in Rus’ was “esoteric.”

24   Although they survive in much later, Cyrillic manuscripts, there is no way to tell which al-
phabet was employed for writing down the Zlatostrui and Symeon’s Miscellany—the two 
largest compendia of encyclopedic knowledge in Slavonic known from the Middle Ages. 
The Bulgarian origin of those florilegia has been established on the basis of linguistic, 
not paleographic features (Mincheva, “Starobălgarskiiat knizhoven ezik”). See also Kuev, 
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581Literacy and Literature

At any rate, the invention of Cyrillic coincides in time with the production of 
a great variety of original texts—homilies,25 hymns,26 and apocrypha.27 The 
latter are particularly significant for understanding the formation of historical 
traditions and the beginnings of historiosophy.28 Books were conspicuously 
present at the court of Symeon in Preslav.29 However, it was only during the 
11th and 12th centuries that a certain level of literacy was attained in Bulgaria 
in relation to the language written with Cyrillic letters.30 The old tradition of 
rulers “speaking” in the first person singular continued with the inscription of 
Samuel that was found in Agios Germanos (near Florina, northern Greece): 
“In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. I, Samuel, the ser-
vant of God, wrote on this cross in memory of my father and my mother and 
my brother.”31 A very similar prayer was written in Cyrillic letters on the walls 
of the 10th-century rock-cut monastery in Murfatlar (Dobrudja, Romania): “In 
the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, the unworthy servant 
Symeon worshipped first in the church in the month of August on the 31st 
day.”32 By the 13th century, founders are mentioned in dedicatory inscriptions 
placed above church entrances.33 Much like in pre-Christian Bulgaria, some 
inscriptions celebrated military victories, a practice that continued well into 
the 13th century.34 But during that century, the first tombstones are known that 

“Poiava”; Velcheva, “Pravopisăt”; Veder, “Der bulgarische Ursprung”; Georgieva, Zlatostrui; 
Savelieva, “K voprosu.”

25   Veder, “Peter the Monk’s homily.”
26   Popov, “‘Khvalia pianiia’”; Koicheva, “Sound and sense”; Iovcheva, “Starobălgarskite khim-

nografski sled” and “Zlatniiat vek.”
27   Mollov, Mit; Nikolov, “Nabliudeniia”; Miltenova, “Deistvitelnost”; Shivarov, “Eskhato-

logichni predstavi”; Miltenov, “Apokrifniiat apokalipsis”; Tăpkova-Zaimova and Miltenova, 
Historical and Apocalyptic Literature; Stepanov, “Apocalyptica.” For the development of 
Bulgarian chronography, see Kaimakamova, “Bălgarskata khronografiia” and “Vizantiia.”

28   Petrukhin, “Bibliia.”
29   Angusheva et al., “Knizhovnostta.” For Symeon’s library, see Panaiotov, “Bibliotekata.” For 

general surveys of the medieval literature in Bulgaria, see Petkanova, Starobălgarska lit-
eratura; Hauptová, “Rozkvet”; Kaliganov, “Bolgarskaia literatura.”

30   Granberg, “Literacy,” p. 22.
31   Malingoudis, Die mittelalterlichen kyrillischen Inschriften, p. 39; English version from 

Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bulgarians by Birth, p. 17. For the inscription, see Paunova, “Samuiloviot 
natpis”; Totomanova, “Samuilovite nadpisi.” By contrast, the inscription of John Vladislav 
found in Bitola refers to him as “this emperor [who] was Bulgarian by birth” (Zaimov 
and Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bitolski nadpis, p. 32; English version from Tăpkova-Zaimova, 
Bulgarians by Birth, p. 18). For the Bitola inscription, see Stojkov, “Bitolskata plocha.”

32   Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Literacy,” p. 150.
33   Andreev, “Kăm văprosa.” For the parallel phenomenon in Serbia, see Marković, “O ktitor-

skom natpisu.”
34   Mikhailov, “Über die Dobrudža-Inschrift”; Petrova-Taneva, “Tărnovskiiat nadpis.”
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have commemorative inscriptions in Cyrillic letters.35 Cyrillic was also used 
for ceramic labels attached to relics,36 as well as inscriptions on procession-
al crosses,37 bells,38 and even tableware.39 The “culture of the written word,” 
therefore, involved many more people in the 13th than in the 10th century, and 
with far greater social implications.40

2 Rus’ Writing(s)

The earliest evidence of Slavonic literacy in Rus’ and of the concomi-
tant use of the Cyrillic alphabet dates to the 11th century.41 Much like in 
Bulgaria, writing appears on church walls,42 stone crosses and icons,43 pen-
dants and medallions,44 goblets,45 spindle whorls, cylinder-seals, and even a  

35   Khadzhiev, “Nadgrobni i văzpomenatelni nadpisi.” While no women appear in 9th- and 
10th-century inscriptions from the power centers in Pliska and Preslav, after 1200, they are 
mentioned even in regional centers, such as Cherven (Khadzhiev, “Nadpisăt”).

36   Petrova, “Belezhki.”
37   Inkova, “Procesien krăst.”
38   Gerasimova, “Obe kambani.”
39   Totev, “Dva sgrafito săda.”
40   The phrase “culture of written word” is that of Franklin, Writing, p. 4.
41   The traditional opinion held that the earliest evidence was that of two graffiti on the 

walls of the Church of St. Sophia in Kiev, which contain the dates 1052 and 1054, respec-
tively (Vysots’kyi, Drevnerusskie nadpisi, pp. 16–18 and 39–41; Nikitenko and Kornienko, 
“Drevneishie graffiti”; Rozhdestvenskaia, “Kirillica”). A little later is the Ostromir Gospel, 
which is dated to 1056–1057 by means of a colophon (Vostokov, Ostromirovo Evangelie). 
Ostromir wrote with his own hand a graffito on the walls of the Church of St. Sophia 
in Novgorod (Medynceva, “Avtografy”). The excavations carried out in 2000 in that town 
brought to light three waxed wooden tablets containing psalms 75 and 76, as well as sec-
tions of psalm 67. All three were underneath a layer dendro-dated to 1036, which places 
the tablets within the first quarter of the 11th century (Ianin and Zalizniak, “Novgorodskaia 
psaltyr’”; Zalizniak, “Problemy”). Franklin, Writing, p. 98 believes this to be the earliest 
evidence of writing in Rus’. However, even earlier are the inscriptions “Vladimir on the 
throne” and “Vladimir and this is his gold/silver,” which may be seen on the gold, as well as 
some of the silver coins struck before 1015 (Gaidukov and Kalinin, “Die ältesten russischen 
Münzen”).

42   Latukha, “Graffiti”; Rozhdestvenskaia, “Nadpisi-graffiti XII–XIII vekov” and “K voprosu”; 
Medynceva, “Nadpisi-graffiti svv. Borisa i Gleba”; Gippius and Sedov, “Nadpis’-graffito.” For 
inscriptions in rock-cut monasteries, see Bobrovskii, “Drevnerusskaia nadpis’-dipinto”; 
Nechitaylo, “Svod.” For a rare example of a carver’s signature on the façade of a church, 
see Medynceva, “Avtograf.”

43   Panchenko, “‘Postavlen sviatyi krest’”; Zhyshkovych, Plastyka, pp. 155–223.
44   Franklin, Writing, pp. 52–54; Kononovich, “Podveski-obrazki.”
45   Medynceva, “Chara.”
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psaltery.46 Translations made in Bulgaria in the 10th century were clearly 
available in Rus’, although exactly how they got there remains unclear.47 The 
miscellany produced for Symeon in 10th-century Bulgaria was copied in 1073 
for Sviastoslav II, Prince of Kiev (1073–1077), and richly decorated with illumi-
nations.48 As in Bulgaria, Rus’ churchmen wrote hymns and sermons.49 Some 
even compared the sermons of John of Exarch to those of Kirill of Turov.50 
Others have noted that Kirill is the only author in Rus’ to employ syllabic 
verse, a technique fashionable in 10th-century Bulgaria among lettrés who, 
like Constantine of Preslav, were fond of cryptic hymnographic acrostics.51 In 
rhetorical terms, Kirill’s works resemble “a series of scenes, a series of themati-
cally linked word pictures rather than a continuously unfolding story.”52 Kirill 
wrote eight sermons for major church feasts, three allegorical commentaries, 
21 prayers and two canons (cycles of hymns in honor of saints), one of which 
is for Ol’ga. But unlike the Bulgarian churchmen of Symeon’s age, he employed 

46   Nazarenko, “O drevnerusskikh pechatiakh”; Franklin, Writing, pp. 78–79, 80, and 
81; Petrashenko and Koziuba, “Novi dani”; Wołoszyn et al., “Między skryptorium a 
laboratorium.”

47   Kaliganov, “Bolgaro-russkie literaturnye sviazi”; Turilov and Flor’ia, “Khristianskaia lit-
eratura”; Giambelluca-Kossova, “Dell’espressione letteraria.” Whether or not any transla-
tions were made in Rus’, when, and by whom, have all been a matter of recent debate 
(Thomson, “‘Made in Russia’”; Lunt, “Esche raz”; Alekseev, “Po povodu”).

48   Gorina, “Izbornik”; Mavrodinova, “Ukrasata.” A second miscellany of Bulgarian origin 
was copied by the same scribe, “the sinful John … in the year 6584 [1076] under Prince 
Svjatoslav of the Land of Rus’” (Veder, The Edificatory Prose, p. 118). See Likhachev, 
“Naznachenie”; Veder, “Der bulgarische Ursprung.”

49   Veder, The Edificatory Prose, pp. xvii and 121–69; Rogachevskaia, “Gimnograficheskoe 
tvorchestvo”; Lunde, Verbal Celebrations; Mur’ianov, Gimnografiia, pp. 52–79 and 157–70. 
Hymns are the only form of poetry that could be dated with certainty before ca. 1300. To 
be sure, there is an enormous body of literature dedicated to the epic poem known as 
the Lay of the Host of Igor. A few authors have even tackled the question of authorship 
(Rybakov, Petr Borislavich; Iatsenko, “Ob avtore”; Likhachev, “Kakim byl avtor”) or of the 
relations between the poem and chronicle writing in Bohemia (Pavlík, “Slovo”). However, 
Keenan, “Was Iaroslav of Halich really shooting sultans,” “Turkic lexical elements,” and 
especially Josef Dobrovský has raised serious doubts about the medieval origin of the 
poem and placed it in the intellectual milieu of late 18th-century Bohemia. A few have en-
gaged with Keenan’s thesis (Butler, “Edward Keenan”; Tolochko, “On one possible source”; 
Ingham, “The Igor’ Tale”); most other authors have simply ignored it. Given that Keenan’s 
thesis (namely that the Lay is an 18th-century forgery) has not yet been disproved, it 
seems prudent to leave the poem out of the discussion of Rus’ literature.

50   Ferincz, “Ob oratorskom iskusstve.” The existence of Kirill of Turov and the authorship of 
the works attributed to him have been the subject of much debate, neatly summarized by 
Franklin, Sermons, pp. lxxv–lxxx.

51   Pereswetoff-Morath, “An alphabetical hymn”; Franklin, Writing, p. 202.
52   Franklin, Sermons, p. xci.
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584 chapter 28

rhetoric for explication, as much as evocation. While in sermons, he typical-
ly expanded a story taken from the Gospels by inserting elaborate speeches, 
which he put into the mouths of the participants, in allegorical commentaries, 
the linear development of textual exegesis rarely makes room for allusions to 
contemporary affairs. For example, in On the Lame and the Blind, the “over-
weening arrogance of Adam” is compared with “this churchman who, unwor-
thy of the priesthood, concealing his sins, contemptuous of God’s law, assumed 
his episcopal rank for the sake of a lofty name and prestigious life.”53 This has 
been taken as a denunciatory remark against Bishop Fedor of Rostov, who had 
attempted to set up a metropolis in Vladimir with the assistance of Andrei 
Bogoliubskii.54 But there is nothing political in the On the Lame and the Blind, a 
purely allegorical commentary about the nature of man (both soul and body).55 
For true commentaries upon current affairs, one has to turn to a later bishop 
of Vladimir, Serapion (1274–1275). He wrote sermons centered upon disasters, 
such as the Mongol invasion, which are interpreted as divine punishment for 
the sins of the Rus’, a theme without any parallel in the homiletic literature 
of 10th-century Bulgaria. One of those sermons (“On Divine Punishments and 
Battles”) must have been written shortly after the destruction of Kiev in 1239–
1240. The realistic description of catastrophic destruction is enhanced by the 
use of parallel syntactic constructions with phrases in the form of questions: 
“Is our land not captive? Are our towns not conquered? Have our fathers and 
brothers not fallen dead upon the ground? Have our women and children not 
been taken into captivity? Have not those who remained been enslaved with 
the bitter slavery of the infidels?”56

Political, but in a very different way, is also the Sermon on Law and Grace 
written by a priest named Ilarion, who later became metropolitan (1051–1055). 
Contrasting the Old (the “Law”) and the New Testament (the “Grace”), Ilarion 
dwells upon the history of salvation, which concludes with the moment when 

53   Eremin, “Literaturnoe nasledie,” p. 343; English version from Franklin, Sermons, p. 61.
54   Likhachev, A History, p. 112.
55   Franklin, Sermons, p. lxxxvii.
56   Likhachev, A History, p. 207. Equally political is the Epistle to Foma, which Metropolitan 

Klim Smoliatich (1147–1154) wrote to defend himself against the accusation of vainglori-
ousness, writing “philosophically,” and preferring Homer, Aristotle, and Plato to the Bible 
(Klim Smoliatich, Epistle to Foma 3, p. 64; English version from Franklin, Sermons, p. 31). 
Klim did not directly reject the second accusation, but instead claimed that he was writ-
ing to Iziaslav II, Prince of Kiev (1146–1149 and 1151–1154), not to Foma. On the other hand, 
he questioned his adversary’s understanding of philosophy, given that he only tried to 
explain to the prince cryptic phrases or passages from edificatory works about the griffin, 
the salamander, the halcyon, Demeter and Poseidon, and the Parthenian billows.
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“Grace and Truth should shine forth upon new people.”57 That serves as tran-
sition to the conversion of the Rus’ under Vladimir: “The Grace of faith has 
spread over all the earth: and it has reached our nation of Rus’.”58 To Ilarion, 
the Christianization of Rus’ was an integral part of sacred history, a piece of the 
divine plan for humankind.59 Ilarion compares Vladimir to Nebuchadnezzar, 
and calls him a kagan.60 Nonetheless, to him, the Rus’ ruler was the “like-
ness of Constantine the Great.”61 And just like Emperor Constantine and his 
mother Helena “transported the Cross from Jerusalem” to Constantinople, so 
did Vladimir and his grandmother Olga transport the Cross “from the New 
Jerusalem—from the city of Constantine—and established it throughout all 
your land.”62 While the parallel between Olga and Helena did not necessarily 
turn the former into the saint that she would become later (see chapter 25), 
on behalf of the Rus’, Ilarion seeks the intercession of Vladimir, as if he were a 
saint.63

Ilarion is mentioned in the introduction to the Statute of the Grand Prince 
Iaroslav, a list of rules concerning the nature and extent of ecclesiastical  
powers.64 Most provisions of the statute pertain to criminal law: definitions of 
offences and the appropriate penalties. In fact, the Statute extends an earlier 
code attributed to Vladimir, which bestowed tithes upon the church in Kiev, 
and granted jurisdiction to the Church in such matters as divorce, adultery, 

57   Ilarion, Sermon 33, p. 88; English version from Franklin, Sermons, p. 13.
58   Ilarion, Sermon 34, p. 88; English version from Franklin, Sermons, p. 14. For Ilarion’s use 

of St. Paul’s ideas about the spread of Christianity, see Bercken, “Ilarion”; Senderovich, 
“Slovo.”

59   Price, “Tradition,” p. 66.
60   Ilarion, Sermon 42 and 55, pp. 91 and 95. For Vladimir and Nebuchadnezzar, see 

Albrecht, “Vladimir der Heilige,” pp. 276–78. For kagan Vladimir, see Hanak, The Nature,  
pp. 136–48. To Ilarion, Vladimir’s son, Iaroslav (to whom he refers by his baptismal name of 
George) was also “our devout kagan” (Sermon, 66, p. 92; English translation from Franklin, 
Sermons, p. 26). Noonan, “The Khazar khaganate” and Shumeiko, “Translatio imperii” have 
interpreted that as Ilarion’s understanding of the power shift from Khazaria to Rus’.

61   Ilarion, Sermon 57, p. 96; English translation from Franklin, Sermons, p. 22. For Ilarion’s 
concept of monarchy, see Brzozowska, “U początków.”

62   Ilarion, Sermon 57, p. 97; English translation from Franklin, Sermons, p. 23.
63   Ilarion, Sermon 66, p. 100; English translation from Franklin, Sermons, pp. 25–26.
64   Kaiser, The Laws, pp. 44–50. There has been much discussion regarding the exact date at 

which the statute was promulgated, but most scholars believe that it came into being at 
least 50 years after Iaroslav’s death. The “Greek Nomokanon” mentioned in the passage 
must be the Nomokanon in XIV Titles, issued by Patriarch Photios in 883, which was trans-
lated into Old Church Slavonic and adapted in the 11th century as the first (or “Efrem”) 
Kormchaia (“Book of Pilot”). Weickhardt, “The canon law,” pp. 428–29 points out that the 
Nomokanon was essentially a “list of ‘don’ts’ for the clergy.”
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abduction, incest, and rape, as well as domestic disputes.65 By contrast, the 
Statute of Iaroslav contains a very elaborate schedule of money fines to be 
paid primarily to the metropolitan, in fewer cases to the victim or the victim’s 
family (as wergild66). The compensation for the abduction or rape of a boyar’s 
daughter is a payment to be divided equally between the family of the victim 
and the metropolitan, but “if someone shaves the beard or hair off someone’s 
head, [he is to pay] the Metropolitan 12 grivnas.”67 In that respect, the statute is 
a significant departure from Byzantine law, both civil and ecclesiastical. At the 
same time, it is not very different from the dyadic (or “archaic”) lists of primar-
ily secular rules issued by Rus’ princes.68 One of the first such lists is Russkaia 
Pravda (“the law of Rus’”), which exists in two versions—the Short and the 
Expanded. The general consensus has long been that the former is older than 
the latter, with the original code coming into being in the mid-11th century, 
during the last years of Iaroslav’s reign, and then expanded under his sons 
Iziaslav, Sviatoslav, and Vsevolod.69 But Oleksiy Tolochko has recently dem-
onstrated that the text of the Short version is most likely of a 15th-, not 11th- 
century date.70 The Short version was in fact created to provide an example of 
the charters that Iaroslav supposedly issued for Novgorod. Many of the 121 ar-
ticles of the Expanded version deal with homicide, personal injury, and theft.71 
In this respect, Russkaia Pravda is typically dyadic, in that it is characterized by 

65   Shchapov, Kniazheskie ustavy, pp. 120–21 (English version in Kaiser, The Laws, pp. 42–43); 
Feldbrugge, Law, p. 84; Franklin, Writing, pp. 153–54, who notes that the statutes “straddle, 
sometimes uncomfortably, the boundaries of the ecclesiastical and the civil.”

66   For wergild in Rus’ law, see Chebanenko, “K voprosu”; Derzhavina and Dubovickii, “O per-
voi stat’e.”

67   Kaiser, The Laws, pp. 45 and 48.
68   Ivannikov, “Russkaia Pravda.”
69   Feldbrugge, Law, pp. 34 and 36–38; Franklin, Writing, p. 156; Merkulov, “Russkaia 

Pravda”; Sverdlov, “Pravda Russkaia.” For the later, expanded version, see Omonov, 
“Zakonodatel’stvo.” Vladimir Monomakh is believed to have expanded the Short ver-
sion and to have added a number of articles on his own, thus forming the core of the 
Expanded version, which was in turn enlarged in the 1140s and 1170s. See Tolochko, “The 
Short Redaction,” p. 2. For a survey of the enormous amount of research on this lawcode, 
see Zimin, Pravda.

70   Tolochko, “The Short Redaction”; Zuckerman, “O Pravde”; Degtiarev, “Russkaia Pravda”; 
Petrukhin, “K probleme.” Both the Short and the Expanded version were written not in 
Old Church Slavonic, but in an East Slavonic vernacular. However, from a purely linguistic 
point of view, the Short version is more modern than the Expanded version. Moreover, 
there is clear evidence that the Short version was influenced by the Law Court for the 
People, which became available in Rus’only at a later time.

71   Kaiser, The Laws, pp. 20–34; Skorobogatov and Rybushkin, “Ugolovno-pravovoe 
regulirovanie.”
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587Literacy and Literature

wergild, with little, if any involvement of state agents.72 Ordeals are employed 
to solve certain categories of disputes, but there is no reference to courts or tri-
als. Some provisions of the law touch upon economic and social issues—debt 
and interest rates, responsibility for goods lost through shipwreck, procedures 
to recuperate stolen property sold on the market, labor contracts and inden-
ture, definitions of slavery, and inheritance. Most sanctions are financial, not 
physical (death or mutilation).73 Russkaia Pravda represents “the colonization 
of custom by law, the appropriation of the oral by the written.”74 But how did 
it work in practice? Although some birch-bark letters refer to instances where 
the resolution of disputes follows the general procedures mentioned in the 
law, there is no way to tell whether Russkaia Pravda was applied, or even in-
voked in any of those cases.75 The law was never mentioned in any subsequent 
sources as having been consulted.76 Included at some point in the 1280s in a 
Novgorod manuscript of the Book of the Pilot, even though it has nothing to do 
with canon law, Russkaia Pravda then became part of a 14th-century compila-
tion known as the Merilo pravednoe (Measure of Law).77

The exact date at which the Expanded version of Russkaia Pravda was com-
piled remains unknown, but it must have been after the death of Vladimir 
Monomakh in 1125.78 That ruler was associated with the first compilation 
of historical writing known from Rus’, the Tale of Bygone Years.79 The Tale 
has been traditionally studied only from a text-historical point of view, as a 
source of information about “what really happened,” or from a literary point 
of view, as an example of the book culture in 11th- and 12th-century Rus’.80 It 

72   Weickhardt, “The canon law,” p. 441. There is a very weak presence of judicial officials in 
the Russkaia Pravda. The virnik (wergild collector) was an official who assisted the vic-
tim’s family, not an agent working on behalf of the state (Kaiser, The Laws, p. 21). Dyadic 
law based on wergild works with no intervention of judges or state agents, for members of 
the victim’s family approach members of the criminal’s family to begin negotiations for 
the terms and time of the payment.

73   Chebanenko, “Ob evoliucii”; Efremova, “Instituty.”
74   Franklin, Writing, p. 157; Kazancev, “Poniatie zakona.” Contra: Milov, “Vizantiiskaia 

Ekloga.”
75   Ivannikov, “Russkaia Pravda.”
76   Chebanenko, “Politogenez.”
77   Feldbrugge, Law, pp. 92–93. As Franklin, Writing, p. 158 notes, the “constitutional” aura 

that the Russkaia Pravda acquired in modern times is an even later phenomenon linked 
to the Muscovite era.

78   Feldbrugge, Law, p. 39; Franklin, Writing, p. 156.
79   Russian Primary Chronicle, p. 285; English translation, p. 205: “I Sylvester, Prior of St. 

Michael’s, wrote this chronicle in the year 6624 [1116], the ninth of the indiction, during 
the reign of Prince Vladimir [II Monomakh] in Kiev.”

80   Shaikin, Povest’ vremennykh let.
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is only recently that new approaches have been advanced, such as linguistic 
segmentation,81 the analysis of narrative models,82 biblical citations,83 and 
elements of folklore and orality,84 as well as social constructivism.85 Others 
have employed a comparative approach (comparing, as it were, the Tale to 
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle) to reveal the genre ambiguity—between “annals” 
and “chronicle.”86 To some, the “archaeology” of the text has suggested that 
the Tale was based on earlier annals, while others believe that the Tale is a 
true chronicle and was written as such from the very beginning.87 The great-
est debate, however, surrounds the early section of the younger recension of 
the Novgorod First Chronicle, because of its possible connection with the sup-
posed sources of the Tale. Is the early section of the Novgorod First Chronicle 
a later recension of the Tale or, on the contrary, a reflection of the Tale’s prede-
cessor (now lost), which is believed to have been compiled in the last decade 
of the 11th century?88 Many believe that 11th-century annals existed not only 
in Kiev, but also in Novgorod. The latter have therefore played a key role in the 
scholarly attempt to reconstruct the early Kievan annals. On the basis of the 
local annals, the first recension of the Novgorod First Chronicle was written in 
or shortly after 1234.89 Both in Novgorod and in Kiev, history writing served a 
multitude of purposes: judicial record of precedents (which explains the in-
clusion of legal texts, such as the Short version of the Russkaia Pravda); pieces 
of political propaganda (most visible in the preference accorded in the Tale 
to Iaroslav the Wise [Vladimir Monomakh’s grandfather]); instructive read-
ing (which explains the “historicism” of the Rus’ literature of the 11th and 12th  

81   Gippius, “Novgorodskaia vladychnaia letopis’.”
82   Vilkul, “Period” and Litopys.
83   Vilkul, “Novi bibliyni zapozychennia” and “Tekstologiia.”
84   Mel’nikova, “Istoricheskaia pamiat’”; Shchavelev, Slavianskie legendy.
85   Kola, “The Primary Chronicle.”
86   Gippius, “Drevnerusskie letopisi”; Gimon and Gippius, “Russkoe letopisannie”; Gimon, 

“Delovye reestry.”
87   Chronicle based on annals: Bulanin, “Stareishie pamiatniki”; Gippius, “Vor und nach 

dem Načaln’nyi svod.” Chronicle, stricto sensu: Vilkul, “O khronograficheskikh istochni-
kakh Kievskogo letopisnogo svoda,” “O khronograficheskikh istochnikakh,” and Litopys; 
Tolochko, “Christian chronology”; Aristov, “Svod.”

88   Later recension of the Tale: Ostrowski, “The Načal’nyi svod theory.” Reflection of the 
Tale’s predecessor: Gippius, “K istorii”; Timberlake, “Older and younger recensions” and 
“Redactions”; Mikheev, Kto pisal.

89   Azbelev, Letopisanie; Gimon, “Letopisanie” and “Razvitie.” Comparatively less attention 
from scholars has been reserved for the local flavor that is so distinct in the Novgorod First 
Chronicle (Lelis, “The view”). None of the approaches associated with the “literary turn” 
and introduced in the analysis of the Tale of Bygone Years has so far been applied to the 
Novgorod First Chronicle.
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centuries90); or “pure historiography.”91 Igor Danilevskii has suggested that an-
nals, and particularly the Tale had eschatological significance, for they were a 
record of human activity intended to be consulted at the Last Judgment or, on 
the contrary, to offer particular individuals (mentioned by name in the annals) 
the opportunity to repent during lifetime.92

Because of its primarily political and military concerns, scholars have as-
sumed that the continuation of the Tale that is known as the Kievan Chronicle 
and was written in the early 13th century drew from family chronicles.93 
However, no such chronicles have survived from the 12th century (the period 
covered in the Kievan Chronicle is 1118–1201), and their existence is not con-
firmed by any source. Unlike the Tale, the narrative in the Kievan Chronicle 
is much more dramatic (and dramatized), with speeches and dialogues in-
serted at key moments and eulogies for princes added at the end of crucial 
sequences.94 While history writing in Kiev and Novgorod followed primarily 
the annalistic model, in southwestern Rus’ the narrative of the deeds of 13th-
century local princes was conspicuously non-annalistic, despite sharing with 
the Tale strong eschatological concerns.95 The Chronicle of Halych-Volhynia, 
which was compiled shortly before 1300, has been the object of several studies 
in recent years.96 Much like with the Tale of Bygone Years, scholars have adopt-
ed various approaches for its analysis: narrative models,97 source collection,98 
and biblical citations.99

90   Kuskov, “Problemy.” “Rus’ literature (of the 11th and 12th centuries)” means different 
things to different people (Lenhoff, “La litérature”; Rothe, Was ist “altrussische” Literatur?; 
Shtykhov, “Pis’menstva”).

91   Tolochko, Davnorus’ki litopysy.
92   Danilevskii, Povest’ vremennykh let.
93   Aristov, “Problemy.” For an English translation of the Kievan Chronicle, see Heinrich, “The 

Kievan Chronicle.”
94   Lavrenchenko, “‘Byti vsem za odin brat’.”
95   Chronicle of Halych-Volhynia is now the standard edition. Together with the Kievan 

Chronicle, the Chronicle of Halych-Volhynia is part of a 15th-century compilation of 
chronicles known as the Hypatian Codex (called so because it was found in the 18th cen-
tury in the Monastery of St. Hypatius near Kostroma) (Gimon, “‘Ipat’evskie’ dopolneniia”; 
Iur’eva, “Iz nabliudeniia”). For the non-annalistic character of the Chronicle, see Font, 
Geschichtsschreibung; Kotliar, “Galicko-Volynskii svod.” For eschatological concerns, see 
Vasilik, “Eskhatologicheskie predstavleniia.”

96   Aristov, “Koly i iak vynyk.”
97   Jusupović, “Tożsamość.”
98   Dąbrowski, “Galicko-volynskaia letopis’.”
99   Mouchard, “Les citations”; Vilkul, “Bibliia.”
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Chronicles and homiletics represent what Simon Franklin called “parch-
ment literacy.”100 Because of being written in an East Slavic vernacular, not in 
Old Church Slavonic, law does not fall into the same category, and it is closer 
in that respect to birch-bark letters, a unique body of evidence (for the whole 
of Europe, not just for the eastern parts of the continent), through which one 
can gauge the level of literacy of the urban elites in Rus’ (see chapter 2).101 The 
birch-bark letter phenomenon cannot be dated before the middle third of the 
11th century, and the reasons for its inception are far from clear.102 However, 
judging from the fact that the dominant theme in letters dated before ca. 1300 
is money, it has been suggested that birch-bark letters may have been a by-
product of commercialization and monetization.103 Most letter senders seem 
to have written with their own hands; they were typically laymen, predomi-
nantly (but not exclusively) male, and relatively well-to-do.104 The language in 
which they wrote was a local vernacular, but there are also birch-bark letters 
in Balto-Finnic and Germanic languages (the latter employing either runes or 
the Latin alphabet).105

100   Franklin, Writing, pp. 34–35. See also Khaburgaev, Pervye stoletiia; Stoliarova, Iz istorii; 
Bulanin, “Pis’mo”; Stoliarova and Kashtanov, Kniga.

101   For good introductions in the problems of cultural and social interpretation of the birch-
bark letters, see Vodoff, “Les documents”; Ianin, “Novgoroder Birkenrindenurkunden,” 
“Berestianye gramoty,” and “Mitteilungen”; Kovalev, “Novgorodskie dereviannye birki”; 
Rybina, “Istoricheskaia i lingvisticheskaia interpretacii.” That the birchbark letters have 
no parallel in Europe is of course a matter of the medium used for communication. 
However, in Eastern Europe, there is no body of letters that could be compared with that 
of the Rus’ towns. Surviving letters from Bulgarian or Polish bishops are few and far be-
tween and of entirely different nature, both in literary and in social terms (Kaloianov, 
“Poslanieto”; Dygo, “A letter”).

102   Rybina, “K voprosu.”
103   Mühle, “Commerce”; Noonan and Kovalev, “What can archaeology tell us.”
104   Franklin, Writing, p. 39 points to networks of correspondents. Some letters are clearly 

written by the same hand, but are from different senders, while others refer to send-
ers in the third person. In both cases, the use of scribes has been suggested (Zalizniak, 
“Problema”).

105   For the local, East Slavic vernacular, see Strakhov, “Filologicheskie nabliudeniia”; 
Bulanin, “Der literarische Status”; Zalizniak, “Novgorodskie berestianye gramoty” and 
Drevnenovgorodskii dialect. For Balto-Finnic and Germanic languages, see Franklin, 
Writing, pp. 108–09 and 116. For Scandinavian names in the birchbark letters, see Sitzmann, 
“Die skandinavischen Personennamen.”
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3 Latin Writings

The earliest texts written in Latin in post-Roman, Eastern Europe are the in-
scriptions found in the western Balkans, primarily in what is now Croatia.106 
Most of them commemorate a donation to a particular church or monastery, 
and as such they typically make reference to the salvation of the soul, often 
employing words and phrases lifted from the vocabulary of the Roman mass.107 
The inscriptions are dated by mentioning the name of the ruling duke, as in 
the case of the inscription of Abbot Teudebert from Nin commemorating 
some unknown work inside the Church of St. Michael “in the time of Lord 
Branimir, Prince of the Slavs.”108 There are also cases of numerical dating, as in 
the inscription of Branimir from Muć or that of Muncimir from Nin, dated to 
888 and 895, respectively.109 Despite the development of scriptoria and the oc-
casional production of miscellanies (such as the Korčula Codex), which are di-
rectly comparable to those of Rus’ (see chapter 16), no original texts are known 
from 11th- to early 13th-century Dalmatia or Croatia.110

Shortly after the middle of the 13th century, Thomas of Spalato wrote his 
History of Salona (see chapter 2). Because Archdeacon Thomas had access to 
numerous sources that are now lost, his History has been used as a source for 
the medieval history of Dalmatia.111 Only recently has this work become the 

106   Delonga, “Pismenost”; Matijević-Sokol, “Latin inscriptions”; Steindorff, “Das mittelalterli-
che epigraphische Erbe.” Those are dedicatory inscriptions, epitaphs, or liturgical inscrip-
tions (Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, p. 279). Much like in Russia, some of the 
earliest inscriptions in Latin are on sword blades (Piteša, “Karolinški mač”).

107   For example, “suscipe munus” which appears in a 9th- or 10th-century, fragmentary in-
scription from Vrlika, but also in the 11th-century inscription of Moses from Salona 
(Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, pp. 99 and 172).

108   Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, p. 218.
109   Delonga, The Latin Epigraphic Monuments, pp. 133 and 166. The AD dates are specifically 

mentioned as such, e.g., that of 888 as “the year of Christ, from when the Holy Virgin re-
ceived the body.”

110   With the notable exception of hymns, for which see Matešić, “Die kroatische mit-
telalterliche Hymnendichtung.” For the Korčula Codex, see Katičić, Literatur- und 
Geistesgeschichte, pp. 528–34.

111   However, since for earlier periods his information cannot be verified against other sourc-
es, historians have much debated the value of this work for Dalmatian history (Matijević-
Sokol, “Razdoblje” and “Archdeacon”). By contrast, the information about the 11th- to 
13th-century history of Dalmatia is regarded as most trustworthy, even if it has been dem-
onstrated that in many cases (e.g., the account of the Mongol invasion of Dalmatia), 
Thomas relied on oral testimonies, not on his own observations or on written sources 
(Ivić, Domišljanje prošlosti).
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object of scholarly interest as a literary text and as a mirror of Thomas’s views 
of the world around him.112 One of the most salient features of this work is a 
strong feeling of urban patriotism, and the admiration that Thomas had for the 
republican government of Split, which in turn seems to have been the source 
for Thomas’s rather dismissive, if not outright critical, views of other political 
or ethnic communities. The Slavs, Hungarians, and Mongols that populate the 
History are either primitive and cruel, or simply foreigners incapable of under-
standing the superior culture of Dalmatia.113 Thomas wrote in elegant Latin 
and made extensive use of rhetorical figures to strengthen effects of antithesis, 
parallelism, and rhyme. An admirer of Isidore of Seville, he therefore wrote 
his History in the “Isidorian style,” as illustrated by his use of rhyme created by 
repeating certain parts of words or sentences.114 In sync with literary fashions 
at that time, Thomas often engages in etymologizing to explain events.115

Shortly after the Mongol invasion, the citizens of Split, according to 
Archdeacon “elected a certain young man from the house of the counts of Krk” 
as their podestà.116 It was at that time, or a little later, that the counts of Krk took 
over the region facing their island in continental Croatia, known as Vinodol.117 
Shortly after that, the counts introduced changes in the administration of the 
region and the rights of local towns, which provoked the reaction of the local 

112   Ančić, “Image”; Floramo, “Istis vero temporibus”; Perić, “Parataksa”; Matijević-Sokol, “O 
nekim stilskim, jezičnim i strukturnim osobitostima.”

113   This does not prevent the Spalatins from desecrating the graves of the Croats, “so that 
they might never again at any time claim a right” to the village of Ostrog (Thomas of Split, 
History 29, pp. 190–91). See Jovanović, “Nulti stupanj.”

114   Matijević-Sokol, “O nekim stilskim, jezičnim i strukturnim osobitostima.”
115   For example, Thomas of Split, History 4, pp. 20–21 explains that the name Spalato derives 

from “‘Pallanthem,’ which was the name that the ancients gave to a spacious palace.” For 
etymologizing as a category of historiographic thought in medieval East Central Europe, 
see Verkholantsev, “Etymological argumentation.”

116   Thomas of Split, History 41, pp. 306–307. A podestà was the chief magistrate in an Italian 
city state, often hired from among strangers, i.e., persons with no relation to any family 
or citizen in the given city. The first counts of Krk were appointed by Venice in the 12th 
century (Ravančić, “Urban settlements,” p. 197 with n. 35).

117   Ravančić, “Urban settlements,” pp. 192–93 and 195. In the late 12th century, Vinodol was 
a Hungarian march on the border with the Holy Roman Empire and with Venice. Count 
Bartol II entered the service of the Hungarian king Béla III and was granted Modruš, next 
to Vinodol, in 1193 (Levak, “Podrijetlo,” pp. 50–51). When Bartol II died without male heirs, 
King Andrew II allowed the transfer of Modruš to his nephew Vid II, who at that time was 
ruling as count in Krk. This was in fact the basis for the claims of the counts of Krk to the 
lands on the continent. When in 1271, the citizens of Senj elected Count Vid IV as their po-
destà, the road to Vinodol was open (Ravančić, “Urban settlements,” pp. 201 and 205–06).
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population.118 Many of the castles in the region have been manned by “castle 
warriors,” much like in Hungary (see chapter 18). However, with the coming of 
the counts of Krk, those members of the lesser nobility lost their freedom, and 
became subjects of the counts.119 In order to regulate their relationship to the 
counts, and to confirm the changes to the administration of the region, the Law 
Code of Vinodol was enacted in 1288. Issued in the form of a charter with 75 
articles, this is the first law code of the western Balkans. Although mined for in-
formation about the social and economic situation in Upper Dalmatia shortly 
before 1300, the most important legal issues addressed in the law code are the 
relationships of the kmeti (former “castle warriors”) to the count and the eccle-
siastical authorities (particularly the bishop of Senj).120 Several articles deal 
with the protection of their landed properties, and their social status.121 Much 
like Russkaia Pravda, the language of the Law Code of Vinodol is vernacular.122 
For statutes written in Latin during the last third of the 13th century, one must 
turn to urban communes of Lower Dalmatia: Zadar (between 1260 and 1270),123 
Korčula (before 1265),124 Rab (late 1260s),125 Dubrovnik (1272),126 and Šibenik 
(before 1293).127 Those are highly structured texts, covering a large variety of 
issues, from communal officials and their oaths, the service of notaries, and ju-
dicial procedures to maritime law, viticulture, criminal law, animal husbandry, 
family and inheritance law, and ecclesiastical tithes.

In East Central Europe, where the introduction of writing is regarded as 
“intimately linked with Christianization,” the earliest evidence of writing in 

118   Smiljanić, “O položaju,” p. 68–72 suggests that the intention of the counts of Krk was 
to eliminate the local, rural leaders known as župans and replace them with military 
commanders.

119   Levak, “Podrijetlo.”
120   Kmeti were under their own law and cases of injury and battery among them were liti-

gated in their own court, “and not [in] that of the officials” (of the count). See Law Code, 
pp. 20 (Old Croatian) and 211 (English), where kmeti is wrongly translated as “common-
ers.” For limits set on the power of the bishop of Senj, see Law Code, pp. 14 and 209.

121   The wergild for the killing of a kmet or of a member of his lineage was set to 100 libras, 
whereas the wergild for killing an official of the count was only 50 libras (Law Code, pp. 22 
and 212).

122   The oldest extant manuscript is from the late 15th or early 16th century, and it is written 
in Glagolitic script. For questions of language and script, see Hercigonja, “Neke jezično-
stilske značaje”; Katičić, “Praslavenski pravni termin.”

123   Statute of Zadar; Beuc, “Statut.”
124   Statutes and Laws; Ortalli, “Il ruolo.”
125   Margetić, “Lo statuto”; Margetić, “Rapski protostatute” and “Iz starije rapske pravne 

povijesti.”
126   Statute of the City of Ragusa; Danilović, “Dubrovački statut.”
127   Book of Statutes.
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594 chapter 28

Latin are coins, not inscriptions.128 Inscriptions appear later, and are typically  
dedicatory.129 Much like Cyrillic in Rus’, the Latin alphabet was used for sec-
ondary writing on church doors,130 finger rings,131 and seals.132 And just like 
in Rus’, where (Scandinavian) runes or Latin inscriptions co-existed with 
Cyrillic, in East Central Europe there is evidence of both Cyrillic inscriptions 
and (Turkic) runes.133 In Hungary, Arabic, Hebrew, and Greek were also used 
for inscriptions on rings and liturgical vessels.134 Pragmatic literacy is visible 

128   Adamska, “The introduction,” p. 169; Adamska, “Les débuts,” p. 2; Mortensen, “Sanctified 
beginnings,” p. 252; Mrozowicz, “Początki.” In Bohemia, the earliest coin inscriptions 
are on a coins struck in the name of Wenceslas I (VACLAV KNIZ—PRAGA CIVITA; 
Hásková, “Drevnecheshskaia moneta”) and Emma, Boleslav II’s wife (ENMA REGINA—
MELNIK CIVTAS; Charvát, The Emergence, p. 187 with fig. 45). In Poland, the earliest 
coin inscriptions are those late 10th-century deniers struck for Bolesław Chrobry (BOLI 
ZLAVO DUX; Piniński, “Trzeci egzemplarz”). Shortly after 1000 may be dated the earliest 
coins struck in Hungary in the name of King Stephen I with the inscription LANCEA 
REGIS—REGIA CIVITAS (Kovács, “A LANCEA REGIS”).

129   Trogmayer, “Egy francia”; Varády, “Epigráfiai emlékek.” For inscriptions on tombstones, see 
Bolz and Mikołajczk, “Gnieźnieńska inskrypcja”; Stehlíková, “Ostrovské náhrobky.” The 
tomb of Bolesław Chrobry in the Poznań Cathedral had an epitaph, which was destroyed 
in 1790, but is otherwise known from a few dozen written descriptions, the earliest of 
which is from the late 15th century (Kürbis, Na progach, vol. 2, pp. 243–82). The inscrip-
tion may have been put there by Bolesław’s son, Mieszko II (Wiszewski, Domus Bolezlai, 
pp. 55–66). A damaged inscription in the cloister of the Cistercian abbey in Velehrad has 
been initially interpreted as marking the tomb of Duke Vladislav Henry, but that interpre-
tation has been challenged (Pojsl, “Hrobka” and “Výlenková hrobka”; Bistřický, “Nápis”; 
Wihoda, Vladislaus Henry, pp. 244–45).

130   Dunin-Wąsowicz, “Petrus Liutuuinus me fecit.”
131   Bolz, “Inskrypcja.”
132   Kubinyi, Főpapok, pp. 315–333. For secondary writing, see Franklin, Writing, p. 47.
133   The most famous Cyrillic inscription is that on the tomb of the Bulgarian prince Presian 

II, who died in 1060/1061 in Hungary. See Matejko, “Niekoľko poznámok” and “Ein 
Zeugnis”; Dimitrov, “Za razchitaneto”; Vizdal and Nikolov, “Epigrafskiiat pametnik.” For an 
English translation of the inscription, see Tăpkova-Zaimova, Bulgarians by Birth, p. 19. For 
an imitation of Cyrillic writing from 12th- or 13th-century Prussia, see Wadyl, “Przęślik.” 
The “inscription” on the Prussian spindle-whorl bears some resemblance with the signs 
incised on three ceramic tablets found in the 9th- to 10th-century settlement excavated in 
Podebłocie (between Lublin and Warsaw), for which see Marczak, “Tabliczki”; Płóciennik, 
“Inskrypce”; Buko, The Archaeology, pp. 167–74. For (Turkic) runes in Hungary, see Vékony, 
“A Bodrog-Alsóbűi felirat.”

134   Arabic script on Béla III’s ring and on pseudo-Arabic coins: Nagy, “‘Islamic’ artefacts.” 
Hebrew letters on 11th-century rings: Kiss, “11th century Khazar rings”; Scheiber, Jewish 
Inscriptions, pp. 75–76. Rings with Hebrew inscriptions are also known from Bohemia 
(Zavřel and Žeglitz, “Zlatý prsten”). (Misspelled) Greek on the 11th- or early 12th-century 
holy water vessel from Beszterec: Kiss, “Byzantine silversmiths’ work.” Greek is the lan-
guage (and the script) of the earliest charter known from Hungary (Stojkovski, “The Greek 
charter”). In the 12th century, a Venetian named Cerbanus translated into Latin Maximus 
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595Literacy and Literature

in the 11th century, when the first charters were issued, and the first monastic 
scriptoria were organized (see chapter 2).135 Shortly after 1100, chanceries were 
set up, first in Bohemia and in Hungary, later in Poland. In Bohemia, the posi-
tion of chancellor pertained to the dignity of the provost of Vyšehrad.136 In 
Hungary, the chancery is first attested under King Béla III (see chapter 18) and 
developed from the royal chapel. By 1200 it employed clerics trained in Paris.137 
In Poland, a chancellor named Michael is known from the chronicle of Gallus 
Anonymus, but no evidence exists of a chancery before the second third of 
the 12th century.138 The law book of King Coloman (see chapter 18) and the 
“Statutes” attributed to Conrad Otto II (see chapter 19) are regarded as the in-
troduction of the first written instruments into the local legal systems.139

The first literary works in the region were hagiographical by nature.140 
However, in Bohemia the earliest vitae were written in Old Church Slavonic, 
not in Latin.141 The First Old Church Slavonic Legend of St. Wenceslas, prob-
ably written in the 960s, was quickly followed by several other vitae in Latin, 
of which the earliest, Crescente fide, was probably written in Bohemia in ca. 
970 (see chapter 25).142 That vita was also the basis for the “legend” written 

the Confessor’s Four Hundred Chapters on Charity on the basis of a Greek manuscript from 
the Benedictine abbey of Pasztó (Kapitánffy, “Cerbanus”; Curta, “East Central Europe,”  
pp. 625–26).

135   Veszprémy, “The birth,” pp. 161–62; Bláhová, “Písemná kultura,” pp. 514–15. See also 
Solymosi, “Die Entwicklung”; Hlaváček, “Marginale Überlegungen.”

136   Adamska, “The introduction,” p. 178.
137   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 405. When ascending to the throne in 1235, King Béla IV 

unsuccessfully attempted to institute a system of written petitions to the royal court.
138   Adamska, “The introduction,” pp. 178–79. In Poland, the most significant proliferation of 

written instruments took place in ecclesiastical, not ducal chanceries (Adamska, “The 
ecclesiastical chanceleries”).

139   Berend et al., Central Europe, p. 397. For law codes in Bohemia, see Bláhová, “Počátky.” 
For law books in Hungary, see Jánosi, Törvényalkotás; Zlinszky, “A magyar jogrendszer”; 
Kosztolnyik, “The three law books.” For the rudiments of criminal law in Hungary, see 
Béli, “A halál esetére.” Unlike Russkaia Pravda, the legislation of the Arpadian kings intro-
duced royal judges, first mentioned under Ladislas I (Kallay, “Szent Lászlo törvénye”; Font, 
“Hasonlóságok”). For ordeals in 13th-century Hungary, see Veszprémy, “The birth,” p. 166.

140   Adamska, “Les débuts,” p. 4.
141   Kalhous, “Slawisches Schrifttum,” p. 6.
142   Crescente fide is slightly earlier than the first vita of St. Ludmila written in Latin, Fuit in 

provincia Boemorum (Adamska, “Les débuts,” p. 5). However, much like in the case of St. 
Wenceslas, the earliest vita of St. Ludmila was written at some point during the 10th cen-
tury (certainly before Fuit in provincial Boemorum) in Old Church Slavonic (Prologue Life 
of St. Ludmila).
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596 chapter 28

by a Czech named Christian.143 Because the text is preserved only in a 14th-
century manuscript, the dating (and authenticity) of Legenda Christiani has 
been the object of much debate in Czech historiography ever since the 19th  
century.144 While the balance is currently tilted towards an early date of 
Legenda Christiani, there has been little, if any discussion about the 10th- 
century date assigned to the earliest hymn in vernacular known from Bohemia, 
Hospodine pomiluj ny (“Lord, have mercy on us”).145 In Hungary, the earliest 
text in vernacular—a funeral sermon—is preserved in a late 13th-century sac-
ramentary known as the Pray Codex (Fig. 28.2).146 The sermon is believed to be 
of a 12th-century date.147

The earliest preserved text of hagiography from Hungary is the legend of 
Zoerard and Benedict written in or shortly before 1064 by Maurus, Bishop of 
Pécs.148 The author mentions that at the time of the events narrated in his 
text, he was “a young pupil” in a monastery dedicated to St. Martin, no doubt 
the Benedictine abbey of Pannonhalma.149 Maurus also declares that he has 
learned many of the details about Zoerard’s life as a hermit from Benedict, 
Zoerard’s disciple.150 But in Hungary, there is a remarkable variety of literary 
output in the 11th century. Besides the king’s mirror known as Admonitions 
and written for King Stephen’s son Emeric (see chapter 18), the list of works 
in Latin produced in 11th-century Hungary also includes a theological treatise 
entitled Meditation on the Song of the Three Children written in the 1030s by 

143   Legenda Christiani. The identity of Christian has been just as debated as the date of his 
work.

144   Kalhous, Legenda Christiani.
145   Lehár, Česká středověka lyrika, p. 123; Mareš, Cyrilometodějská tradice, pp. 403–76. Much 

like Legenda Christiani, the text appears only in a late 14th-century manuscript containing 
a collection of prayers. Kalhous, Anatomy, pp. 218–19 admits that although a 10th-century  
date for the prayer is plausible, “it is impossible to establish this fact with complete 
certainty.”

146   Veszprémy, “The birth,” pp. 169 and 176. The Pray Codex also contains the only medieval 
copy of the Annals of Bratislava.

147   Korompay, “Naissance,” p. 364; Vizkelety, “Naissance,” p. 387. For the funeral oration (pub-
lished in vernacular, with French translation by Korompay, “Naissance,” pp. 368–71), see 
Szathmari, “A Halotti Beszéd.” Two other texts in Hungarian vernacular are dated to the 
13th century—the Lament of Mary and three paragraphs from a sermon draft. Unlike 
Bohemia, no vernacular texts were written in Hungary in the 14th century—either trans-
lations or original works—in connection with the rising popularity of courtly literature 
(Vizkelety, “Literatur”).

148   Maurus of Pécs, The Lives; Pražák, “Mór püspök.” The text was written 20 years before the 
canonization of Zoerard and Benedict.

149   Maurus of Pécs, The Lives, pp. 328–29.
150   Maurus of Pécs, The Lives, pp. 330–33.
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figure 28.2  A page from the Pray Codex, with neumes (musical notation) at the bottom. 
The 12th-century manuscript also includes a missal, an Easter mystery play, 
legal texts, and a funeral sermon in vernacular—the oldest text in Hungarian.
After Erdélyi and Sörös, A Pannonhalmi Szent-Benedek-Rend 
története, plate between pages 522 and 523
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Gerard, Bishop of Csanád. This is in fact a commentary on a passage from the 
book of the Prophet Daniel (3.57–65), which is also a very important canticle 
of the Roman Liturgy of Hours, the Benedicite.151 With a modest training in 
ancient rhetoric, Gerard mentions both Cicero and Quintilian, whose works 
he knew only from Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies.152 Gerard sees no differ-
ence between an illiterate and a literate, since the disciples of Christ, who were 
analphabet fishermen became “learned without letters.”153 But unlike Klim 
Smoliatich, Gerard condemns his contemporaries following the ancient phi-
losophers. They are just stulti sapientes and litteratuli, deprecatory terms that 
are meant to highlight Gerard’s partisanship more than his knowledge of their 
works: Gerard prefers divine wisdom to human knowledge, and faith in God 
to human wisdom.154 Addressing a man named Isingrim, Gerard assumes that 
his audience had some knowledge of the liberal arts.155 He presents himself as 
an adversary of a wandering scholar who has traveled through Spain, Britain, 
Scotland, and Ireland, in order to become learned in the seven liberal arts.156 
While routinely condemning pagan authors, Gerard makes extensive use of 
their names (if not works) and of the Latin classics.157

Historians assume that first form of history writing in East Central Europe 
was annalistic in nature, and that it was associated with cathedrals (Prague, 
Poznań, Gniezno, Cracow), the court (in Poland), or Benedictine abbeys 
(Břevnov).158 Surviving annals, such as those of Bratislava and of Cracow, are 
heavily interpolated, and can only suggest what the initial works may have 

151   Gerard of Csanád, Meditation; Nemerkényi, Latin Classics, pp. 77–78; Déri, “Gellért de-
liberatiója.” The work survives in a single manuscript dated to the second half of the 11th 
century. For its sources, see Benyik, “Pannónia.” Gerard was a Benedictine monk from 
the monastery of St. George on the Isola di San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice, but his trea-
tise and a sermon from which only a fragment is preserved were written in Hungary. See 
Vizkelety, “Naissance,” p. 391; Nemerkényi, “Ancient rhetoric,” p. 118. For a good survey of 
scholarship on the Meditation, see Nemerkényi, “Szent Gellért.”

152   Nemerkényi, “Ancient rhetoric.”
153   Gerard of Csanád, Meditation, p. 12.
154   Gerard of Csanád, Meditation, p. 28 (paraphrasing Cicero). Gerard even calls Plato “phi-

losophus … stultissimus” (Meditation, p. 96).
155   Nemerkényi, “Fictive audience.” Nemerkényi, “The seven liberal arts,” p. 221 believes 

Isingrim to have been a monk in Salzburg, later abbot of the Admont Abbey.
156   Gerard of Csanád, Meditation, p. 152.
157   In this respect, Gerard is very similar to Peter Damian (Nemerkényi, “The seven liberal 

arts,” p. 222).
158   Bláhová, “Klášterní historiografie” and Bláhová, “Písemná kultura,” p. 511; Adamska, “Les 

débuts,” pp. 7 and 12–15.
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been.159 The first chronicle in Latin is the Deeds of the Princes of the Poles 
written by an anonymous author known as Gallus Anonymus.160 Some be-
lieve that he was from southern France; others tie him with either Flanders or  
Venice.161 Still others have noticed a great resemblance between the rhythmical 
prose in the chronicle and the style of the works produced in the late 11th and 
early 12th century in central France, in the region of Tour and Orléans, which 
may indicate that Gallus studied there before coming to Poland.162 Gallus in-
corporated poems into his narrative, one of very few examples of Latin poetry 
from East Central Europe dated before 1300, other than hymns.163 Despite his 
claims to the contrary, Gallus may have himself composed the material sup-
posedly collected from oral sources.164 Though most certainly not a Pole, he 
wrote at the court of Bolesław III in Cracow. Judging from the dedications of 
his work, Gallus wrote the chronicle for an audience of friends and supporters 
at that court.165 Some have suggested that Gallus was in fact commissioned to 
write the work at a moment of particular crisis for Bolesław.166 This may ex-
plain the preoccupation with the spatial construction of power167 and with the 

159   Bieniak, “Autor”; Wenta, “Koncepcja”; Jasiński, “Początki” and “Rocznik”; Veszprémy, 
“Megjegyzések korai elbeszélő forrásaink történetéhez”; Drelicharz, “Mittelalterliche 
Krakauer Annalistik”; Mrozowicz, “Średniowieczne roczniki” and “Dziejopisarstwo.” As 
Berend, “Historical writing,” p. 313 put it, because no early annals have survived, one can 
say that in East Central Europe, annals are a continuation of chronicles. There has been 
some discussion of the relation between the Czech and the Polish annalistic writing, with 
either the former or the latter depending upon the other (Wiszewski, Domus Bolezlai,  
pp. 91–117).

160   For Galllus as the first chronicler, see Liman, “Anonymus Gallus.” Bisson, “On not eating,” 
p. 287 casts the net even wider: the Deeds was “among the earliest of a new class of com-
memorative texts dating from the years 1110 to 1160 which depict lord-princes responding 
to or surmounting crises of power.”

161   Plezia, Kronika, pp. 149–50; Fried, “Gnesen,” pp. 267–69; Jasiński, “Czy Gall Anonim to 
Monachus Littorensis?” pp. 68–69. See also Kersken, Geschichtsschreibung, pp. 493–95. 
Before entering the court of Bolesław III in Prague, Gallus spent some time in Hungary, 
perhaps at the abbey of Somogyvár (Bagi, Gallus Anonymus).

162   Plezia, “Nowe studia.” Jasiński, “Cursus velox” links the same features to Venice, instead of 
central France.

163   Jasiński, “Rozwój.”
164   For example, Gallus most likely made up the speech Casimir supposedly gave to his sol-

diers before the battle with the Pomeranians (Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I 21, p. 86). See 
Liman, “Die Feldherrenreden”; Dymmel, “Traces”; Polak, “‘Gesta’”; Wiszewski, “Źródła.”

165   Gallus Anonymus, The Deeds I Letter, p. 2.
166   Dalewski, Ritual, pp. 5–6.
167   Flor’ia, “Dva portreta”; Skibiński, “Vindicatio” and Przemiany; Bagi, “Two meanings”; 

Nikodem, “Parens”; Dalewski, “A new chosen people?”; Mühle, “Władza.”
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600 chapter 28

struggle against pagans.168 Recent studies have highlighted the sophisticated 
narrative technique, with a multitude of voices,169 as well as the rhetorical use 
of age categories (particularly children and the elderly).170 Given that earlier 
annals have not survived, the question of whether Gallus used them for his 
chronicle will remain unanswered.171

The Deeds of the Princes of the Poles survives in three manuscripts, the earli-
est of which is from the late 14th century.172 It is therefore difficult to gauge 
the impact that his vision of Polish history had on contemporaries. He most 
certainly had no imitators. When, shortly after 1200, Vincent Kadłubek ap-
proached the subject, he did so in a manner very different from that of 
Gallus.173 Little is known about Vincent’s life (1150–1223), except that he was 
born in Poland within a knight’s family, perhaps of noble origin, and that he 
was educated, perhaps in France or in Italy, before returning to his homeland 
in the 1180s to serve in the cathedral of Cracow as canon.174 In the dynastic 
struggles that followed Bolesław IV’s death, Vincent took the side of Casimir II,  
who probably commissioned the Chronicle of the Poles.175 Vincent became 
bishop of Cracow in 1208 and was confronted with the military and political 
aspirations of his patron.176 Unlike Gallus, Vincent approached the problem 
of power and rulers through the rhetorical category known as de virtutibus et 
vitiis, in which the moral evaluation of the characters takes precedence over 
chronological order in guiding the flow of the narrative.177 Vincent, in other 
words, writes to provide examples to those of his present, and to those of fu-
ture times. In contrast to Gallus and his focus on the Piasts, Vincent is much 
more concerned with the realm of Poland, with the body politic to which he 
refers as res publica.178 To Vincent, the main enemies of the res publica were 

168   Rosik, “The world.” For the role of the Church in Gallus’s chronicle, see Dobosz and 
Skibiński, “The Church.”

169   Wiszewski, “How many sources.”
170   Biniaś-Szkopek, “Komu.” For a comparison between Gallus and the Tale of Bygone Years in 

terms of rhetorical devices, see Vilkul, “Obshchie ritoricheskie khody.”
171   Polak, “Uwagi.”
172   Berend, “Historical writing,” p. 314.
173   For the debate surrounding the date of Vincent’s Chronicle, see Powierski, “Czas.”
174   Güttner-Sporzyński, “Bishop Vincentius,” pp. 1–2; Maciejewski, “Vincentius’s background,” 

pp. 21–23.
175   Dobosz, “Motives,” pp. 51–55.
176   Maciejewski, “A bishop.” He participated in the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) together 

with Archbishop Henry Kietlicz (see chapter 24). He favored the Cistercians and with-
drew to their abbey in Jedrzejów after resigning from office in 1217 or 1218.

177   Skibiński, “The narrative,” pp. 101–02.
178   Bieniak, “Jak Wincenty rozumiał”; Skibiński, “The narrative,” p. 100; Żmudzki, “Vincentius’s 

construct.”
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ambition, pride, intemperance, and immorality. Failure to live by virtue would 
lead to disaster, and no dynasty was safe if tarnished by vice. Conversely, 
even commoners, if endowed with virtue and divine favor, could be elevated 
to glory, a great departure from Gallus’s notion of divinely sanctioned rule.179 
Some believe that Vincent’s message was elitist, since, according to him, only 
“those who are recommended by an elegant mind or outstanding refinement 
will understand us.”180 But that is simply a warning about the “difficult orna-
ments” (ornatus difficilis) of his text, the very elaborate style of his prose remi-
niscing that of his contemporary, Alain de Lilles.181 The Chronicle, in the first 
of its four books, takes the form of a dialogue between John, Archbishop of 
Gniezno (1149–1167) and Matthew, Bishop of Cracow (1143–1166). Matthew in-
troduces episodes from the history of Poland, to which John then replies with 
parallels from ancient history, as well as philosophical, moral or juridical re-
flections. John’s philosophical reflections reveal Vincent’s deep knowledge of 
classical texts, including Plato’s Timaeus, the Rhetorica ad Herrenium, Cicero’s 
Cato Maior de senectute, Seneca’s Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium, and Boethius’ 
De consolatione philosophiae.182 Although he certainly knew Gallus’s chronicle, 
Vincent had a very different approach to Polish history. He augmented Gallus’s 
mythical account of Piast origins and invented an ancient Polish state rivaling 
the Roman Empire. He also introduced a host of fanciful characters, such as 
Krak, the dragon-slaying founder of Cracow.183 But in Book IV, Vincent intro-
duces himself in a parable of a feast, at which the host (Casimir II) appoints “a 
certain servant who carried the inkwell and the quill” as the “only and extraor-
dinary record-keeper of the commonwealth.”184 His is, in other words, the offi-
cial and authorized record of court events. Because of that, no doubt, Vincent’s 
work, unlike that of Gallus, had a considerable influence on the later history 
writing in Poland, as indicated by no less than 37 manuscripts of his work, 
mostly from the 15th century.185 Two local chronicles written in 13th-century 

179   Skomiał, “Z problematyki.”
180   Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle, Prologue 4.4, p. 90; English translation from Güttner-

Sporzyński, “Constructing memory,” p. 3. See also Wiszewski, “The power,” p. 200.
181   Michałowska, Literatura polskiego średniowiecza, pp. 15–85.
182   Kałuża and Calma, “O filozoficznych lekturach” and “The philosophical reading,” p. 102. 

See also Kałuza, “Sapientis verbum”; Chmielewska, “Recepcja” and “The impact.” For 
the influence of the 12th-century Renaissance on Vincent, see also Kałuża, “Vincentius’s 
Chronicle.”

183   Banaszkiewicz, Polskie dzieje bajeczne.
184   Vincent Kadłubek, Chronicle IV 1.1, p. 298; English version from Güttner-Sporzyński, 

“Constructing memory,” p. 5. Vincent’s chronicle has been characterized as “history in-
scribed into the present” (Kürbis, “Historia”).

185   Zwiercan, “A history.”
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602 chapter 28

Poland drew heavily upon Vincent’s: the Silesian-Polish Chronicle written ca. 
1290 at the court of Henry IV in Wrocław, and the Chronicle of Greater Poland, 
breaking off at 1272/3, which survives in a late 14th-century compilation, with 
material in annalistic format.186

The first chronicler of Bohemia was the Prague canon Cosmas, who wrote in 
the early 12th century. His Chronicle of the Czechs, which survives in 12 manu-
scripts dated to the 12th and 13th century was most likely written at the request 
of, or on commission from the Bohemian duke Vladislav I (1110–1117 and 1120–
1125), as a plea for a strong rule in the years following the death of Vratislav II 
(1061–1092), who is otherwise the chronicler’s main villain.187 By contrast, the 
great star in Cosmas’s gallery of good princes is Břetislav I (1034–1055). The 
greatest memories of the “golden age” are connected with his rule, for during his 
reign everything appears to have been in the right place, with peace and justice 
everywhere in Bohemia. Having acquired the basics of his education in Prague, 
Cosmas studied grammar at the cathedral school in Liège, where he became 
familiar with ancient authors, particularly Ovid, Virgil, and Sallust.188 Cosmas 
wrote in elegant Latin, and reflected upon the Trojan War, which he often as-
sociated with the events in Bohemia.189 Břetislav I is compared to Achilles and 
Diomede, while a knight named Beneda “was the equal of Hector in beauty 
and Turnus in arms.”190 A certain man in the service of Duke Svatopluk, who 
insinuated himself among the Czechs and brought about the fall of Bořivoj 
with his cunning talk is like Sinon in the service of the Achaeans, convinc-
ing the Trojans to bring the giant wooden horse inside the walls of their city.191 
Recent studies have dealt with Cosmas’s classicism, use of oral sources, and his 
narrative techniques; with his notions of freedom and ideal ruler, as well as his 
use of emotions (especially anger); with biblical citations, and with questions 
of identity in his narrative.192

186   Berend, “Historical writing,” p. 321.
187   Contra: Bláhová, “Die Hofgeschichtsschreibung,” p. 54. Cosmas’s hostile attitude towards 

Vratislav II derives primarily from his condemnation of Vratislav’s disrespect for the po-
litical traditions of Bohemia, which he pushed aside when proclaiming himself king in 
1085 (Wihoda, “Kosmas”).

188   Wolverton, Cosmas, pp. 5–6 and 21–24.
189   Antonín, The Ideal Ruler, p. 142.
190   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle II 1 and 40, pp. 81 and 143; English translation, pp. 110 

and 166. Turnus was Aeneas’ rival, and the comparison combines a citation from Ovid, 
Metamorphoses 12.77 with another from Virgil, Aeneid 11.910.

191   Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle III 19, p. 183; English translation, p. 91.
192   Sadílek, Kosmovy stare pověsti; Kopal, “Kosmovi ďáblové”; Aurast, “Wir und die Anderen”; 

Wihoda, “Kosmas”; Bláhová, “Die Freitheitsvorstellungen,” “Stát,” “Verschriftete 
Mündlichkeit,” “Kosmovo podání,” and “Hněv”; Švanda, “Laudationes”; Kuznecova, 
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By contrast, scholars have paid almost no attention to Cosmas’s 12th- and 
13th-century continuators. This may well be the result of their switching to 
the annalistic form of history writing, in sharp contrast to Cosmas’s style. 
In doing so, each continuator focused on a particular period or ruler. For 
example, the Canon of Vyšehrad wrote primarily on the reign of Soběslav I 
(1125–1140), whom he greatly admired.193 Vincent of Prague, who wrote as 
chaplain and notary of Daniel, Bishop of Prague, covered much the reign of 
Vladislav II, from the death of Soběslav I (1140) to 1167. The prologue to his 
Annals spells out Vincent’s intention, namely to record the king’s gesta and 
the opera gloriosa of his wife, Judith of Thuringia. But the Annals also pay con-
siderable attention to the king’s counselor and diplomat, Bishop Henry Zdik 
of Olomouc, as well as to Bishop Daniel of Prague, who participated, together 
with Vincent, in Frederick Barbarossa’s Italian campaigns.194 Vincent’s work, 
left unfinished, was continued between 1214 and 1222 by Gerlach, the abbot 
of the Premonstratensian house in Milevsko.195 A compilation of anonymous 
chronicles (The Stories of King Wenceslas I, The Stories of King Přemysl Otakar 
II, and the Narration on the Bad Years after the Death of Přemysl Otakar II) was 
put together at St. Vitus in Prague shortly before 1300, to cover much of the 
13th-century history of Bohemia.196 Two more continuators of Cosmas finished 
their respective works in 1300—Henry the Carver’s Chronicle (a history of the 
Cistercian abbey of Žďar) and Henry of Heimburg’s Chronicle of the Czechs. 
The latter contains two pieces of poetry in praise of Přemysl Otakar II and 
of Bishop Bruno of Olomouc.197 There is a sharp contrast between Cosmas 
and his 12th- and 13th-century continuators. Not only did the latter revert to 
an annalistic mode of history writing, but they also pulled models for their 
characters from elsewhere. While the Canon of Vyšehrad still compared chap-
lain Vít (the hero of the battle of Chlumec in 1126) with Achilles, most other  

“Obraz”; Bak, “Christian identity”; Wolverton, Cosmas. See also Bolina, “Příspěvek.” More 
recently, Cosmas has also taken a central place in debates surrounding the beginnings of 
Bohemia: Kalhous, “Mittelpunkte”; Albrecht, “Der Mauerbau.”

193   Canon of Vyšehrad, Continuation; Bláhová, “Die Hofgeschichtsschreibung,” pp. 54–55.
194   Vincent of Prague, Annals; Blahová, “Das Werk”; Kernbach, Vincenciova a Jarlochova kro-

nika. In the 1170s, another continuator of Cosmas wrote his annals in the Sázava mon-
astery. The anonymous monk from Sázava was primarily interested in the history of his 
abbey, to which he dedicated a long excursus entitled “De exordio Zazavensis monasterii.” 
See Monk of Sázava, Continuation; Pražák, “Kosmas”; Zelenka, “Kosmas”; Komendová, 
“‘Letopis’.”

195   Gerlach of Milevsko, Annals; Bláhová, “Letipis.”
196   Emler, Prameny, vol. 2, pp. 303–67; Berend, “Historical writing,” p. 317.
197   Henry the Carver, Chronicle; Henry of Heimburg, Chronicle. See also Machilek, 

“Stiftergedächtnis”; Šilhan, “Jindřich.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   603 3/21/2019   5:08:30 PM

fcurta
Highlight
Zdík



604 chapter 28

continuators discarded all ancient examples in favor of Biblical models. In the 
Stories of King Přemysl Otakar II, the king is compared to the prophet Samuel, 
and the Czechs to the Israelites.198 In that respect, history writing in 13th- 
century Bohemia and Moravia was very different from contemporane-
ous chronicles in neighboring countries of East Central Europe. There is no 
Bohemian parallel to Vincent Kadłubek.

Most historians of medieval East Central Europe follow Norbert Kersken’s 
comparative approach to 12th-century history writing in the region.199 The 
problem with that approach is that there is hardly any element of comparison 
for 12th-century Hungary. There is no extant chronicle from that period, and 
attempts to reconstruct the supposed 11th- and 12th-century versions of the 
surviving 14th-century chronicle (of which the earliest witness is the Pictured 
Chronicle of ca. 1358) are little more than exercises in futility.200 Moreover, 
the possible dates for the first version of the “primary” chronicle vary from 
the beginning of Andrew I’s reign to the end of King Coloman’s. The earliest 
surviving text is the Deeds of the Hungarians by “P who is called master, and 
sometime notary of the most glorious Béla, king of Hungary of fond memory.”201 
Much ink has been spilled over the true identity of “Master P.” and of the king 
for whom he has apparently served as a notary.202 The consensus now is that 
out of three possible Arpadian rulers named Béla, the author of the Deeds 
served King Béla III, which would imply that he wrote around 1200. Like Gallus 
Anonymus in Poland, “Master P.” was initially believed, because of his style, to 
have received some education in Paris, Orléans, or Italy. But his Latin is rather 
simple and his style closer to the urban chronicles of his time than to univer-
sity-trained authors, such as Vincent Kadłubek. Like him, “Master P.” concocts 
a story of ancient origin for the Hungarians. He therefore turns Scythians into 
the ancestors of the Magyars, and Magog into the progenitor of both Attila 
and Arpad.203 While crossing “Russia which is called Suzdal,” the Hungarians 

198   Emler, Prameny, vol. 2, pp. 323 and 351–53. See Antonín, The Ideal Ruler, pp. 151–52.
199   Kersken, “Mittelalterliche Nationalgeschichtsschreibung” and Geschichtsschreibung.
200   Veszprémy, “The birth,” pp. 169–70; Berend, “Historical writing,” p. 315. See also Györffy, 

“Az Arpád-kori magyar kronikák”; Szovák, “Historiographie.”; Thoroczkay, Írások and “A 
magyar krónikairodalom kezdeteiről”; Benei, “Contributions.” For an excellent survey of 
the most recent studies in that vein, see Bagi, “Problematik.” Such attempts are not un-
like those of Russian scholars reading the Tale of Bygone Years in order to reconstruct the 
“primary” annals of Kievan Rus’.

201   Gesta Hungarorum, pp. 2–3. The work, which apparently is incomplete, survives in only 
one manuscript.

202   Szovák, “‘Wer war der anonyme Notar?’”; Veszprémy, “Anonymus Itáliában?” See also 
Veszprémy, “Famous debates.”

203   Gesta Hungarorum 1 and 2, pp. 6, 9, and 13.
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battle both the Rus’ and the Cumans, after which they move to the land of 
Pannonia, which the Romans, after the death of Attila, had turned into pas-
tureland “because their flocks grazed in the land of Pannonia.”204 The goal of 
“Master P.” is to write an account of the background, circumstances, and im-
mediate aftermath of the conquest of Pannonia by the Magyars. In doing so, 
he plans to stay away from the “false stories of countryfolk and the gabbling 
song of minstrels.”205 Like Cosmas of Prague, “Master P.” knows about the his-
tory of Troy, apparently from the 7th-century account of pseudo-Dares.206 Like 
Thomas of Split, “Master P.” indulges in etymologizing: “The Hungarians are 
so called from the castle of Hung.”207 But “Master P.” was otherwise very dif-
ferent from his contemporary: he makes no references in the Deeds to Church, 
communes, or current affairs. He also wrote in plain style, with a few rhymed 
sentences, but plenty of legal expressions, with which “Master P.”, if indeed a 
notary, may have become familiar in the royal chancery.208

While the Deeds of the Hungarians have long preoccupied scholars, 
comparatively less attention has so far been paid to the Hungarian-Polish 
Chronicle written in the late 1220s or early 1230s by an equally unknown au-
thor at the court of Prince Coloman, the younger brother of King Béla IV.209 
The chronicle survives in five manuscripts, all from Poland, where the ini-
tial text was most likely taken in 1241 by the Coloman’s widow, Salomea, the 
daughter of the Prince of Sandomierz, Leszek I (1194–1227).210 Unlike “Master 

204   Gesta Hungarorum 7–9, pp. 20–21, 24, and 26–27. For the Vlachs as “shepherds of the 
Romans,” see Paliga, “Sclavi.”

205   Gesta Hungarorum, pp. 4–5. “Master P.” rejects the idea of the Hungarians ever reaching 
Constantinople with Botond cutting the Golden Gate in that city with his axe: “But as I 
have found this in no book written by historians, and have heard it only in the spurious 
tales of countryfolk, I do not, therefore, propose to write it in the present work” (Gesta 
Hungarorum 42, pp. 90–91). On the other hand, Veszprémy, “The birth,” p. 170 notes that 
the author of the Deeds wrote in recurrent phrases that are reminiscent of minstrels’ 
songs.

206   Gesta Hungarorum, pp. 2–3. For pseudo-Dares’s story of Troy, see Bate, “L’Excidium Troie.”
207   Gesta Hungarorum 2, pp. 12–13. The “castle of Hung” is present-day Uzhhorod, in south-

western Ukraine. The etymology, however, is wrong.
208   Veszprémy, “Megjegyzések Anonymus stílusáról.” The legal language and the story of the 

blood oath taken by the “seven leading persons” of the Hungarians, who accepted the 
leadership of Prince Álmos (Gesta Hungarorum 5–6, pp. 16–19) suggest that “Master P.” 
wrote shortly before the Golden Bull was issued, i.e., within the first two decades of the 
13th century (Veszprémy, “The birth,” p. 171).

209   Homza, Uhorsko-poľská kronika, pp. 25–27 claims that the author of the chronicle was 
Andrew, the first provost of Spiš (Slovakia), who wrote at the court of a different Coloman 
based in northern Hungary.

210   Grzesik, Kronika, pp. 21–26 and 208–12; Grzesik, “Some remarks,” pp. 192 and 196–97.
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P.” who only placed Attila and Arpad within the same lineage, the author of 
the Hungarian-Polish Chronicle directly and explicitly equated Huns with 
Hungarians.211 In fact, there is no mention of Arpad, only of Attila (“Aquila”), 
who leads the Hungarians trekking through Europe from Lithuania and 
Scotia to Dacia (Denmark), Lombardy, and Apulia. In Rome, Aquila is ordered 
to go to Sclavonia in order to revenge a certain King Casimir, who had been 
killed by his subjects.212 After establishing Aquileia (named after himself), 
Aquila battles the Slavs and the Croats for eight days, and creates a new state, 
which he names Hungaria. Aquila’s descendants are then introduced into the  
narrative—Coloman, Béla, and Géza (“Yesse”), as well as Géza’s wife, Adelaide, 
the sister of the Polish prince Mieszko, who lives in Cracow. The third and 
final part of the chronicle is largely based on Hartvic’s Life of King Stephen of 
Hungary, but includes some original elements, presumably based on oral tra-
ditions (a critique of the Polish way of life and an account of the meeting of the 
Polish and Hungarian rulers at the border, next to Esztergom).213

Some have dismissed the Hungarian-Polish Chronicle “as an invented his-
tory of the Huns and Hungarians.”214 But the same is true about the Deeds 
of the Hungarians written between 1282 and 1285 by Simon of Kéza, a court 
clerk of King Ladislas IV. The relation between “Master P.” and Simon is, in 
many respects, similar to that between Gallus and Vincent Kadłubek. Simon 
knew the work of “Master P.,” but he augmented it with heavy borrowings 
from Jordanes, Paul the Deacon, Isidore of Seville, and Godfrey of Viterbo. Like 
the author of the Hungarian-Polish Chronicle, Simon regarded the Huns as 
Hungarians.215 Instead of the pastureland of the Romans and their shepherds, 
Simon’s Pannonia is inhabited by Slavs, Greeks, Germans, Mysians (presum-
ably Bulgarians), and Vlachs. All those peoples are said to have previously been 
“base-born servants of Attila.”216 Unlike them, Simon’s Hungarians constitute 
a natio. The focus in the Deeds is on noble clans, a direct reflection of the rise 
of the nobility as a political body in the kingdom of Hungary during the last 
quarter of the 13th century. While to Gallus, the instrument of God’s will was 
the Piasts, for Simon, God is with the Hungarian natio.217

211   Hungarian-Polish Chronicle, pp. 9–10.
212   Grzesik, Kronika, pp. 166–71.
213   For the use of Hartvic’s Life of King Stephen of Hungary, see Grzesik, Kronika, pp. 27–49.
214   Berend, “Historical writing,” p. 319.
215   Simon of Kéza, The Deeds 4, pp. 14–15. The Huns are specifically said to have returned to 

Pannonia as Hungarians (The Deeds 24, p. 76).
216   Simon of Kéza, The Deeds 23, pp. 72–73.
217   Simon of Kéza, The Deeds 1, pp. 7–9. There is in fact no sense of dynastic legitimacy in the 

Deeds.
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By the time Simon of Kéza finished his Deeds, there were already clear signs 
of a marked historicism in the pragmatic literacy of Hungary. Beginning with 
the 1220s, the narrative parts of the royal charters, which came right before the 
endowment, expanded into lengthy accounts of the merits of the beneficiary 
and his family, as servants of the king. This is hardly an indication of wide-
spread knowledge and use of Latin—the narrative was simply a translation of 
a longer account in Hungarian, which the beneficiary told the royal scribe, who 
then translated it into Latin. A certain Herbord, for example, was endowed 
by King Béla IV in 1264 because of his bravery while fighting under the royal 
banner. The story then goes into the details of how Herbord was captured by 
the Czechs, who cut one of his ears off, and pulled out two of his teeth.218 It 
is difficult to imagine such details getting into the charter without the partici-
pation of the beneficiary. Personal history thus erupted into the written, offi-
cial record, most likely stimulated by the emphasis placed in the 13th century 
on valor and knightly service to the king, which could easily make one rise to 
the immediate entourage of the ruler, with or without landed property.219 As 
Elemér Mályusz put it, a far more interesting history of 13th-century Hungary 
is revealed by charters than by chronicles. On the other hand, the fact that per-
sonal history is recorded by such means strongly suggests that the beneficiaries 
of the king’s munificence put their entire trust in the written word.220

218   Veszprémy, “Chronicles,” p. 186 and “The birth,” pp. 172–73.
219   Veszprémy, “Chronicles,” pp. 188–89.
220   Mályusz, “La chancellerie,” pp. 252–54; Veszprémy, “The birth,” p. 174.
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chapter 29

Monumental Art

“The church of St. Anastasia is a basilica like the church of Chalcopratia, with 
green and white columns, and all are decorated with encaustic pictures in 
the antique style; its floor is of wonderful mosaic. Near it is another church, a 
domed one, Holy Trinity, and above this church again is another church, like 
a triforium, domed also, into which they mount by a spiral staircase.”1 Thus 
described Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus in the mid-10th century 
the main churches of Zadar, in Dalmatia (Fig. 29.1). Most scholars have seen in 
this passage the first mention of one of the most famous buildings in Dalmatia, 
the church of St. Donatus, initially dedicated to the Holy Trinity.2 This is the 
only rotunda known from the entire Adriatic region, and one of the largest in 
Europe. The church was built in two phases. In the former phase to be dated 
around AD 800, three horseshoe-shaped apses were added on the eastern side, 
and eight columns were placed in the interior. A few decades later, a second 
floor was added with a gallery, a vestibule to the west, and other annexes to the 
north and to the south, which completely enveloped the building. With two 
exceptions in front of the apse, all columns were replaced with pillars.3

Emperor Constantine’s comparison of the cathedral in Zadar with the 
Church of Theotokos Chalkoprateia in Constantinople was most likely meant 
to point to the survival, well into his lifetime, of a very old church. Like 
Chalkoprateia, the cathedral of Zadar was built in the 5th century as a three-
aisled basilica. It was initially dedicated to Sts. Peter and Paul, but when the 
relics of St. Anastasia were housed there in the 9th century, the church was 
modified accordingly with the addition of a chapel on the northern side and 
of lateral premises (pastophoria) on either side of the apse.4 Inside the church, 
there were apparently magnificent mosaic pavements and frescoes, which, to 
judge from Emperor Constantine’s testimony, were of ancient origin.

The continuous use of a late antique basilica, somewhat refurbished to 
meet the needs of an early medieval community of the faithful is not unique 

1   Constantine Porphyrogenitus, On the Administration of the Empire 29, p. 139. For this passage, 
see Vežić, “Po čemu.”

2   E.g., Crnčević, “The architecture,” p. 50; Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,” p. 449.
3   Vežić, Sveti Donat; Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,” pp. 449–50. According to Vedriš, “Po 

čemu,” the church imitated the martyrium of St. Anastasia in Constantinople.
4   Vežić, “The early medieval phase” and “Luoghi,” p. 275–80; Voronova, “Arkhitektura,” pp. 268–

70; Crnčević, “The architecture,” pp. 45–47; Chevalier, Jakšić, and Jurković, “Zadar,” pp. 10–11.
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figure 29.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Aetolophos; 2—Agios Germanos; 
3—Aizpute; 4—Alba Iulia; 5—Amphipolis; 6—Andravida; 7—Ano Boularioi; 
8—Āraiši; 9—Arilje; 10—Arta; 11—Asenovgrad; 12—Athens; 13—Bale;  
14—Berat; 15—Bijelo Polje; 16—Biskupija; 17—Bobrowo; 18—Bogoliubovo; 
19—Boiana; 20—Bratislava; 21—Brno; 22—Budeč; 23—Budimlja;  
24—Burtnieki; 25—Čazma; 26—Çetë; 27—Cetina; 28—Chernihiv;  
29—Chernoglavci; 30—Cherson; 31—Christianou; 32—Cracow; 
33—Czesztreg; 34—Daphni; 35—Delvinë; 36—Devín; 37—Distomo; 
38—Domažlice; 39—Drenovo; 40—Ducové; 41—Dvigrad; 42—Eleon; 
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43—Episkopi; 44—Esztergom; 45—Feldebrő; 46—Gavrolimni; 47—Genna; 
48—Giecz; 49—Gniezno; 50—Gradac; 51—Halych; 52—Holm; 53—Isova; 
54—Jemnice-Podolí; 55—Kallósd; 56—Kalocsa; 57—Kanfanar; 58—Kasić-
Manastirine; 59—Kastoria; 60—Kepoula; 61—Keria; 62—Kerkyra; 63—Kiev; 
64—Kołbacz; 65—Kopčany; 66—Koraki; 67—Kostoľany pod Tribečom; 
68—Kotor; 69—Krimulda; 70—Kurbinovo; 71—Kuršumlija; 72—Levý Hradec; 
73—Libice; 74—Longas; 75—Lubiąż; 76—Marmiro; 77—Medvedgrad;  
78—Melnik; 79—Mentzaina; 80—Merbaka; 81—Mesopotam; 82—Mikulčice; 
83—Milia; 84—Modrá; 85—Mogilno; 86—Monemvasia; 87—Neredica;  
88—Nerezi; 89—Nesebăr; 90—Nin; 91—Nitra; 92—Novgorod; 93—Novi 
Pazar; 94—Ohrid; 95—Oliwa; 96—Olynthos; 97—Osor; 98—Ostrów 
Lednicki; 99—Ostrowite; 100—Paliochora; 101—Pallandion; 102—Peć;  
103—Peroj; 104—Perondi; 105—Peshkëpi; 106—Pheres; 107—Platamon;  
108—Pleisioi; 109—Pliska; 110—Pohansko; 111—Polemitas; 112—Politika;  
113—Polotsk; 114—Poreč; 115—Poznań; 116—Prague; 117—Preslav;  
118—Prespa; 119—Pridraga; 120—Prizren; 121—Przemyśl; 122—Pskov;  
123—Rab; 124—Ras; 125—Ravna; 126—Riga; 127—Říp Hill; 128—Rovinj;  
129—Rozafa; 130—Salaspils; 131—Setina; 132—Sibiu; 133—Sigulda;  
134—Silistra; 135—Skripou; 136—Smolensk; 137—Sopoćani; 138—Sopron; 
139—Split; 140—Spiš; 141—Srebrniki; 142—Staré Mĕsto; 143—Starý Plzenec; 
144—Ston; 145—Strombate; 146—Strumica; 147—Strzelno; 148—Studenica; 
149—Suzdal’; 150—Sveti Lovreč; 151—Svojšín; 152—Szalonna;  
153—Szekésfehérvár; 154—Szekszárd; 155—Tărnovo; 156—Tartu;  
157—Tegea; 158—Teranci; 159—Thebes; 160—Thessaloniki; 161—Tišnov;  
162—Tmutarakan’; 163—Trikata; 164—Trogir; 165—Trzebnica; 166—Tum; 
167—Tyniec; 168—Üxküll (Ikšķile); 169—Vau i Dejës; 170—Velemér;  
171—Velika Gospa; 172—Veljusa; 173—Veszprém; 174—Visegrád;  
175—Vladimir-in-Volhynia; 176—Vladimir-on-the-Kliazma; 177—Vodoča; 
178—Vyšehrad; 179—Wielkie Czyste; 180—Wiślica; 181—Wrocław;  
182—Zadar; 183—Zagreb; 184—Zalavár; 185—Zámoly; 186—Zaraka;  
187—Zemen; 188—Znojmo

to Zadar. In Byzantine Crimea, several late antique, three-aisled basilicas 
of Cherson were modified in the 9th or in the 10th centuries (Fig. 29.2).5 In 
Thessaloniki, a chapel dedicated to St. Euthymios was added in the 10th cen-

5   The so-called Uvarov basilica (church no. 13; Klenina, “Uvarovskaia bazilika”; Sorochan, “O 
bazilike”), the so-called “basilica on the hill” (no. 14; Romanchuk, Studien, p. 78), and the 
so-called “basilica in the basilica” (no. 15; Romanchuk, Studien, p. 78). At least two other 
churches built in the late 6th or early 7th century remained in use in Cherson, well into the 
9th and 10th century, respectively: the quadrilobe church in the northeastern corner of the 
city (church no. 47) and the eastern basilica (no. 13) (Romanchuk, Studien, p. 79). Two other 
late antique churches were modified and adapted at a much later date—the so-called 1935 
basilica and the western basilica (no. 36). Both were turned into single-naved churches in 
the 11th and 12th or 13th century, respectively (Zavadskaia, “Problemy”; Romanchuk, Studien, 
pp. 75–76). Elsewhere in the Crimea, late antique, three-aisled basilicas were refurbished in 
the early Middle Ages in Mangup and Eski Kermen (Barmina, “Etapy”; Losickii and Parshina, 
“Eski-Kermenskaia bazilika”).
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figure 29.2  Principal sites mentioned in the text. Numbers indicate sites in the list at  
Fig. 29.1
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tury to the south transept wing of the basilica of St. Demetrius built in the 5th 
century.6 Cherson and Thessaloniki are also the sites of the earliest medieval 
churches of Eastern Europe, built around AD 700. A cross-shaped martyrium 
(church 27) probably dedicated to Pope Martin I (who died in 655) was erected 
in the center of Cherson in the early 8th century.7 Much earlier is the Church of 
Hagia Sophia in Thessaloniki, built just before 620 on top of an earlier basilica. 
However, its impressive dome belongs to a second building phase, which has 
been dated by means of an inscription to 690/1, while the interior decoration 
must be attributed to yet another phase, traditionally associated with the tri-
umphal celebration after Staurakios’ campaign of 783 (see chapter 15).8 This 
is one of the earliest examples of cross-domed church in the Middle Ages, an 
adaptation to the symbolism of the liturgy as it came into being during the 7th 
century.9

The earliest medieval churches of Istria may be dated almost a century after 
those of Thessaloniki and Cherson. Much like in the latter case, they were in 
fact imitations of late antique architectural formulas, in this case basilicas 
with three apses. Unlike their predecessors, the churches built in Dvigrad or 
Velika Gospa (both in the hinterland of Rovinj, on the western coast of the 
peninsula) shortly before or after AD 800 are hall churches, with no internal 
division into aisles.10 Hall churches with three apses remained the dominant 
form of ecclesiastical architecture in Istria until the 11th century. A variant of 
the same type has a transept with three apses, as in the case of the Church of 

6    Moutsopoulos, “To parekklesi.”
7    Biernacki and Klenina, “Sakral’naia arkhitektura,” p. 42. The cross-shaped plan was noth-

ing new in the architecture of Cherson, as such churches have already been erected in 
Late Antiquity (Losickii, “Opyt rekonstrukcii”; Jastrzębowska, “Die Datierung”).

8    Bouras, Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Architecture, p. 62; Kazamia-Tsernou, Mnemeiake 
topographia, pp. 334–40, 353–81, and 391–406 (for the mosaics). The inscription at the 
base of the dome is incomplete, only the 4th indiction is legible, together with AM 6…. 
(Mavropoulou-Tsioumi, Hagia Sophia, p. 30). This has commonly been interpreted as 
690, but more recently, as 840 (AM 6349), which corresponds with the stylistic analysis 
of the mosaics. An inscription on the mosaic in the apse, however, mentions Empress 
Irene and her son, Constantine VI (780–797) (Spieser, “Inventaires,” p. 159), and much of 
the sculptured decoration has also been dated to the 8th century (Mentzos, “Ho glyptos 
diakosmos”).

9    Theocharidou-Tsaprali, The Architecture; Mauropoulou-Tsioumi, Hagia Sophia, pp. 9–12.
10   Jurković and Caillet, Velika Gospa; Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,” pp. 442–43. A 

hall church with three apses was built inside the chancel of the 6th-century basilica of 
Euphrasius in Poreč in the early 9th century (Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,” p. 437). 
There are also examples in Istria of late antique churches that were restored and adapted 
for the needs of the 9th century, e.g., Santa Maria alta near Bale (Jurković, “Alcune con-
siderazioni,” p. 320; Maraković and Basić, L’insediamento).
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St. Thomas in Rovinj.11 Most analogies of that church are from northern Italy 
and southern Switzerland, the territory that was during the early 9th century 
under the jurisdiction of the patriarch of Aquileia. In central Dalmatia, the 
preferred form of church inspired by the late antique architecture was the 
hexaconch, such as St. Michael in Pridraga, Holy Trinity in Split-Poljud or  
the church in Kašić-Manastirine.12 In the interior, the earliest churches are 
dated to the first quarter of the 9th century and are similar to Carolingian 
buildings in northern Italy. The Church of St. Martha in Strombate near Bijaći, 
in the hinterland of Trogir—a three-aisled church with rectangular apse—was 
built inside the ruins of a late antique basilica. One of the most representative 
pieces of church interior decoration from 9th-century Croatia, the ciborium 
from that church is decorated with interwoven patterns, pheasants, and lions. 
Only fragments are preserved from the accompanying inscription that men-
tioned both St. John the Baptist and St. Martha, to whom the church was most 
likely dedicated.13 The similar Church of St. Mary in Biskupija near Knin had a 
rectangular chancel inside, not outside the building. But the most impressive 
element of that church was the addition on the opposite side of a monumental 
entrance, the earliest example of westwork in Croatia. Its first floor served as 
a mausoleum for the 9th-century rulers of Croatia, and for members of their 
families. The earliest stone carvings from the interior decoration of the church 
have been attributed to the so-called “master of the choir screen from Koljane,” 
that is responsible for work at other sites of the interior dated to the first half 
of the 9th century.14 At Biskupija, however, there are carvings belonging to a 
different group of stone carvers who were most likely active more than 50 years 
later.15 By that time, the westwork was a familiar presence, as in the case of the 

11   Jurković, “Alcune considerazioni,” pp. 321–22, and “Karolingische Renovatio,” pp. 191 and 
443–44. The discovery of a burial next to the western wall of the church strongly suggests 
that that was the proprietary church of a member of the Carolingian elite. The decorative 
sculpture is tightly related to that of the church in Velika Gospa, which has been attrib-
uted to a group of stone carvers known as “the master of Bale” (Jurković, “Due capitelli” 
and “Le ‘maître’”).

12   Ančić, “Architecture,” pp. 205 and 207; Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,” pp. 447 and 
459. For architectural sculpture from the Church of the Holy Trinity in Split-Poljud, see 
Piteša, Ranosrednjovjekovni kameni spomenici, pp. 77–93.

13   Vežić, “Bazilika.” The stone carvings from Bijaći were made in Trogir or by stone carvers 
from that city (Jakšić, “Reljefi”; Josipović, “Prilog”).

14   Jakšić and Josipović, “Majstor.”
15   Jakšić, “Klesarska radionica”; Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,” pp. 453–54; Jurčević, “O 

klesarskim radionicama”; Skoblar, Figural Sculpture, pp. 83–117. For the chronology of the 
site, see Petrinec and Jurčević, “Crkvina-Biskupija.” The positioning of the mausoleum in 
the westwork is strikingly similar to the location of the burial (presumably of the found-
er) at the western end of the Church of St. Thomas in Rovinj.
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614 chapter 29

Church of Savior that a župan named Gostiha built in the 880s at Cetina near 
Vrlika, in the hinterland of Knin.16 The influence of the Carolingian architec-
ture is now visible even in southern Dalmatia, for example in the addition of a 
massive tower as westwork for the domed, single-naved church of St. Michael 
built in Ston by the prince of Zahumlje, Michael Višević (910–930).17

The variety of architectural forms available in Dalmatia and Croatia through-
out the 9th century is remarkably similar to that from Moravia. Rectangular 
churches with right-angle chancels like those from Rovinj and Biskupija are 
also known from Mikulčice (churches 2, 5, 8, and 10) and Modrá (near Velehrad, 
Czech Republic).18 The Church of St. Margaret of Antioch in Kopčany (across 
the river Morava from Mikulčice, in Slovakia) is the only still-standing building 
of that type, and the oldest church in East Central Europe (Fig. 29.3). Much 
like Rovinj and Biskupija, the Kopčany church has a western entrance hall 
complete with a masonry tomb.19 The vaulting with triangular stones of the 
original windows of the church was meant to match aesthetically the unplas-
tered façade—a feature of the Carolingian architecture in Germany—and to 
hint symbolically at the parable of the stone rejected by builders that becomes 
the cornerstone (Psalm 118:22; Matthew 21:42).20 In some cases, the place of 
the rectangular chancel is taken by a true apse, as in Mikulčice (church 4), 
Staré Město “Na Válach”, Staré Město “Špitálky,” and Pohansko (church 1).21 In 
the latter case, the use of the apse for the altar results from the remains of a 

16   Marašović, “Crkva”; Milošević and Peković, Predromanička crkva. For another example 
of the same time, see Bužančić, “Crkva.” For westwork towers, see also Marašović, “Le 
‘corp occidental’”; Milošević, Predromanički zvonici. Ignoring the inscription mentioning 
župan Gostiha, Čurčić, Architecture, p. 63 wrongly dates the church to the 11th-century. 
New types of churches appear in Croatia in the 9th century—hexaconchs like those 
on the coast, as well as triconchs with westwork (Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,”  
p. 199). Domed free cross churches, such as that built in Nin in the 9th century, may be 
of Byzantine inspiration, for very similar buildings are known from the Mani and from 
Arta (Greece), as well as from Teranci (Macedonia) (Pejaković, Broj; Čurčić, Architecture, 
pp. 325–28). For stone carvings from the Church of the Holy Cross in Nin, see Predovan, 
“Altar screen parts.”

17   Korać, “Prilog,” p. 143; Jurković, “Karolingische Renovatio,” pp. 506–507. Ignoring the tower, 
Marković, “Beginnings,” pp. 153–54 and Čurčić, Architecture, p. 459 believe the church to 
have been erected in the first half of, or in the late 11th century, respectively.

18   Poláček, “Great Moravian sacral architecture,” p. 66, and “Great Moravian religious archi-
tecture,” p. 93 fig. 2.2, 5, 8, 10. For Mikulčice, see also Poláček, “Die Kirchen.” For Carolingian 
parallels to the rectangular churches from Moravia, see Štefanovičová, “Architektura.”

19   Baxa, “Die Kirche.”
20   Illáš, “K typu predrománskych okien.”
21   Hrubý, “Základy”; Dostál et al., “Die Kirche”; Poláček, “Great Moravian religious architec-

ture,” p. 93 fig. 2.4 and 12. The single-naved church from Nitra, initially believed to be of 
Carolingian age, is in fact a later building (Fusek and Bednár, “Die [vermutete] Kirche”).
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615Monumental Art

figure 29.3  Church of St. Margaret of Antioch in Kopčany (Slovakia). The church was 
built across the river Morava from Mikulčice, most likely in the 9th century. 
The building was then modified in the mid-13th century and, again, in the 15th 
century, when the narthex was demolished and the Gothic arch was added to 
the western end.
Photo by the author

stone-built chancel screen with a passage in the middle. The church was built 
of quarry stone bound with mortar, had a large narthex and a small room on 
the southern side. Its walls were plastered and whitewashed, but there are also 
remains of color paintings, perhaps frescoes.22 Three-aisled basilicas were also 
in existence in 9th-century Moravia, either with one (Mikulčice, church 3) or 
with three apses (Bratislava).23

Like hexaconchs in Dalmatia and Croatia, rotundas were relatively popular 
in Moravia. Most recently, a combined timber-stone rotunda was found in the 
northeastern bailey of the Pohansko stronghold, but its immediate analogies 
are known from Ducové (between Trnava and Trenčín, in western Slovakia) 

22   According to Macháček, “The Byzantine mission,” the narthex and the small room on the 
southern side (interpreted as skeuophylakion) may be associated with the presence of the 
Byzantine mission of Constantine and Methodius.

23   Poláček, “Great Moravian sacral architecture,” p. 70; Fiala, “Výtvarný prejav staroslovan-
skej baziliky.” There is even evidence of a triconch with westwork in the form of a larlge 
narthex in Devín (near Bratislava), for which see Rodzińska-Chorąży, “Vel’komoravska 
trikoncha.”
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and Staré Město “Na Dědiné.”24 The use of a timber supporting construction, 
wattle reinforcement, and mortar sheathing is regarded as a sign of a “cheaper” 
building, the proprietary church of a lord of lower status than that who owned 
the church with narthex inside the stronghold at Pohansko. The discovery of 
fragments of mortar and plaster with imprints of timber elements is no sur-
prise, however, since wood was used both for ceilings, roof trusses, and jambs, 
as well as for load bearing constructions, tie beams, and, of course scaffolding. 
There is increasing evidence of timber churches built at the same time as those 
in stone, either on the same or on a different site. As such they were propri-
etary churches controlled by men of social status lower than that of the found-
ers of stone churches.25 Although timber buildings have so far not been found 
in Croatia and Dalmatia, the social interpretation of hexaconchs in those areas 
is not very different from that applying to rotundas in Moravia. Much more 
comparative work is needed to elucidate such remarkable parallels.

An overall explanation will not ignore the possibility of contacts medi-
ated by the equally remarkable finds in western Hungary, at Zalavár and its 
environs. The fragment of a doorjamb found inside the stronghold in Zalavár, 
which is believed to be Mosapurc, Pribina’s seat of power (see chapters 8 and 
11), is decorated with the interlaced ornament so typical for the architectural 
sculpture of late 8th- and early 9th-century Dalmatia.26 A second church, be-
lieved to have been dedicated to St. Hadrian is a large, three-aisled basilica 
with a narthex divided into five, smaller rooms. The church most certainly had 
more than one floor, since a round staircase was attached to the western side 
of the narthex.27 That this was a building of great significance results from 
finds in and around the basilica. To the south was a workshop for the casting of 
bells, while fragments of painted windowpanes showing human heads, hands, 
wings, and letters from an inscription suggest that the church had an exquisite 

24   Čáp et al., “Großmährische Kirchen,” pp. 190–202; Macháček et al., “Velkomoravská ro-
tunda.” See also Galuška, “Kirchliche Architektur”; Poláček, “Great Moravian sacral archi-
tecture,” p. 93 fig. 2.13, 17, and 18. Poláček, however, believes that the closest analogies are 
churches 6, 7, and 9 in Mikulčice. For church 7 in Mikulčice, a cross-in-circle building 
located, like church no. 2 in Pohansko, outside the stronghold, see Kouřil, “Kirche.”

25   Lichardus, “Grundriss”; Illáš, “Príspevok.”
26   The doorjamb was obviously from the building of the Church of St. Mary inside the 

stronghold (Szőke, “Eine Kirchenfamilie,” pp. 570–71 and 571 fig. 2). According to Szakács, 
“The ambulatory,” pp. 163–64, this was a stone carving of unknown use, later reused as a 
doorstep with a related inscription from the 11th century.

27   Szőke, “Eine Kirchenfamilie,” pp. 574–77. The possibility exists that the staircase was for 
the narthex only, in which case this was most likely a westwork, not a narthex stricto 
sensu. Such an interpretation is supported by the division of the ground floor into five 
separate rooms.
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617Monumental Art

interior decoration.28 But the most surprising element of the architectural lay-
out is the presence of an ambulatory—an annular corridor around the apse, 
which was divided into rooms. If the interpretation is correct, this would make 
the church in Zalavár the earliest known example of an ambulatory with radi-
ating chapels in Europe.29 Scholars have until now paid so much attention to 
this intriguing aspect, that they have almost ignored the existence, outside the 
stronghold, of a third church—the three-aisled basilica excavated at Zalavár-
Récéskút. Only half as long as the basilica supposedly dedicated to St. Hadrian, 
this church also had a narthex with a belfry attached to its southern side. The 
three apses were built inside, not outside the eastern side of the building, a 
feature most typical for the architecture of late antique churches in the eastern 
Alpine region of present-day Slovenia and in Istria, which were imitated in the 
9th century as well.30

At that time, the Carolingian influence was also felt in Bohemia. The Church 
of the Virgin Mary in Prague, which has recently been re-dated to the 9th cen-
tury, was a rectangular building with right-angle chancel.31 During the first half 
of the 10th century, however, the architectural types known from 9th-century 
Moravia made their appearance in Bohemia as well: a three-aisled basilica in 
Prague (St. George), rotundas (Levý Hradec, St. Peter in Budeč, and St. Vitus 
in Prague), and single-naved churches with single apses (Domažlice, St. Mary 
in Budeč).32 It is only during the second half of the 10th century that the first 

28   Szőke, “Eine Kirchenfamilie,” pp. 577–78; Szakács, “The ambulatory,” p. 163.
29   Szakács, “The ambulatory,” p. 168. The earliest examples of ambulatories cannot be dated 

before AD 1000.
30   Mordovin, “The building history,” pp. 7–9. Babić, “Pojava” calls this feature the “‘pseudo-

three-apses’ element” and derives it from the pastophoria of Byzantine churches in Greece 
and Bulgaria. Goss, “The 11th-century reform,” p. 576 notes that in pre-Romanesque archi-
tecture, “there are hidden spaces the presence of which cannot be perceived by looking at 
the exterior.”

31   Benešovská et al., Architecture, p. 56; Dragoun, Praha, pp. 24–26; Máříková-Kubková and 
Herichová, “Revize”; Maříková-Kubková et al., “Prague Castle,” pp. 193–95.

32   Benešovská et al., Architecture, pp. 50–]6–58, 89, and 96. St. George in Prague: Dragoun, 
Praha, pp. 14–22; Maříková-Kubková et al., “Prague Castle,” p. 193. Levý Hradec: Borkovský, 
Levý Hradec. St. Peter in Budeč: Šolle, “Rotunda.” St. Vitus in Prague: Dragoun, Praha, pp. 
26–28; Cibulka, “Václavova rotunda.” (According to Maříková-Kubková et al., “Prague 
Castle,” pp. 193 and 195, the initial building has only one apse, the second being added 
after 929/935 to house St. Wenceslas’s grave. The second apse was built of ashlars smaller 
than those of the rotunda, the façade of which was decorated with lesenes). Domažlice: 
Břicháček and Čechura, “Kirche St. Jakobus.” St. Mary in Budeč: Sommer, “Archeologický 
výzkum.” The rotunda of St. Peter in Starý Plzenec, long believed to be one of the earliest 
in Bohemia, is in fact not of a 10th-century date (Nováček, “Starobylá a ještě starobylejší”). 
According to Fernie, Romanesque Architecture, p. 63, there are more rotundas in Bohemia 
and Moravia than anywhere else in the “territories of the Latin Church.”
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unique features of Bohemian architecture began to appear: the square-shaped 
church with three apses found in Vyšehrad and the single-naved church with 
transept and apse in Libice.33 In Poland, the second half (or even the last 
third) of the 10th century saw the appearance of the first rotundas (Gniezno, 
Cracow), cross-shaped (Ostrów Lednicki), as well as single-naved churches 
with transepts (Wrocław) or rectangular chancels (Ostrów Lednicki).34 But the 
dating of those buildings is disputed by others, who claim that none of those 
churches may be dated before ca. 1000.35

Why were different architectural types used concomitantly? Art historians 
typically answer that question by linking specific buildings to analogies out-
side East Central Europe.36 Only recently has the idea been advanced, accord-
ing to which stylistic choices were motivated politically. Early Přemyslid and 
Piast rulers underscored their status by making careful choices of architectural 
forms.37 The conspicuous preference for rotundas mirrors the use of circu-
lar spaces of representation in secular architecture. The palaces excavated in 
Giecz and Ostrów Lednicki, both erected in the last decades of the 10th century, 
were rectangular buildings, very similar to each other, and each with attached 
rotundas.38 Whether those were private chapels or had some other, perhaps 

33   Vyšehrad: Nechvátal, “K výzkumu”; Illáš, “Příspěvek k interpretaci.” Libice: Mařík, “Die 
Sakralbauten.”

34   Gniezno: Janiak, “Uwagi,” “Problematyka,” and “Veränderungen”; Buko, The Archaeology, 
p. 233 fig. 94. Cracow: Pianowski, “Relikty”; Sikorski, Wczesnopiastowska architektura,  
pp. 76–77; Ostrów Lednicki: Biedroń et al., “Wczesnopiastowskie budowle”; Górecki, Gród, 
pp. 67–70; Rodzińska-Chorąży, “Sakralarchitektur,” p. 389. For Wrocław, see Małachowicz, 
“Pierwszy kościół,” who, under the assumption that the church there was built during 
the period of Bohemian domination over Silesia, compares it to the church in Libice in 
order to date it to the 960s. For a critique of such assumptions, see Różański, “Czeskie i 
morawskie wzorce architektoniczne.”

35   For the polemic surrounding the dating of the earliest stone buildings in (early medi-
eval) Poland, see Świechowski, “Problemy,” “Architektura,” “Die älteste Steinarchitektur,” 
and “Wczesna architektura”; Wetesko, “Najstarsza architektura”; Urbańczyk, “Wczesnoś-
redniowieczna architektura.” See also Janiak, “Stan i potrzeby badań.”

36   E.g., Mařík, “Die Sakralbauten” demonstrates that the church in Libice was modeled after 
that dedicated to St. Mary in Walbeck, near Magdeburg. Because of the wide variety of 
models, Rodzińska-Chorąży, Zespoły rezydencjonalne believes that the early Piast archi-
tecture was “eclectic.”

37   Graczyńska, “Polityka” and “Katedry.”
38   Krzysztofiak, “Palatium”; Świechowski, “Palatium” and Katalog, pp. 77–78 and 352–56; 

Wetesko, Historyczne konteksty, pp. 136–43; Sikorski, Wczesnopiastowska architektura,  
pp. 119–28 and 131–34. For a similar building in Poznań that was interpreted as palace, 
see Kóčka-Krenz, “Zespół pałacowo-sakralny.” For fragments of architectural sculpture 
retrieved from the palace in Ostrów Lednicki, see Kaszubkiewicz, “Detal kamienny.”
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ceremonial role, such buildings illustrate the political motivations behind the 
stylistic decisions of rulers of a polity recently converted to Christianity.39

1 Byzantine Art and Its Regional Variations

The strong association between the social status of the patron and the choice 
of architectural forms is also apparent in the 9th- and 10th-century architec-
ture of Southeastern Europe, particularly in the preference for the domed 
cross-in-square plan, a church with two longitudinal walls with narrow open-
ings supporting the dome, and the eastern arm of the cross forming the sanc-
tuary together with adjacent corner bays. Some 25 churches of this type are 
known from Greece, dated to the 9th and 10th centuries. The most famous, 
however, is the Church of the Virgin in Skripou (Orchomenos, Boeotia), which 
was built in 873/4 (Fig. 29.4).40 The founder was a protospatharios and member 
of the imperial household with a function connected to the emperor’s private 
fortune, perhaps a steward of the imperial domain (kourator) (see chapter 15). 
The church is innovative in many respects. First, it makes extensive use of large 
blocks of stone for the façade.41 But that façade is also decorated with bricks 
laid obliquely in rows to form dentil bands.42 The style of the architectural 
sculpture in the interior is an outstanding example of Constantinopolitan 
standards.43 However, those responsible for its execution must have been local 
carvers, who had just finished working on the much smaller and slightly older 
Church of St. Gregory the Theologian in Thebes, which, according to its dedi-
catory inscription, was built in 872. The same craftsmen are believed to have 
been at work elsewhere in Boeotia and Evvoia, which strongly suggests a local 
workshop of stone carvers whose skills were apparently in high demand in 
central Greece in the 870s.44

Domed, cross-in-square churches were also built in 9th-century Athens. The 
Church of the Prophet Elias at the Staropazaro near the Roman Agora, a monu-
ment otherwise known only from 19th-century drawings and engravings, has 

39   Graczyńska, “Polityka,” p. 18 sees in both palaces and rotundas an illustration of the politi-
cal idea of princeps fundator studied by Michałowski, Princeps fundator.

40   Papalexandrou, “The Church.” The building was once a monastery church built on top of 
an earlier Byzantine building with mosaic pavement, perhaps a late antique basilica. No 
less than six building phases have been identified (Vogiatzis, “Parastereseis”).

41   Hadji-Minaglou, “Le grand appareil,” pp. 163–64.
42   Bouras, Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Architecture, p. 76.
43   Barsanti, “La scultura,” pp. 5–24.
44   Bouras, Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Architecture, p. 74.
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figure 29.4  The Church of the Dormition of the Holy Virgin, 
Skripou (Orchomenos, Greece): plan and western 
end with cross-section
Drawing by Hubert Megaw. After Sotiriou, 
“Ho naos,” pp. 122 fig. 3 and 124 fig. 5
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been rightly compared with the Church of the Virgin in Skripou.45 The dome-
in-square plan also appears in western Greece, for example in the Church of St. 
Demetrius Katsouri in Pleisioi near Arta, or in that of Episkopi, now submerged 
by the waters of Lake Kremasta, to the east from Arta.46 In the 10th century, the 
largest and finest monuments were domed cross-in-square churches, the earli-
est of which are massive buildings with very thick walls built in the so-called 
megalithic masonry (stones in volume larger than 0.6 cubic meters), with no 
bricks or traces of mortar.47 Those were not just episcopal or monastery church-
es, but also rural churches. Most remarkable in that respect is the cluster of 
such churches in the Deep Mani (the southernmost part of the Peloponnese), 
at a short distance from each other. Little is known about the identity of those 
churches’ founders, but in cases where the identity of the founder is known, 
churches were apparently built not by local aristocrats, but by local church-
men. For example, the oldest dedicatory inscription is that from the Church of 
St. Panteleimon in Ano Boularioi, which bears the date 991/2. The inscription 
mentions a priest-monk as the founder.48 Some of the churches in the Mani 
have walls covered in frescoes. Those of St. Panteleimon in Ano Boularioi are 
related stylistically to the frescoes in the Church of St. Peter in Palaiochora 
(second layer) and the Church of St. George at Keria (first layer), which points 
to the existence of itinerant painters who worked within the region.49 The 
conclusion is confirmed by the examination of the architectural sculpture. 
Beginning with the mid-11th century, a stone carver named Nikitas worked in a 
number of churches in southwestern Peloponnesos. His contribution is often 

45   Bouras, Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Architecture, p. 76.
46   Vokotopoulos, He ekklesiastike architektonike, pp. 56–74 and 181–183; Papadopoulou, 

Byzantine Arta, pp. 25–28. For the architectural sculpture from the Church of St. Demetrius 
Katsouri, see Vanderheyde, La sculpture, pp. 45–48 and pls. XXIV–XXVI.

47   Hadji-Minaglou, “Le grand appareil.” The best examples of the style are the Church of 
the Assumption in Tegea and the Church of the Holy Virgin Panaxiotissa in Gavrolimni 
(Bouras, Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Architecture, p. 70). Similar churches appear at that 
same time in Albania, e.g., at Marmiro, near Orikum, on the southern shore of the Bay of 
Vlorë (Meksi, Arkitektur, pp. 205–207; Koch, “Einige Bemerkungen”).

48   Drandakis, “Agios Panteleemon,” p. 446. To be sure, St. Panteleimon in Ano Boulairioi 
is not a domed cross-in-square, but a single-nave church with twin apses. However, its 
masonry is megalithic (Kalopissi-Verti, “Epigraphic evidence,” p. 339). For a bishop as a 
possible founder of another church, see the inscription from Pallandion (near Tripoli, 
in the central part of the Peloponnese) in Feissel and Philippidis-Braat, “Inventaires,”  
p. 300. In the 11th century, another bishop, Eustathios of Vessaina built the Church of the 
Assumption in Aetolophos (Thessaly), for which see Avramea and Feissel, “Inventaires,” 
pp. 368–69.

49   Panagiotidi, “Un aspect,” pp. 178 and 181–82; Skawran, “Peripheral Byzantine frescoes,”  
p. 79; Panagiotidi, “Village painting,” pp. 195–96.
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acknowledged in inscriptions on altar tables, which mention his name, in one 
case followed by the phrase “from the country of Mani.”50 That inscription also 
mentions two donors, Staninas and Pothos, most likely members of the local 
elite who donated the money for the altar table in the Church of St. Nicholas 
in Milia. It has been suggested that their relative affluence was based on the 
production of olive oil.51 In other words, those were relatively well-to-do lo-
cals, who imitated in local style and with local means of expression that which 
since the late 9th century has been the hallmark of imperial architecture in 
Greece. It is important to note in that respect that most other 10th-century 
churches in the countryside of the Peloponnese and in central Greece were not 
of the domed cross-in-square type, but three-aisled basilicas, some built on top 
of Late Roman ruins within open settlements.52 Those were definitely smaller 
buildings with fewer or cheaper ornaments, and could therefore not reflect as 
well the social aspirations of the local elites. In northern Greece, churches typi-
cally appear inside fortified settlements, such as Setina, Longas or Platamon.53 
Those were single-naved churches that were meant for the garrisons of those 
forts.54 The domed cross-in-square churches were thus regarded as the best 
way to project claims to social prominence. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
during the first decades of the 11th century, domed cross-in-square churches, 
such as the Church of Sts. Jason and Sosipatros in Kerkyra, the Church of the 
Virgin in the Monastery of St. Luke the Younger near Distomo (Boeotia), or 
the Church of St. Catherine in Athens, received decoration on the façade in 
the form of the so-called cloisonné masonry—dressed stones laid in regular 
courses and horizontally and vertically framed by bricks.55

50   Feissel and Philippidis-Braat. “Inventaires,” pp. 304–05. See Drandakis, Byzantina glypta 
and “Chronologemena byzantina glypta.”

51   Curta, The Edinburgh History, pp. 194–95.
52   For example, the church in Mentzaina near Kalavryta (in the Peloponnese), which was 

built at some point before or after the middle of the 10th century over the ruins of a 
Late Roman building, perhaps a large countryside villa (Moutzali, “Neotera stoicheia”). 
For examples of three-aisled basilicas in 10th- and 11th-century Greece, see Curta, The 
Edinburgh History, p. 206 with n. 67. Three-aisled basilicas also served as monastery 
churches, as in Politika (on the island of Evvoia), for which see Mamaloukos and Pinatsi, 
“Sympleromatika stoicheia.”

53   The association between fortified settlements and single-naved churches is also docu-
mented in Albania and on the northern frontier of the empire, on the Lower Danube. See 
Meksi, Arkitektura, pp. 140–42; Damian et al., “O biserică bizantină.”

54   Moutsopoulos, “Anaskaphes,” pp. 6 and 13; Loverdou-Tsigarida, “Nea anaskaphika.”
55   Megaw, “The chronology,” p. 104 with n. 2 and 107; Chatzidakis, Hosios Loukas, p. 13; 

Vokotopoulos, “Church architecture,” p. 159. For Albanian examples of that style of ma-
sonry (St. Nicholas in Perondi, near Berat; church of the Monastery of St. Mary in Peshkëpi 
near Gjirokastër, southern Albania), see Meksi, Arkitektura, pp. 152–55 and 156–59.
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During the 11th century, new architectural forms appear. For example, the 
katholikon (monastery church) of the Monastery of St. Luke the Younger has a 
wide dome resting on a shallow, polygonal drum, one of the first examples of 
the domed cross-in-octagon type in Greece.56 In Athens, the first of the elab-
orate churches built in the first half of the 11th century is the Holy Apostles 
in the Agora, whose octagonal dome with double-light windows and arched 
cornices is another illustration of the same architectural sophistication.57 Of 
a similar date is the Church of Our Lady of Kapnikarea in Athens.58 The elabo-
rate ornamentation of its façade consists of dressed stones and bricks—the 
cloisonné masonry. The bricks are laid in a pattern imitating Kufic (Arabic) 
characters.59 Similarly, the decoration of the façade of the Church of the Holy 
Theodores in Athens and the southern façade of the Church of Our Lady of 
the Coppersmiths (Panagia ton Chalkeon) in Thessaloniki consists of relief ce-
ramic plaques and glazed tiles, respectively, both bearing decorative designs 
and pseudo-Kufic lettering.60 While the Church of the Holy Theodores is 
known to have been built by an imperial official, the founder of the Panagia ton 
Chalkeon was a member of the high-ranking, military aristocracy, the governor 
(katepano) of the Byzantine territory in southern Italy (Longobardia).61 The 
building represented a new architectural form known as the tetrastyle cross-
in-square with dome, because of the four pillars inside the nave.62 The church, 
however, has three domes, one of which tops the narthex. The conspicuous 

56   Chatzidakis, Hosios Loukas, p. 18; Poulimenos, “To katholiko”; Bouras, He architektonike. 
For the architectural sculpture of the interior, see Gerasimenko, “Dekoraciia”; Manolessou, 
“Glypta.”

57   Bouras, “Middle Byzantine Athens,” p. 229. The octagonal dome appears later both in the 
Thracian hinterland of Constantinople (Genna, see Mamaloukos, “Ho naos”) and far-
ther away from the capital, in southwestern Greece (Christianou, see Vogiatzis, “Further 
remarks”).

58   Petrakos, “Mnemeia”; Gkiolis, “Ho Panepistemiakos Hieros Naos.”
59   Kanellopoulos and Tohme, “A true Kūfic inscription” believe that to be a true inscrip-

tion—“power [belongs] to God.”
60   Bouras, “Middle Byzantine Athens,” p. 229; Tsitouridou, The Church, pp. 22–24; Ioannisian, 

“O nekotorykh osobennostiakh.” For the architectural sculpture inside the Church of Our 
Lady of the Coppersmiths, see Velenis, “O glyptos diakosmos.” Elsewhere, glazed tiles or 
ceramic plaques were replaced with Islamic glazed pottery, as in the case of the small, 
single-naved Church of St. George in Delvinë (near Përmet, southeastern Albania), for 
which see Xhyheri, “Nuovi dati,” pp. 366–70.

61   Paisidou, “The church,” pp. 123–24, who believes the church to have been part of a 
monastery.

62   The same type appears on a smaller scale at the opposite side of the Byzantine posses-
sions in Eastern Europe—the Church of the Mother of God in Tmutarakan’ (Chkhaidze 
et al., “Srednevekovyi khram”).
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novelty is the narthex with gallery, a feature believed to have been inspired 
by the Carolingian and Ottonian notion of westwork.63 The mural decoration 
of the first phase, dated to 1028, contains such typically Constantinopolitan 
themes as the Virgin of Blachernae praying.64

Elsewhere, walls were covered with mosaics, not frescoes. Those of the 
katholikon of the Monastery of St. Luke the Younger were inspired by the mo-
saics of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople: in both cases, the portrait of Christ 
the Almighty (Pantokrator) is placed in the narthex, in the lunette above the 
“imperial pillars,” together with the inscription “I am the light of the world” 
(John 8:12). The exceptional building quality of the katholikon and of its mo-
saics, which may be dated to the 1030s, bespeak a Constantinopolitan found-
er or patron, either Eudokia, the daughter of Emperor Constantine VIII, or 
the future Constantine IX, who before becoming emperor in 1024 served as 
supreme judge of Hellas.65 The Constantinopolitan association of all those 
monuments prompted imitation on a smaller scale by less well-to-do patrons, 
most likely local potentates, as in the case of the Church of St. Nicholas in 
Olynthos (Chalkidiki Peninsula in northern Greece), which is very similar to 
the Church of Our Lady of the Coppersmiths in terms of size, morphology, and 
decoration.66

The contrast between three-aisled and domed cross-in-square plans is even 
starker in Bulgaria. The earliest church built after the conversion to Christianity 
(see chapter 11) is the Great Basilica in Pliska. Almost 30 m (98 feet) wide and 
100 m (324 feet) long, including a 50 m-long atrium, this is, by all means, the 
largest church in Eastern Europe from the 9th century.67 Judging by the size 
of the pillars separating the nave from the aisles, the church had galleries on 
the northern and southern sides.68 Fragments of columns and capitals, some 
of them with carved crosses and inscriptions bespeak the rich interior decora-
tion of what was undoubtedly Boris’s foundation.69 The floors of the church 
in Preslav-Cheresheto, which also employed the basilical plan, were decorated 

63   Paisidou, “The church,” p. 127.
64   Papadopoulos, Die Wandmalereien.
65   Mouriki, “Stylistic trends,” pp. 80 and 87; Mylonas, “Nouvelles remarques”; Schminck, 

“Hosios Loukas.” According to Chatzidakis, Hosios Loukas, p. 47, the hierarchs depicted in 
the two rooms flanking the altar represent the provinces of the empire, with St. Dionysius 
the Areopagite and St. Hierotheos for Hellas (Athens), St. Achilleios for Thessaly (Larissa), 
and Sts. Jason and Sosipatros for Kerkyra.

66   Vokotopoulos, “Ho byzantinos naos.”
67   Čurčić, Architecture, p. 281 believes that the basilica was built in the late 5th century, but 

there is no archaeological evidence of such an early date.
68   Doncheva, “Pogled”; Konstantinov, “Za arkhitekturniia oblik.”
69   Doncheva, Bazilikite, pp. 26–29 and 133–34.
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with opus sectile.70 Equally impressive, albeit on a smaller scale are the ba-
silicas built shortly before AD 900 in and around Preslav.71 The type remained 
associated with the centers of power, as demonstrated by the basilica of St. 
Achilleus in Prespa, which was built by Samuel in the late 10th century (see 
chapter 12).72 As in Pliska, the aisles of that church had galleries, but unlike 
all other, earlier basilicas, small domes topped the cross-shaped pastophoria. 
Over 30 domed cross-in-square churches are known so far from Preslav, but 
the earliest are of the tetrastyle variant.73 A combination of tetrastyle and sin-
gle-naved church has recently been discovered in Alba Iulia (Romania) and 
may well be the northernmost church of the 10th-century Bulgarian group.74 
All those churches, however, are known from archaeological excavations, for 
the only such buildings still standing are St. John the Baptist in Nesebăr (on 
the shore of the Black Sea) and St. Germanus in Agios Germanos (northern 
Greece).75 Although the architectural landscape of 10th-century Bulgaria was 
dominated by basilicas and cross-in-square churches, the iconic building 
for that period remains the Round Church in Preslav, which represents the 
Bulgarian variation on the architectural theme of rotundas: a small rotunda 
(only 34 feet in diameter) with two tiers of colonnettes around the dome, and 

70   Boiadzhiev, “Novo tălkuvane.” Opus sectile is a technique of floor (or wall) decoration 
based on thin sections of colored stone cut in various sizes to form a pattern (Liakos, “The 
Byzantine opus sectile floor,” p. 37; Khrushkova, “Poly”). The basilica in Preslav-Cheresheto 
was a monastic church, much like the basilicas discovered in Ravna and Chernoglavci, for 
which see Doncheva, Bazilikite, pp. 152–53.

71   Royal basilica and the basilicas at Gebe klise, Stambol Iolu, and Bial briag: Vaklinova  
et al., “Vladetelskata cărkva”; Doncheva, Bazilikite, pp. 138–39, 141, and 151. Sakalova mo-
gila: Totev, “Bazilika.” For basilicas in and around Preslav, see Ovcharov and Doncheva, 
“Monumentalnite preslavskite baziliki”; Doncheva, “Rolia.” No less than 15 three-aisled 
basilicas, each with one apse, are known from Pliska (Doncheva, Bazilikite, pp. 142–49). 
The episcopal church in Drăstăr (Silistra) was also a three-aisled basilica, for which see 
Doncheva, “Patriarsheskata bazilika.”

72   Moutsopoulos, Anaskaphe and He basilike; Doncheva, “Architektur,” pp. 368 and 370  
fig. 2; Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 311–12; 310 fig. 327B; 311 fig. 328. For the architectural sculp-
ture from the interior of the basilica, see Milanova, “Skulpturnata ukrasa.”

73   E.g., church 2 in Avradaka, church 1 in Selishte, or church 1 in Bial briag (Doncheva, 
“Architektur,” pp. 375 fig. 6; 376 fig. 7, and 377 fig. 8). Church 1 in Chupkata (last decades 
of the 9th century) is a five-aisled church: Boiadzhiev, “Une église.” Church 1 in Avradaka 
(early 10th century) is a quincunx (five-domed) building: Doncheva, Krăstokupolni cărkvi, 
pp. 211–12. See also Totev, “Oshte na tipologizaciiata.”

74   Istrate, “Byzantine influences.” Its closest, still standing analogy is the 10th-century 
church of St. Leontius in Vodoča, near Strumica (Macedonia; Nikoloska, “Poteklo,” p. 276; 
Domozetski, “Vodocha”).

75   Doncheva, Krăstokupolni cărkvi, pp. 221–24 and 286–92; Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 332–34; 
Chilingirov, “Cărkvata.”
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with eight niches in the wall. Attached to it was a large narthex with corner 
turrets and spiral staircases (an indication of an upper story), and beyond that 
a rectangular courtyard, the niched walls of which were lined with slender  
columns.76 The excavations of the Round Church produced a large quantity of 
fragments of architectural sculpture—marble reliefs and inlay—as well as of 
mosaic decoration and painted tiles.

The architectural forms adopted in Rus’ after the conversion to Christianity 
are very different from those in use during the 10th century in Bulgaria. 
Byzantine architects and builders erected the large Tithe Church in Kiev dur-
ing the last decade of that century. The recent archaeological and architec-
tural studies of the church have shed a new light on its planning and spatial 
composition that is different from various reconstructions advanced until 
now. This was in fact a basilica with transept, a large dome on eight pillars, 
and a very large exonarthex, with galleries. The obvious model for this brick 
building was the Church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople, a building 
that had four domes, one over the center and three more on the arms of the 
cross-shaped plan.77 Fragments of a mosaic made of pieces of marble of dif-
ferent color (opus sectile) suggest that the source of inspiration for the decora-
tive patterns for the floor of the Tithe Church was also Constantinopolitan.78 
By contrast, despite its dedication to St. Sophia, the church that Iaroslav the 
Wise built in Kiev during the first half of the 11th century is different both 
from the cathedral in Constantinople and from the church in Thessaloniki 
with the same dedication.79 A recent debate among Russian and Ukrainian 
architects and archaeologists has also emphasized the different architectural 
forms of Vladimir’s late 10th-century foundation and that of his son, Iaroslav,  
respectively.80 While still based on the idea of a domed cross-in-square plan, 

76   Boiadzhiev, “Arkhitekturata.”
77   Zykov, “Desiatinnaia cerkov’.” For critical approaches to previous reconstructions of the 

church, see Krasovskii, “Rekonstruktsyia”; Elshin, “Arkhitekturnyi tip,” “K voprosu,” and 
“Chertezhi”; Mikheenko, “Arkhitektura.”

78   Arkhipova, “Pidloga.” For marble columns, capitals, fragments of the altar screen and of 
a frieze with Greek inscription, see Arkhipova, “Arkhitekturnyi dekor.” There is also evi-
dence of frescoes (Vasil’ev, “Freski”).

79   Kolpakova, Iskusstvo, pp. 32–36; Bulkin, “Zametki”; Vinogradov, “Zametki.” Visots’kyi, “Ob 
odnoi gruppe” suggests the second church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople as the 
model.

80   For the debate, see Boeck, “Believing”; Bobrovskii et al., Zasnuvannia; Arkhipova and 
Tolochko, “‘Novaia datirovka’”; Elshin, “Sofiiskii sobor”; Mikheev, “Kogda byl postroen 
Sofiiskii sobor”; Tolochko, “‘Novaia’ datirovka” and “Osnovanie”; Poppe, “V poiskakh vre-
meni.” For the architectural sculpture of the church, see Zhyshkovych, Plastyka, pp. 41–45 
and 65–71.
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the church of St. Sophia in Kiev is a building with five apses and no less than 13 
domes surrounded by galleries and incorporating stairwell towers.81 The divi-
sion of the interior space into smaller units—either cubical bays or shortened 
aisles—has no direct parallel in the Byzantine architecture of the 10th or early 
11th century, and as such must be regarded as a feature of Rus’ architecture.82 
Byzantine, if not altogether Constantinopolitan, however, is the idea of deco-
rating the dome, the central apse, and the four arches of the central crossing 
with mosaics.83 The remaining walls were covered with frescoes with exten-
sive narrative cycles from the lives of Christ and the Virgin Mary, the apostles 
Peter and Paul, St. George, and other saints—all of which would become a 
typical feature of Rus’ church decorations well beyond the year 1300.84 The 
combination of mosaics and frescoes was also applied to the decoration of the 
Cathedral of the Dormition inside the Monastery of the Caves, a simple com-
bination of a three-aisled basilica with a dome supported by four pillars. While 
the sophisticated concept on which the Church of St. Sophia was not easy to 
replicate, the triapsidal, dome-cross form from the Monastery of the Caves was 
inspired, most likely, by the slightly earlier Cathedral of the Transfiguration 
in Chernihiv—a cross-domed, three-aisled building with a narthex.85 The bay 
of each façade contains three windows beneath a curved gable, but the west 
front has a tower with stairs leading to the gallery above the narthex. Together 
with the Church of St. Sophia, the cathedral in Chernihiv also consecrated the 
pyramidal, vertical emphasis of the volumes, a distinctive feature of the Rus’ 
architecture of the subsequent centuries.86 The architectural form employed 
in Chernihiv and at the Monastery of the Caves was imitated elsewhere, most 
prominently in the Cathedral of St. Michael of the Golden Domes, built in 
1108 by Sviatopolk, the grandson of Iaroslav. A decade later, a builder named 
Peter applied the same formula for the church of the Monastery of St. George 

81   Komech, “Piatinefnye cerkvi,” pp. 8–10.
82   Pevny, “Kievan Rus’,” p. 283.
83   Popova, “Obraz”; Sarab’ianov, “Sofiia Kievskaia”; Kukovalska and Ostapchuk, “The study.” 

For the use of Cosmati pavements, see Cykunov, “Rozhdenie.”
84   Koreniuk, “Rospisi”; Popova, “Freski”; Gerasimenko et al., “Izobrazheniia sviatykh”; 

Sarab’ianov, “Evangel’skoe povestvovanie” and “Starostnoi cikl.”
85   Kolpakova, Iskusstvo, pp. 22–31 and 126–34. The Cathedral of St. Sophia in Novgorod is a 

simplified version of the church in Kiev with the same dedication, with the dome resting 
on four, not eight pillars, much smaller size, and only one turret. The church had fewer 
mosaics, while only fragments of the 11th-century frescoes survive. See Gordienko, “Von 
der Sophienkathedrale bis zum erzbischöflichen Palast,” pp. 247–51; Kolpakova, Iskusstvo, 
pp. 59–84; Komech, “Piatinefnye cerkvi,” p. 10.

86   Shevchenko and Bogomazova, “Drevneishii sokhranivshiisia khram,” pp. 101–105; Kolpakova, 
Iskusstvo, pp. 22–31.
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(Iur’ev) in Novgorod, which was commissioned by Prince Vsevolod. The sim-
plification of the plan is matched by greater monumentality, enhanced by 
massive pilaster strips dividing into bays the northern, western, and southern 
facades, each with its alternating rows of narrow windows and double-recessed  
niches.87 During the 12th century, this architectural form was further devel-
oped for churches in the principality of Vladimir-Suzdal’, the most famous of 
which are the Church of the Intercession on the Nerl (Bogoliubovo) and the 
Cathedral of the St. Demetrius in Vladimir, built in 1165/6 and 1197, respec-
tively, by Andrei Bogoliubskii and his brother Vsevolod III.88 In both cases, 
the church consists of a tall, cross-in-square building with a single dome sup-
ported by four pillars.89 In both cases, the architectural sculpture moved from 
the interior to the facades. The arched corbel tables, the roll mouldings, and 
the relief sculpture of the portals strongly suggest the use of foreign masters 
familiar with contemporary developments in the art of Western Europe other-
wise known as Romanesque.90 Architects in Vladimir, but also in the Novgorod 
lands employed stone, while the 12th- and early 13th-century churches built 
in Chernihiv, Vladimir-in-Volhynia, Halych, Smolensk, and Polotsk were made 
of brick.91 Their facades employed decorative techniques inspired by the 
Byzantine brick ornamental patterns.92

The Mongol invasion is often blamed for the destruction of several churches 
in Rus’, but new studies suggest gradual decay and abandonment.93 Nonetheless, 
of all still-standing churches with known dates of construction, none was built 

87   Gordienko, “Von der Sophienkathedrale bis zum erzbischöflichen Palast,” p. 253.
88   Komech, “Dmitrievskii sobor”; Kolpakova, Iskusstvo, pp. 333–40.
89   The end result of this treatment of the architectural form was a cubic-like building, which 

led at least one author to the conclusion that buildings such as the church of the monas-
tery of Euphrosyne of Polotsk were meant to resemble reliquaries (Sarab’ianov, “Khram-
relikviarii”; for the church, see also Torshin, “Cerkov’”; Kolpakova, Iskusstvo, pp. 415–16).

90   Popov, “Dekoraciia fasadov”; Lidov, “O simvolicheskom zamysle”; Novakovskaia-Bukhman, 
“Car’”; Gladkaia, Rel’efy. For the early 13th-century copper doors of the Cathedral of the 
Nativity in Suzdal as a later work of Western inspiration, see Manukyan, “On the origins.”

91   Chernenko, “Zodchestvo.” For Polotsk, see Khaneckaia, “Local variants.” For arcosolia as 
a feature of brick churches in Chernihiv, see Lutsenko, “Arkosolii.” For stone architec-
ture in the lands of Novgorod, see Lalazarov, “Cerkov’”; Sherman, “Staking”; Novoselov, 
“Kamennoe stroitel’stvo” and “Fenomen.” The most famous example of stone church 
from the Novgorod lands is the Savior Church on Neredica built in 1198, for which see 
Sarab’ianov, “La chiesa”; Gordienko, “Von der Sophienkathedrale bis zum erzbischö-
flichen Palast,” pp. 259–60. For architectural sculpture inside the stone churches of the 
Novgorod region, see Vasil’ev and Popov, “Polilitiia”; Orlova, “Nekotorye zamechaniia.” For 
Pskov, see Komech, Kamennaia letopis’.

92   Elshin, “Meandr.”
93   Chernenko, “Davn’orus’ki khramy.”
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within the first two decades after the invasion.94 Out of 11 churches known to 
have been built between 1250 and 1300, 8 are of the tetrastyle type.95 Only in 
Vladimir-in-Volhynia (western Ukraine) have churches been built during that 
period that have no precedents in the architecture of Rus’. Both St. Michael 
(built before 1268) and St. Basil (built in 1294) in that town are rotundas, a fea-
ture that historians attribute to the influence of the Romanesque architecture 
from neighboring Poland.96 By contrast, no scholarly agreement exists about 
the origins of the Romanesque influences upon the 12th-century architecture 
of Vladimir-Suzdal’—Lombardy, Bavaria, Bohemia, or Poland.97

2 Romanesque and Early Gothic Architecture

The role of East Central Europe in the development of Romanesque archi-
tecture has only recently been recognized. Scholars have pointed out cen-
trally planned buildings and the use of western galleries, and especially the 
prominent role of triapsidal basilicas, a church known as the Lombard type, 
because it is also common in Italy.98 Architectural forms in Dalmatia were not 
imitated in the Carpathian Basin after the incorporation of Croatia into the 
Hungarian Kingdom. For example, the Church of the Holy Dominica (formerly 
dedicated to St. John the Baptist) in Zadar, a vaulted aisled structure with a flat 
chevet regarded as typical for the Romanesque art because of its carvings in 
the choir screen, has no Hungarian parallel.99 The earliest buildings associated 

94   The Church of St. John Chrysostom in Holm (now Chełm, in eastern Poland) was built at 
some point between 1230 and 1250 (Antipov, Drevnerusskaia arkhitektura, pp. 104–06).

95   Antipov, Drevnerusskaia arkhitektura, pp. 18–21, 25–27, 55–59, 64–67, 93–94, 104–06, and 
122–24.

96   Antipov, Drevnerusskaia arkhitektura, pp. 110–12 and 128–30. For further building paral-
lels between Poland and the southwestern Rus’ principalities, see Kubica-Kabacińska, 
“Podobieństwa”; Ioannisian, “K istorii.” For the influence of the Romanesque sculpture in 
Halych-Volhynia, see Zhyshkovych, Plastyka, pp. 126–53. For the Romanesque influence 
on the architecture of the Novgorod lands, see Sedov, “Cerkov’.”

97   Ioannisian, “Twelfth-century Russian architecture,” “Deiatel’nost’,” and “Romanskie istoki”; 
Sedov, “Sintez”. For the Cathedral of the Dormition in Vladimir, Komech, “Arkhitektura” 
finds parallels in the Rhineland. By contrast, Fernie, Romanesque Architecture, p. 202 links 
the carvings of the portal of St. Demetrius in Vladimir to those of the portal of the Church 
of St. Michael in Pavia.

98   Szakács, “The place of East Central Europe,” p. 213. Lombard-type churches have no tran-
septs, although transept basilicas appear in East Central Europe in the 12th century as 
well.

99   Skoblar, “Likovna umjetnost,” p. 313. Goss, “The 11th-century reform,” p. 580 refuses to 
classify the Holy Dominica in Zadar as Romanesque. Fernie, Romanesque Architecture,  
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with the Romanesque architecture in Hungary are in fact of Italian inspira-
tion. The church of the Benedictine abbey in Szekszárd (near Pécs, in southern 
Hungary) was established by King Béla I in 1061. The centralized plan with rect-
angular chancel and semicircular apses in the aisles reminds one of the early 
11th-century castle chapel built in Paderna, near Piacenza (Italy).100 The slight-
ly later abbey church in Feldebrő (near Eger, northern Hungary) is a five-aisled, 
centralized building with a semicircular apse on each side, and four piers at 
the center (possibly for a dome), an architectural form that is very similar to 
the Church of St. Victor alle Chiuse (Genga, central Italy).101 Cathedrals, how-
ever, were of a different architectural form. The earliest was the cathedral in 
Veszprém, the construction of which must have started before 1038. This was a 
church with flat-ended aisles and a crypt under the sanctuary. The western end 
most likely had two flanking towers.102 Capitals and other stone carvings from 
the cathedral in Veszprém and the abbey of Szekszárd display a special type of 
ornament known as “acanthus spinosa,” which has recently been traced back 
to Venetian models.103

In Poland, the models for the earliest Romanesque churches were from the 
Holy Roman Empire. The Church of St. Gereon in Cracow, dated to the mid-11th 
century, is a three-aisled basilica with two towers flanking the western façade 
and a transept, the northern end of which has a gallery.104 In terms of mor-
phology and the treatment of the façade, its closest analogy is the cathedral 
in Goslar.105 The church of the Benedictine abbey of Tyniec (near Cracow), 
established by Casimir I in 1044 was a basilica without transept, but with 
two towers on the western side, a clear indication of an Ottonian source of  

pp. 168–69 argues that the truly Romanesque architecture of Croatia (e.g., the bell tower 
of the Cathedral of Rab, consecrated in 1177), although of Lombard inspiration, arrived via 
Hungary, and not directly across the northern Adriatic. Meanwhile, single-aisled church-
es with apses or square chancels on the island of Brač are classified as “early Romanesque” 
in Gjurašin, “Horizont.”

100   Fernie, Romanesque Architecture, p. 167; Szakács, “Hungary,” pp. 197–98.
101   Szakács, “Bizánc peremén,” pp. 169–71; Szakács, “Hungary,” pp. 194–97.
102   Szakács, “Cathedrals,” pp. 180–81; Szakács, “Town and cathedral,” p. 215.
103   Takács, “Ornamentale Beziehungen,” “Az észak-adriai térség,” and “Die sogenannte 

Palmettenornamentik”; Szakács, “From the harbour,” pp. 296–98. The sarcophagus of St. 
Stephen in Székesfehérvár may also be related to this group of carvings (Tóth, “A székes-
fehérvári szarkofág”). The stone carvings from the abbey church in Tyniec (near Cracow, 
Poland) have also been linked to this group (Quirini-Popławski, “Parę uwag” and Rzeźba).

104   Świechowski, Architektura romańska, pp. 133–34 and 451 figs. 302–305 (for fragments of 
architectural sculpture); Żurowska, “Krakowska bazylika”; Węcławowicz, “Jaką funkcję”; 
Sikorski, Wczesnopiastowska architektura, pp. 78–79, Świechowski, Katalog, pp. 216–20.

105   Firlet and Pianowski, “Wawel,” p. 59.
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inspiration.106 The earliest Romanesque vault in Poland is of that of the crypt 
underneath the tower on the western side of the abbey church in Mogilno (near 
Gniezno, in Greater Poland).107 The collegiate church at Tum (near Łęczyca, in 
central Poland), the building of which began in 1136, has four towers—two on 
the western side, and two others flanking the main apse.108 Despite their dif-
ferent, presumed models, the great similarities in spatial design between those 
churches have recently been interpreted as the result of their association with 
two prominent Piast founders—Casimir I and Bolesław II.109 But the same 
may be true for other architectural forms as well, particularly for rotundas. 
Much like in Giecz and Ostrów Lednicki, rotundas continued to be attached 
to palatial compounds, as in Przemyśl (early 11th century) and Wiślica (11th to 
12th century).110 Single-naved churches with square chancels, short transepts, 
and two towers flanking the western façade were most likely foundations of 
local nobles, such as those in 12th-century Mazovia.111

By contrast, in Hungary, local lords established both single-naved churches, 
like that from Szalonna (near Miskolc, northern Hungary), and rotundas, like 
those from Zámoly (near Székesfehérvár, northern Hungary), Kallósd (near 
Zalaegerszeg, western Hungary) and Sibiu (Transylvania, Romania).112 Royal 

106   Świechowski, Architektura romańska, pp. 267–70; 616 figs. 753–755; 617 figs. 756–759; 618 
fig. 760 (for fragments of architectural sculpture) and Katalog, pp. 576–84; Żurowska, 
“Romański kościoł opactwa” and “Romański kościół i klasztor”; Kamińska, “Aktualny stan 
badań.”

107   Świechowski, Architektura romańska, pp. 166; 481 fig. 382; 482 figs. 383–384; 483 fig. 385; 
Chudziakowa, Romański kościół and The Romanesque Churches, pp. 9–48. The models for 
Mogilno may have been churches from the Meuse valley in France, such as Celles and 
Hastières. For the crypt and its vault, see Graczyńska, “Krypta.”

108   Świechowski, Architektura romańska, pp. 261–65; 600–11 (for architectural sculpture and 
frescoes) and Katalog, pp. 554–74; Nadolski, Łęczyckie opactwo.

109   Graczyńska and Kamińska, “Architektura monastyczna,” pp. 58–61.
110   Pianowski and Proksa. “Przemyśl”; Pianowski, “The pre-Romanesque church”; Gliński, 

“Wiślica”; Rodzińska-Chorąży, “Zespół”; Świechowski, Katalog, pp. 393–95. For the contro-
versy surrounding the date of the palatial compound in Wiślica, see Buko, The Archaeology, 
pp. 289–90. For the tetraconchs in Cracow and Zawichost, see Świechowski, Architektura 
romańska, pp. 134–35 and 452–53 and Katalog, pp. 220–21 and 671–74; Rodzińska-Chorąży, 
“Kilka uwag”; Tabaczyński, “Tetrakonchos.”

111   Lechowicz and Sikora, “Kościół.” For similar examples in southern Poland, see Kontny, 
“Pomiędzy Małopolską a Śląskiem.”

112   For Szalonna, see Mezősiné Kozák, “Borsod megye román kori műemlék.” For single-
naved, ashlar churches of northern Hungary, see Laszlovszky et al., “The ‘Glass Church’,” pp. 
6–8. In the socially and culturally conservative milieu of northern Hungary, Romanesque 
churches were still built in the 13th and 14th centuries (Fernie, Romanesque Architecture, 
p. 197). See, for example, Oriško, “Románsky kostol”; Fottová et al., “Výsledky.” For Zámoly, 
see Siklósi, “Zwei Kirchen,” pp. 173–75. The church in Kallósd was made of brick, not stone. 
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foundations, such as the cathedral in Esztergom (probably finished in the mid-
12th century), as well as monastic churches, were large, three-aisled basilicas 
without transept, but with two towers flanking the western façade.113 The 11th-
century cathedral in Alba Iulia was also a three-aisled basilica with only one 
apse and without transept, but the new, still standing building erected in the 
early 13th century has a transept, a choir bay between the apse and the tran-
sept, rib vaults, and two towers on the western side (Fig. 29.5).114 In that re-
spect, the cathedral in Alba Iulia was very different from that built at about the 
same time by Archbishop Berthold in Kalocsa. Its ambulatory with radiating 
chapels, its polygonal sanctuary, and the pair of towers to the west are already 
elements of Gothic architecture.115 A few decades later, Gothic architecture 
appeared in the hinterland of Zagreb as well, at Čazma and in Medvedgrad.116 
During the second half of the 13th century, Gothic was also adopted in the ar-
chitecture of castles, particularly that of the Visegrád, built by King Béla IV and 
his wife.117 Even more significant is the adoption of that style by Jewish com-
munities, as in the case of the Old Synagogue of Sopron, built shortly before 
1300.118 By that time, polygonal apses and Gothic vaults were also common in 

For brick churches in western Hungary, see Valter, “Romanische Dorfkirchen” and Árpád-
kori téglatemplomok. For the rotunda in Sibiu, see Pinter, “Die mittelalterliche Rotunde” 
(who attributes the church to the very founder of the city, Hermann). For Romanesque 
churches in Transylvania, see Ignat, “Romanesque ecclesiastical architecture.” For tet-
raconchs in Hungary, see Szakács, “Négykaréjos templomok.”

113   Szakács, “Cathedrals,” pp. 182–83. Porta Speciosa, the western portal of the Esztergom ca-
thedral, was commissioned by King Béla III and Archbishop Job between 1185 and 1196 
(Marosi, “Még egyszer”).

114   Szakács, “Cathedrals,” pp. 185–86 and 191–192 (who believes the cathedral in Alba Iulia to 
be “the most classical example of Romanesque architecture in the Carpathian Basin”). 
For the new archaeological excavations inside and outside the cathedral, which revealed 
parts of the earlier Romanesque church, see Istrate, Catedrala, pp. 87–116. For stone carv-
ings from the interior of the cathedral, see Fleşer, “Sculptura.”

115   Marosi, “A második kalocsai székesegyház.”
116   Goss, “Bishop Stjepan II.” For Čazma, see also Cepetić and Goss, “A note.” The introduc-

tion of the Gothic architecture to Slavonia has been attributed to Duke Coloman (the son 
of King Andrew II), who, at the same time was nominal king of Halych, with his residence 
in Spiš (near Levoča, central Slovakia). This may explain the remarkable similarities be-
tween the late Romanesque and early Gothic carvings from Croatia and Slovakia (Goss, 
“Slovak and Croatian art”). Cistercians played a leading role in the introduction of the 
early Gothic style into Hungary, but the relation between the Gothic style of their abbeys 
and that of the royal foundations in Esztergom remains unclear (Szakács, “The research,” 
p. 34).

117   Laszlovszky, Medieval Visegrád.
118   David, Sopron. For the concomitant use of elements of Gothic in the architecture of the 

early houses of the mendicant orders, see Szakács, “Early mendicant architecture.”
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figure 29.5  Cathedral of St. Michael in Alba Iulia (Romania). Erected in the 11th century 
next to another, much smaller church, the initial building was modified in the 
mid-12th century (with the additions of the aisles) and then destroyed by the 
Mongols in 1241 or 1242. The still standing church is the building erected on 
the same spot between 1246 and 1291, with substantial additions in the 14th 
(the choir) and 16th centuries (the Lászai and Varday chapels on the northern 
side). Destroyed and plundered several times in the early modern period, the 
church was rebuilt in the 18th century with Baroque elements (new sacristy).
Photo by Daniela Marcu Istrate
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parish churches in western Hungary, such as those still standing in Czesztreg 
and Velemér (next to the present-day border between Hungary and Slovenia).119

Nowhere in East Central Europe was the rotunda more popular in the 11th 
through 13th century than in Bohemia. The Church of St. George on the Říp 
Hill near Mělník (central Bohemia) was built by Soběslav I after his 1126 victory 
at Chlumec against King Lothar III. The church is one of the most elaborate 
rotundas of the age: in addition to an apse, it also has a western tower, an obvi-
ous adaptation of the westwork to a centralized plan.120 Another rotunda dedi-
cated to the Holy Cross still stands in the Old Town of Prague; it was built at 
some point in the second half of the 12th century.121 A third rotunda dedicated 
to St. Wenceslas once stood in the Lesser Town.122 King Vratislav II built the 
rotunda of St. Martin in the bailey of the Vyšehrad Castle.123 But the most fa-
mous rotunda of all is the Church of St. Catherine in Znojmo (Moravia), which 
was built in the late 11th or early 12th century (Fig. 29.6).124 The rotunda was 
decorated ca. 1100 with magnificent frescoes showing the Přemyslid genealogy 
of the local prince, Conrad (1061–1092). Most famously, there is even a repre-
sentation of the legend of Přemysl the Plowman, as rendered by Cosmas of 
Prague at about the same time.125

The number of rotundas in Moravia multiplied rapidly during the 13th cen-
tury, many of them as part of residences of local noblemen.126 As in Hungary, 
however, churches established by local lords were also single-naved, with 
a tower on the western side, as in Svojšín near Plzeň, in western Bohemia.127 

119   Valter, “Romanische Dorfkirchen,” p. 255.
120   Fernie, Romanesque Architecture, p. 163. A similar combination of rotunda, apse, and 

tower is known from Jemnice-Podolí (southwestern Moravia), for which see Procházka, 
“Der südmährische Kirchenbau,” p. 211 with fig. 4.3. The Polish variant of that combina-
tion is the rotunda of St. Procopius in the Premonstratensian convent of Strzelno (near 
Inowrocław, Greater Poland), built shortly before or after the year 1200 (Chudziakowa, 
The Romanesque Churches, pp. 80–84; 80 fig 51; figs. 46–48; Świechowski, Katalog,  
pp. 482–89).

121   Dragoun, Praha, pp. 69–71.
122   Čiháková and Müller, “Zpráva.” During the second half of the 12th century, the Church of 

St. John the Baptist in the Old Town was rebuilt as a triconch (Podliska, “Nové poznatky”).
123   Dragoun, Praha, pp. 44–45; Nechvátal, “Rotunda.”
124   Benešovská et al., Architecture, p. 98.
125   Krzemieńska et al., Moravští Přemyslovci; Dvořáková, “Dating” and “Survey.” Přemysl the 

Plowman appears in the most prominent place in the rotunda, on the southern side, 
with the Nativity scene immediately underneath, in the lower register (Pleszczyński, 
“Ikonografia,” pp. 417–18 and 420 fig. 3). For Romanesque wall paintings in Prague, see 
Všetečková, “Příspěvek.”

126   Procházka, “Der südmährische Kirchenbau,” pp. 214 and 215 fig. 6.1–3.
127   Benešovská et al., Architecture, p. 123; Hauserová et al., “Románský kostel.” Castle chapels 

also tended to be of the single-naved rather than rotunda type (Durdík, “Kaple”).
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figure 29.6  Church of St. Catherine in Znojmo (Czech Republic). Originally built as a 
castle chapel and dedicated to the Virgin Mary, the rotunda was refurbished, 
re-dedicated and decorated with elaborate murals supposedly on the occasion 
of the wedding of Duke Conrad II with the daughter of Uroš I of Serbia (1134). 
By 1300, however, the rotunda was a simple chapel subordinated to the main 
church in Znojmo. During the modern period it was turned into a brewery 
(18th century), as well as dance hall and basketry workshop (19th century). The 
first restoration took place in the late 19th century, followed by the restoration 
of the murals in the 20th century.
Photo by the author

The same is true for the rural parish churches of 13th-century Moravia that 
have either a round or a flat chancel.128 While Benedictine monasteries made 
use of three-apsed basilicas with westwork, the Cistercians brought the first 
elements of Gothic architecture, including long churches with transepts. The 
apostle statues on either side of the monumental western portal of the abbey 
church in Tišnov, a foundation of Queen Constance, the wife of Přemysl II 
Otakar (1180–1240), are directly inspired by the Gothic art of northern France, 
although parallels for other stone carvings have also been found in Austria.129 
The Chapel of the Holy Virgin Mary in Brno shows, on the other hand, that 

128   Procházka, “Der südmährische Kirchenbau,” pp. 220, 222, and 225. Many of them have 
adjacent, free-standing charnels.

129   Kuthan, Splendor, pp. 98–99, 115 and 117; Richter, “Zisterzienser”; Soukupová, “Zu 
Datierung.”
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by 1300 Gothic architecture had also entered the urban landscape.130 Cities in 
Bohemia and Moravia also offer a glimpse into the secular use of Romanesque 
and Gothic architecture. Particularly important in this respect is Prague, with 
no less than 63 still-standing Romanesque houses in the Old Town.131 Built in 
ashlar between the 1170s and the 1230s, those were houses of merchants in-
volved in long-distance trade.132 Each house had two stories, with the ground 
floor vaulted, and often used for storage. Ground-floor spaces definitely served 
as shops, since they were located at the front of plots, while houses built at 
the rear parts of the plots are typically with a single-part ground plan, first 
used for storage, later equipped with heating facilities. Romanesque houses 
in Prague were not built in rows, but in separately enclosed complexes, much 
like in Regensburg, a city in the Empire with which Prague had close contacts.133

The monumental art of the crusading territories in the Baltic region (see 
chapter 27) has only recently become the object of historical studies. The 
earliest churches are those of Prussia, particularly the region around Kulm 
(Chełmno), followed by those in Pomesania, and then along the Baltic coast 
into Sambia.134 Most such churches were simple, relatively short rectangular 
buildings with square chancels, and sometimes buttresses and a tower at the 
western end.135 During the second half of the 12th century, the so-called “brick 
Gothic” was adopted in the Baltic region as well, with the Cistercian abbeys of 
Kołbacz and Oliwa being the pioneers in Pomerania and Pomerelia, respec-
tively.136 The earliest, still standing churches are those of Wielkie Czyste (1246), 
Bobrowo (after 1251), Srebrniki (after 1262), and Ostrowite (c. 1258–1276).137 
However, in Livonia, the earliest buildings were made of stone, not brick. The 
church that Bishop Meinhard erected in Üxküll (now Ikšķile, in central Latvia) 
was most likely a timber building, followed in 1189 by a stone, single-naved 

130   Procházka, “Der südmährische Kirchenbau,” pp. 222 and 229 fig. 18.2–3. For the Gothic 
architecture associated with the royal court in Prague, see Kuthan, “Dvorské umění” and 
Splendor, pp. 95–126 and 245–56.

131   Dragoun, Praha, pp. 81–115; Dragoun et al., Romanesque Houses.
132   Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 105 and 113–18. Elements of Gothic architecture appear dur-

ing the second half of the 13th century.
133   Klápště, The Archaeology, pp. 122–23. Another example of the secular use of Romanesque 

architecture is the Judith Bridge over the Vltava built by King Vladislav II between 1158 
and 1172 (Dragoun, Praha, pp. 141–52).

134   Chudziak, Wczesnośredniowieczna przestrzeń.
135   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, pp. 252–53 notes that most churches in Sambia have choirs, 

while those in the region of Kulm have timber, barrel-vaulted roofs.
136   Biermann and Herrmann, “The origin,” p. 54. For the abbeys of Kołbacz and Oliwa, see 

Świechowski, Katalog, pp. 164–72 and 331–40.
137   Pluskowski, The Archaeology, p. 286.
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church with apse. Fragments of stone carvings found on the site during the 
1968–1975 excavations suggest that the church had rib vaults.138 That church 
was replaced in the mid-13th century by a rectangular building with a square 
chancel (Fig. 29.7).139 Brick churches, such as those built in the 13th century in 
Riga, are large, three-aisled basilicas with westwork and conspicuously Gothic 
elements of decoration.140

Similar architectural forms appear sporadically in the other crusad-
ing region of Eastern Europe—Greece. The ruined church at Zaraka (near 
Stymphalia, in the northern Peloponnese) is in fact a rectangular building with 
three aisles and a square sanctuary built for the Cistercian abbey at some point 
between 1224 and 1236.141 Similarly the church of St. Sophia built in the 1240s 
in Andravida (Elis, in northwestern Peloponnesos) was most likely of rectan-
gular plan with a square chancel, the only part that has survived.142 Gothic 
features may be recognized in the architecture of the Church of the Virgin 
built probably in the third quarter of the 13th century in Merbaka (now Agia 
Triada, near Argos, in northeastern Peloponnesos), as well as, much farther 
away, in the architectural sculpture of the Church of the Virgin of Consolation 
(Parigoritissa) in Arta (Epirus, northwestern Greece), which was built by  

138   Jansons, Ikšķiles viduslaiku baznīca; Caune and Ose, Latvijas viduslaiku mūra baznīcas, 
pp. 145–54. Building upon the archaeological observations of Graudonis, “Archäologische 
Forschungen,” Markus, “Die Christianisierung,” pp. 492–96 argues that the stone church 
was built with Danish support or, perhaps, even stoneworkers.

139   Caune and Ose, Latvijas viduslaiku mūra baznīcas, pp. 155–66. Such churches are also 
known from Āraiši and Krimulda (near Cēsis, in north-central Latvia), as well as Burtnieki 
(near Valmiera, northern Latvia). Both the Krimulda and the Burtnieki churches have 
towers on the western side. In other cases (St. John the Evangelist in Aizpute, St. Martin 
in Salaspils, St. Bartholomew in Sigulda, and St. John the Baptist in Trikata), the church is 
a simple rectangular building, with no chancel whatsoever. See Caune and Ose, Latvijas 
viduslaiku mūra baznīcas, pp. 73–81, 84–91, 103–11, 180–90, 378–402, 424–30.

140   The episcopal church (St. Mary), St. John the Baptist, St. Jacob, St. Catherine, and St. 
Peter (Caune and Ose, Latvijas viduslaiku mūra baznīcas, pp. 252–95, 305–13, and 329–
45). There is even a rotunda in Riga (Caune and Ose, Latvijas viduslaiku mūra baznīcas,  
pp. 326–28). For a similarly large, three-aisled brick basilica in Tartu (Estonia), see Haak, 
“Archaeological excavations.”

141   Masinton, “The architecture.” The better preserved ruins of the church of the Cistercian 
abbey in Isova (near Trypiti, Elis, in western Peloponnesos) show a rectangular nave with 
polygonal apse (Čurčić, Architecture, p. 471).

142   Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 471–72. The Cathedral of St. Stephen in the Rozafa Castle (near 
Shkodër) and the Church of St. Paraskeve in Çetë (near Kavajë) are Albanian examples 
of rectangular buildings with square chancels built shortly before or after 1300 (Meksi, 
Arkitektura, pp. 182–87). There were Gothic arches inside the 13th-century Church of St. 
Mary in Vau i Dejës (near Shkodër) before it was blown up by Communists in 1967 (Meksi, 
Arkitektura, pp. 189–91).
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figure 29.7  Ikšķile (Latvia), the remains of the church built in the mid-13th century on 
the site of that erected in 1185 by Bishop Meinhard. Initially, the church stood 
on the bank of the river Daugava, but is now on an island in the middle of the 
Riga Hydroelectric Power Plant reservoir. Rebuilt in the late 19th century, the 
church was destroyed by German artillery during World War I.
Photo by Gregory Leighton

Despot Nikephoros I Comnenus Dukas (1268–1298).143 The influence of the ar-
chitecture of Apulia has recently been detected on the planning, wall fabric, 
and sculptural decoration of the katholikon of the monastery of St. Nicholas in 
Mesopotam (near Saranda, southern Albania).144

3 Blending of Traditions

The combination of different traditions of church building is most conspic-
uous in Serbia. According to Slobodan Čurčić, the “curious blend between 
Byzantine and Romanesque architectural features … graphically reveals 
the position of Serbia as a land between the Eastern and Western cultural 

143   Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 424–25 and 568–69. But see also Vanderheyde, La sculpture,  
pp. 33–37 with pls. XV–XIX.

144   Meksi, Arkitektura, pp. 235–40; Vanderheyde, La sculpture, pp. 14–16 and 79 with pls. I/3–4 
and II/1 (four ancient capitals refashioned in the Middle Ages); Triggiani, “San Nicola.”
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spheres.”145 The two towers flanking the narthex added at a later time (pos-
sibly by Stephen Nemanja) to the initial Church of St. Nicholas in Kuršumlija 
(near Niš, southern Serbia) are clearly inspired by the Romanesque westwork, 
much like the equally impressive pair of towers on the western façade of the 
katholikon of the monastery of St. George (Djurdjevi Stupovi) near Novi Pazar 
(southern Serbia).146 The latter church was built of local limestone by builders 
who had been trained in the Romanesque tradition, which explains why the 
drum at Djurdjevi Stupovi is an irregular octagon rotated in such a manner as 
to have its four corners aligned with the cardinal points. Stephen Nemanja’s 
most famous foundation of 1186, the Church of the Mother of God in the mon-
astery of Studenica, is an even more conspicuous mixture of Byzantine and 
Romanesque elements.147 The use of high-quality white marble for the façade, 
with its arched corbel tables and pilasters, a portal with tympanum and lions, 
and an east window with scrolls and flanking corbel figures—all betray the 
workmanship of builders from southern Italy (Fig. 29.8).148 At the same time, 
the frescoes that decorate the interior constitute a remarkable ensemble of 
Byzantine visual expression that has rightly been attributed to painters from a 
major center of the Empire, most likely Constantinople.149

However, the ecclesiastical architecture of the Balkans between the mid-11th 
and the late 13th century is characterized by older forms, with some variations. 
Domed cross-in-square received eastward expansions by means of additional 
pairs of piers (Church of the Virgin Gorgoepikoos in Athens), additional domes 

145   Čurčić, Architecture, p. 493.
146   Filipović, “Khipoteza” and “L’architettura”; Jovanović, “Architettura,” p. 49.
    For St. Nicholas in Kuršumlija, see Suput, “Carigradski izvori”; Marković, “On the trail,” 

p. 168. For the two towers on the western façade, see also Čanak-Medić, “Dvojne kule.” For 
the Church of St. George near Novi Pazar, see Đorđević, “Zhivopis.” An Italian model has 
also been advanced for the Church of St. George (Djurdjevi Stupovi) in Budimlja, which 
was built in the last quarter of the 13th century by Stephen Nemanja’s nephew, župan 
Prvoslav (Marković, “On the trail,” p. 173; but see Bogdanović, “Prostorni sklop”). The earli-
est elements of Gothic architecture appear in the church of the monastery of Gradac on 
the Ibar River, which was erected at the request and with the support of Queen Jelena, the 
widow of King Stephen Uroš I (1242–1276) (Todić, “Serbian monumental art,” p. 228).

147   Živković, “Studenica,” pp. 193–94 compares the fragments of window frames from the 
Cathedral of St. Tryphon in Kotor to corresponding pieces from Studenica. For the Byzantine 
elements in the architecture of Studenica, see Mal’ceva, “Cerkov’”; Erdeljan, “Studenica.” For 
recent archaeological excavations on the site, see Popović, Manastir Studenica.

148   Korać, “Les voies”; Čurčić, Architecture, p. 496. Romanesque features may also be observed 
in the architecture of later churches in Serbia, such as the Church of the Holy Trinity 
in the Monastery of Sopoćani (near Novi Pazar, southern Serbia), built by King Stephen  
Uroš I (Čurčić, Architecture, p. 503).

149   Živković, “Studenica,” p. 206.
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figure 29.8  Church of the Virgin in the Studenica Monastery (Serbia), tympanum of the 
west portal. The image of the enthroned Mother of God with the Child on 
her lap, flanked by Archangels Michael (to her right) and Gabriel (to her left) 
was carved by artisans from southern Italy during the last decade of the 12th 
century.
Courtesy of Courtesy of the Institute of Art History, Belgrade

in the corners (katholikon of the Monastery of the Mother of God Kosmosoteira 
in Pheres, northeastern Greece), or ambulatories (Church of the Mother of 
God in Drenovo [near Veles, in central Macedonia]).150 The compound octa-
gon domed scheme introduced earlier continued with the katholikon of the 
Daphni Monastery near Athens (late 11th century) and the Church of the Virgin 
Hodigitria in Monemvasia (mid-12th century).151 Three-aisled basilicas, some 
of them domed, are also well represented by such prominent monuments as 
the Church of St. Sophia in Ohrid, built in the early 11th century, the katholikon 

150   Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 378 (Athens), 400–01 (Drenovo), and 408–09 (Pheres). For the 
Church of the Virgin Gorgoepikoos, see also Makris, “When, and of what reason.” For the 
katholikon of the Monastery of the Mother of God Kosmosoteira, see Iliadis, “The Panagia 
Kosmosoteira.”

151   Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 388–90 and 434. The dome at Daphni is decorated with a mag-
nificent mosaic of Christ the Almighty (Pantokrator) with 16 Old Testament figures be-
tween the windows of the drum. To enhance the effect of the light coming through those 
windows onto the mosaic images, the artisans employed gold glass tesserae (Cormack, 
“Viewing the mosaics”; Loukopoulou and Moropoulou, “Notes”; Arletti, “A study”).
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of the Monastery of the Forty Martyrs in Tărnovo established by John Asen II 
(1218–1241), or the Church of the Nativity of the Virgin (Kato Panagia) in Arta, 
built by Despot Michael II (1231–1268).152 Unlike earlier examples, but much 
like in contemporary Bohemia or Hungary, single-naved churches appear 
in greater numbers in the 12th century, several of them established by local  
potentates.153 Even the decorative repertoire for church facades continues ear-
lier practices. While the entire façade of the Church of the Virgin Gorgoepikoos 
in Athens is made of marble blocks, some of them with architectural sculp-
tures, there are also ancient funerary monuments incorporated into the build-
ing, several of them having previously been Christianized through the addition 
of crosses.154 Exquisite brick ornamental patterns such as those displayed on 
the facades of the Church of the Nativity of the Virgin (Kato Panagia) in Arta or 
the Church of the Mother of God Peribleptos in Ohrid developed and enhanced 
an already old technique (Fig. 29.9).155 The diaper bands of square glazed tiles 
on the eastern and northern facades of the 13th-century Church of St. Basil in 
Arta employed coloristic effects that were already known since the 11th centu-
ry, even though there is no precedent for the use of relief glazed icons.156 There 
are, of course, exceptional buildings, such as the domed tetraconch made of 
brick and built in Veljusa (near Strumica, Macedonia) in 1080. But this was  

152   Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 398–99 (Ohrid), 478 (Tărnovo), and 566 (Arta). For the Church 
of the Forty Martyrs in Tărnovo, see also Koseva, “Novootkrit stenopis”; Totev and Koseva, 
“Stenopisite”; Totev et al., “Naosăt.” For Kato Panagia, see also Papadopoulou, Byzantine 
Arta, pp. 91–105 (with Vanderheyde, La sculpture, pp. 50–52 with pls. XXIX–XXX for the ar-
chitectural sculpture). For the Church of St. Sophia in Ohrid, see also Korać, “Sveta Sofija,” 
with Filipova, “Sculptures” for the architectural sculpture in its interior.

153   For example, the Church of St. Nicholas tou Kasnitzi in Kastoria, built in the second half 
of the century by Nikephoros Kasnitzis; the Church of St. George in Kurbinovo (on the 
northwestern shore of Lake Prespa, in Macedonia) erected in 1191; the Church of St. Basil 
in Arta, built shortly after 1200; or the church in Boiana (in the southwestern outskirts of 
Sofia, Bulgaria), the mid-13th-century second phase of which is attributed to a local boyar 
named Kaloian and to his wife, Desislava. See Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 382–83, 483, and 
563–64. For single-naved churches in 12th- and 13th-century Cherson, see Romanchuk, 
Studien, pp. 75–76; Fomin et al., “O kul’tovom komplekse”. The use of charnels in the 
Balkans pre-dates their earliest appearance in East Central Europe, but is restricted to 
monasteries (Čurčić, Architecture, p. 393; Popović, “The funerary church”).

154   Maguire, “The cage of crosses.” Ancient Greek stelae were also incorporated into the fa-
cades of the Church of the Virgin in Merbaka (Čurčić, Architecture, p. 425).

155   Mamaloukos, “Treatment”; Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 566 and 571–72; Čirić, “Beyond 
the wall.” For brickwork in western Greece, see Paliouras, Byzantine Aitoloakarnania,  
pp. 64–66. The cloisonné masonry on the eastern façade of the church in Ohrid has right-
ly been compared with the Church of the Virgin of Consolation (Parigoritissa), for which 
see Papadopoulou, Byzantine Arta, pp. 131–59.

156   Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 563–64. For the Church of St. Basil in Arta, see also Papadopoulous, 
Byzantine Arta, pp. 125–30 (with a much later dating to the late 14th or early 15th century).
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figure 29.9  Church of the Holy Mother of God Peripleptos in Ohrid (Macedonia), a detail 
of the eastern façade (apse), with brick decoration. Built in 1295, the church 
became a cathedral following the Ottoman conquest of the city in the 15th 
century. Ever since 2009, an extensive program of restoration has focused both 
on the frescoes inside and the walls outside the building.
Photo by author
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designed as an exceptional building from the very beginning, since its founder, 
Bishop Manuel of Tiberioupolis (Strumica), wanted to have a funerary cha-
pel. A large interlace cross made of bricks and a roundel with the solar motif 
directly above it appears on the façade of the southern side of the narthex 
signaling the position of the founder’s tomb inside the church.157 Also unique, 
though for quite different reasons, is the Church of St. John the Theologian 
at Zemen Monastery (near Pernik, western Bulgaria) (Fig. 29.10). Its square, 

157   Korunovski and Dimitrova, Macedonia, pp. 47–50 and 51 fig. 27; Čurčić, Architecture,  
pp. 406–07. Nonetheless, there is evidence of the exterior walls being plastered and 
painted. There is also evidence of the original floor pavement with an interlaced ribbon 
ornament in opus vermiculatum (a technique of laying the mosaic in such a way as to 
emphasize an outline of a subject). The church in Veljusa had two additional domes on 
top of the narthex and a small side chapel to the south. For the wall paintings inside the 
church, see Korunovski and Dimitrova, Painting, pp. 61–63.

figure 29.10 Church of St. John the Theologian in the Zemen Monastery (Bulgaria), view 
of the southern façade. Built out of limestone blocks in the late 11th or early 
12th century, the church is a rectangular prism—9 metres long, 8 metres wide, 
and 11.20 metres high. The dome was added in the 19th century, during the first 
restoration.
Photo by author
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tetrastyle plan with three apses reminds one of the architectural forms of  
Rus’.158

4 Monumental Painting

What makes 12th-century churches in the Balkans truly unique, however, is 
the painted decoration of their walls. The number and quality of the surviving 
mural paintings is considerable and without precedent. To be sure, although 
the archaeological evidence suggests that the interior walls of churches in 9th-
century Moravia, for example, were painted, the earliest surviving frescoes in 
Eastern Europe are those of Greece, and they cannot be dated before ca. 900.159 
The so-called “historic wall-painting” on the southern wall of the Church of 
St. Demetrius in Thessaloniki consists of two panels, one showing a man on 
horseback, most likely an emperor, being received by people in a city, the 
other showing the interior of a church and frightened people fleeing inside 
from invading barbarians who purse them. The paintings have been dated to 
the early 10th century on architectural grounds, and associated to the sack of 
Thessaloniki by Leo of Tripoli in 904 (see chapter 15).160 Of the same age is 
the first layer of frescoes in the Church of St. Stephen in Kastoria (northern 
Greece), especially the scene of the Last Judgment.161 On the basis of the in-
scription from Ano Boularioi, the mural paintings of several churches in the 
Mani have also been dated to the late 10th century. They have been attributed 
to a local “workshop,” most likely a group of painters, possibly related to each 
other, who worked on commission, but only seasonally, typically in the Spring.162

158   Čurčić, Architecture, pp. 483–85 believes the church to be of a 12th-century date, possibly 
even earlier.

159   For frescoes in 9th-century Moravia, see Hammer and Misar, “Frühmittelalterliche 
Wandmalerei”; Dostál et al., “Die Kirche.” According to Korunovski and Dimitrova, 
Painting, p. 11, the frescoes in the crypt of the Church of the Fifteen Martyrs of Tiberiopolis, 
which is located in Strumica (eastern Macedonia), may also be dated to the 10th century.

160   Mentzos, “He ‘istorike toichographia’.”
161   Panagiotidi, “The character,” pp. 308–10; Mavropoulou-Tsioumi, “Monumental painting,” 

pp. 54–55; Drakopoulou, “Kastoria,” p. 117; Siomkos, L’église, pp. 91–99.
162   Panagiotidi, “Village painting,” pp. 196 and 209. Panagiotidi, “Quelques affinities,”  

p. 119 believes that some of those frescoes (e.g., the Nativity scene in Keria or the bishop 
in Paliochora) may even be dated to the first half of the 10th century. Panagiotidi, “Un as-
pect,” p. 178 and Skawran, “Peripheral Byzantine frescoes,” p. 78 compare the 10th-century 
frescoes of Mani to those of Cappadocia.
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In Kastoria, as well as in the Mani, churches continued to be painted in the 
11th century.163 In Kastoria, the earliest founder portrait of Eastern Europe may 
be seen in the Church of the Holy Unmercenaries painted ca. 1000.164 Shortly 
before or after that year, the walls of the three-aisled basilica in Sveti Lovreč 
(Istria, Croatia) were painted. Surviving in relatively good shape are the Deisis 
and four unidentifiable saints (three of whom wear the episcopal pallium) in the 
southern apse.165 Those paintings are commonly interpreted as examples typi-
cal for the Ottonian art, but at a closer examination, they are stylistically com-
parable with frescoes in Kastoria and the Mani: the same oval eyes with large 
eyebrows and round pupils, the same shape of the nose, and the same small, 
expressive mouths. Equally significant is the rather limited chromatic palette, 
which is dominated by reds, ochres, and browns.166 In Kastoria, the Mani, and, 
probably, Istria, the painters were locals, but the frescoes in the Church of Our 
Lady of the Coppersmiths (Panagia ton Chalkeon) in Thessaloniki, the katho-
likon of the Monastery of St. Luke the Younger in Steiris, and the Church of St. 
Sophia in Ohrid were more likely the work of painters from Constantinople.167 
This may explain the political implications of the iconographic program in the 
Church of St. Sophia, no doubt the result of decisions taken by Archbishop Leo 
of Ohrid (1037–1056).168 Of undoubtedly Constantinopolitan origin were also 

163   For Mani, see Panagiotidi, “Quelques affinities,” p. 121 and pls. VIII–XV.
164   Drakopoulou, “Kastoria,” p. 117 and fig. 97.
165   Bistrović, “Predromaničko i romaničko slikarstvo,” pp. 2–3; 3 fig. 2. The paintings have not 

yet been published monographically. For good color illustrations, see Istria Culture, at 
http://www.istria-culture.com/en/the-church-of-st-martin-i26 (visit of April 18, 2018).

166   Remains of very similar frescoes have recently been found in the Church of St. Stephen 
in Peroj, near Pula, on the western coast of Istria (Bistrović, “Predromaničko i romaničko 
slikarstvo,” pp. 4–5; 5 fig. 5). A greater variety of colors, but a stronger emphasis on linear-
ity and geometric decoration—all traits without parallels in Greece—may be seen in the 
frescoes from the Church of St. Agatha in Kanfanar (central Istria, Croatia), for which see 
Bistrović, “Predromaničko i romaničko slikarstvo,” pp. 3–4; 4 fig. 4; and Istria Culture, at 
http://www.istria-culture.com/crkva-sv-agate-u-kanfanaru-i14 (visit of April 18, 2018).

167   Papadopoulos, Die Wandmalereien; Vasilić, “Stilske osobine”; Mouriki, “Stylistic trends,” 
pp. 79–100; Connor, Art and Miracles. For the Church of St. Sophia in Ohrid, see also 
Korunovski and Dimitrova, Painting, pp. 52–58.

168   Popova, “Freski sobora.” The scene of the Communion of the Apostles, in which St. Peter 
is shown with lowered bare arms, has been interpreted in reference to the theological 
disputes between Rome and Constantinople that led to the schism of 1054 (Cvetković, 
“Intentional asymmetry,” pp. 75–84). By contrast, Todić, “Représentations des papes” be-
lieves that the appearance of six popes, along with St. Cyril and St. Clement of Ohrid in 
the iconographic program of the church is a political message related to the claims of 
legitimacy for the autocephalous archbishopric recently created in Ohrid (for later re-
inforcement of that political message, see Todić, “Image symbolique”). In the late 13th 
century, St. Clement was painted a second time in the naos (Miljković-Pepek, “Saint 
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the mosaicists and painters who worked at the Church of St. Sophia in Kiev.169 
That much results from the depiction of the hippodrome in Constantinople 
in the southwestern tower, complete with an imperial box and a court orches-
tra performing at the games.170 The painters who worked in the Cathedral 
of St. Sophia in Novgorod and St. Michael of the Golden Domes in Kiev, dur-
ing the first half of the 12th century were also from Byzantium, perhaps from 
Constantinople.171 Those working in the Cathedral of St. Demetrius in Vladimir 
may have been from Thessaloniki.172 Equally Byzantine is one the oldest icons 
surviving from the Novgorod lands, the early 12th-century icon of Sts. Peter 
and Paul.173 The Byzantine stylistic trends of the Comnenian age, particularly 
the emphasis on linearity, as well as the energy and elasticity of the human 
shapes are also visible in the (now lost) frescoes of the Savior Church that was 
built in 1198 in Neredica, near Novgorod.174 Constantinopolitan associations 
through the mediation of members of the Comnenian family are also beyond 
any doubt in the case of the mural paintings of the church of the Monastery 
of the Mother of God Kosmosoteira at Pheres (northeastern Greece), painted 
shortly after the middle of the 12th century; the Church of St. Panteleimon in 

Clément”). For Leo as the author of the iconographic program of the first layer of frescoes, 
see Todić, “Arkhiepiskop Lav.”

169   Nikitenko, “Istoricheskie portrety.” Kozak, “Litopysni ‘maystry iz Grekiv’” believes that the 
painters who decorated the Tithe Church came from Cherson, not from Constantinople, 
while Tachiaos, “Aspects,” pp. 84–85 points to Thessaloniki. Given that only small frag-
ments of the frescoes survive, it is impossible to verify any of those hypotheses.

170   Boeck, “Simulating the Hippodrome.”
171   Putsko, “Konstantinopol’kie mastera”; Kozak, “Vizantiys’ki myttsi,” pp. 147–51. Compara-

tively little survives from the initial mural paintings of St. Sophia in Novgorod (Gordienko, 
“Von der Sophienkathedrale bis zum erzbischöflichen Palast,” p. 253). For 11th- to 12th- 
century mural paintings in Novgorod, see Lifshic, “Zametki”; Lifshic et al., Monumental’naia 
zhivopis’.

172   Popova, “Freski Dmitrievskogo sobora”; Muratova, “Gli affreschi.” For the stylistic develop-
ments in the wall paintings of 10th- to 12th-century Rus’, see Vasil’ev, “K voprosu o razvitii.”

173   Gordienko, “Von der Sophienkathedrale bis zum erzbischöflichen Palast,” p. 254 with fig. 
9 believes that the painter of the icon may have been one of those who, in 1108, worked on 
the frescoes in the cathedral dome. For the icon’s function and position within the church, 
see Smirnova, “Eleventh-century icons.” For the icon’s silver cover, most likely made at the 
same time, see Smirnova, “O pervonachal’noi kompozicii”; Sterligova, “O vremeni.” For 
further parallels between the painters of the Cathedral of St. Sophia and other icons of 
Novgorodian origin (the “Annunciation” from the Tret’iakov Gallery and “Our Lady of the 
Sign” from the cathedral itself), see Smirnova, “Rabota,” pp. 227, 236, and 238–39. For the 
earliest icon painted in Rus’, see Ostashenko, “Vnov’.”

174   Shcherbatova-Sheviakova, Neredica; Vasil’ev, “K voprosu”; Pivovarova, Freski, “K istolkova-
niiu,” and “K istokam.” According to Lifshic, “Dva napravleniia,” such features were already 
visible in the early 12th-century paintings in Novgorod.
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Nerezi (near Skopje, Macedonia), painted in 1164; and the Church of St. George 
in Kurbinovo (on the northeastern shore of Lake Prespa, Macedonia), painted 
in 1191.175

Similarly, the early 12th-century frescoes in the Church of St. Fosca near 
Peroj (Istria, Croatia), one of the most significant examples of Romanesque 
mural painting in Europe, are most likely the work of an “itinerant” workshop 
from northern Italy inspired by south Italian models, as suggested by the mon-
umental scene of the Ascension of Christ on the triumphal arch.176 By con-
trast, the extreme archaism of the Romanesque wall painting in the Church 
of St. George in Kostoľany pod Tribečom (near Nitra, in western Slovakia) has 
been rightly interpreted as an indication of a local artist working after mod-
els, possibly ivories or manuscripts, the exact meaning of which he sometimes 
misunderstood.177 Local artists must also be responsible for the frescoes in 
the church excavated near Amphipolis in the delta of the Strymon River and  
in the Church of St. Nicholas in Eleon (near Serres, northern Greece).178 During 
the 13th century, local “workshops” also operated in the Mani, as documented by 
the wall paintings in the Church of the Archangel Michael at Polemitas and the 
Church of the Dormition of the Virgin in Koraki. The stylistic linearity of those 
paintings can now be attributed to persons with known names. The dedicatory 
inscription in Polemitas mentions a painter named George Konstantinianos, 
while the inscription in the Church of the Holy Unmercenaries in Kepoula 
names Nicholas and his student, Theodoros.179 The 13th-century paintings in 
the churches of St. Stephen and St. Demetrius in Kastoria are also the work of 
local artists.180 The same is true for the mural paintings of the two churches 

175   For Kosmosoteira, founded by Isaac Comnenus, and its anomalous iconographic pro-
gram, see Ševčenko, “Revisiting the frescoes.” For Nerezi, see Sinkević, St. Panteleimon; 
Korunovski and Dimitrova, Painting, pp. 64–66. For Kurbinovo, see Grozdanov and 
Hadermann-Misguich, Kurbinovo; Grozdanov, Kurbinovo, pp. 83–267.

176   Maraković, “The mural paintings.”
177   Maříková-Kubková et al., “Church of St George,” pp. 220–41; Ilko, “The artistic connec-

tions.” The use of models is betrayed, for example, by the presence in the scene of the 
Annunciation in the middle register of the south wall of two servant-maidens pulling 
open the curtains of the image, a motif of late antique origin. The three wise men in the 
Nativity scene wear curious costumes and hats, which are in fact the (mis)interpretation 
of what were originally chitons, anaxarydes, and Phrygian hats.

178   Strati, “Zographikes martyries.”
179   Panagiotidi, “Village painting,” pp. 204–205 and 209; Panagiotidi, “Scholiazontas tous 

zographous,” p. 231.
180   Sisiou, “The painting” and “The paintings”; Siomkos, L’église, pp. 135–212.
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dedicated to St. Nicholas in Melnik and Boiana, two of the most impressive 
fresco assemblages from 13th-century Bulgaria.181

Where did the Byzantine painters from Constantinople and Thessaloniki 
work in the 13th century? There can be no doubt that the mural paintings 
from all churches built in the 13th-century in Serbia are the work of Byzantine 
artists.182 At Studenica, one of them inscribed a prayer in Greek beneath the 
image of the Mandylion.183 The painters responsible for the magnificent fres-
coes in the Church of the Savior of the Mileševa monastery (near Užice, in 
southwestern Serbia), which was painted between 1222 and 1228, are believed 
to have come from Thessaloniki, and the same is true for the painters that in 
1296 decorated the church in neighboring Arilje. The angel in the scene of 
the Myrrh-Bearing Women at the tomb of Christ on the southern wall of the 
church in Mileševa is one of most beautiful images created in medieval Europe 
(Fig. 29.11).184 The mural paintings in the Church of the Holy Apostles in Peć 
(now Peja, in Kosovo) were done by several artists. One of them at least ap-
pears to have been from Epirus.185 Byzantine were also the authors of the ex-
traordinary donor portraits in the church built by King Dragutin in the gate 
tower of the Monastery of Djurdjevi Stupovi near Ras (southern Serbia). Traces 
of late Comnenian linearism may be detected in the mural paintings from the 
Church of the Virgin of Leviška in Prizren, which may be the work of one and 

181   Burnand, “Cărkvata ‘Sv. Nikola’.” Nonetheless, the bilateral icon of the Mother of God 
Hodigitria from Melnik is most likely the work of a major art center in the Byzantine 
Empire, possibly Thessaloniki (Bakalova, “A two-sided icon” and “The earliest surviving 
icons,” pp. 121–23). The stylistic features of the icon of St. Nicholas from Nesebăr (dated 
also to ca. 1200) betray a late Comnenian work, possibly of Constantinopolitan origin. 
Another renowned icon of St. Nicholas was painted in 1294 by a Rus’ artist from Novgorod 
named Aleksa Petrov. The icon has evident Romanesque features, such as the two fig-
ures of Christ and the Virgin Mary on either side of the saint’s head (Gordienko, “Von der 
Sophienkathedrale bis zum erzbischöflichen Palast,” pp. 265 and 266 fig. 24). For a relief 
icon of St. George, possibly made in Cherson and dated between the 12th and the 13th 
century, see Miliaeva, “The icon.”

182   Todić, “Serbian monumental art,” p. 213.
183   Todić, “Serbian monumental art,” p. 217. The stylistic features of the newly discovered 

fresco of the Visitation in the chapel of St. John the Baptist in Asenovgrad (near Plovdiv, 
Bulgaria) suggest that the painters were Byzantine (Penkova, “A newly-found fresco”).

184   Todić, “Serbian monumental art,” pp. 219 and 218 fig. 170. The Myrrh-Bearers and the 
Baptism of Christ are placed above the portraits of donors and members of the ruling 
Nemanjid dynasty, which appear in the lowest zone of the walls in the naos (Pavlović, 
“Thematic programmes,” pp. 251 and 254). The iconographic program at Mileševa in-
cludes the only image of the saints Boris and Gleb that is known from Serbia, and was 
interpreted as a hint at the fratricidal strife in which the Nemanjid family was engulfed in 
the late 1220s (Cvetković, “Intentional asymmetry,” pp. 84–86).

185   Todić, “Serbian monumental art,” p. 222.
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figure 29.11 The “White Angel,” detail of the scene of the Myrrh-Bearing Women at the 
tomb of Christ, fresco on the southern wall of the Church of the Savior in the 
Mileševa Monastery (Serbia). The image was done by painters most likely  
from Thessaloniki in the 1220s, but was covered by another fresco in the 16th 
century, and rediscovered at the first restoration in the 20th century. The 
“White Angel” was one of the first images to be sent by satellite broadcast 
signal (through Telstar 2) from Europe to America in July 1963.
Courtesy of the Institute of Art History, Belgrade
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the same painter who decorated the Church of St. Nicholas of the Studenica 
Monastery in the 1230s.186

5 Book Illumination

Unlike architecture and wall painting, the production of book illuminations 
has a much more restricted distribution in medieval Eastern Europe. No mon-
uments of manuscript illuminations are known from Bohemia, Hungary, or 
Poland that could be dated before ca. 1200. Moreover, the beginnings of book 
illumination in Eastern Europe are relatively late. Despite the presence of very 
old Greek manuscripts with illuminations, none of them was produced in the 
region.187 The earliest book illumination produced at Mount Athos cannot 
be dated before the year 1000.188 Although found on Mount Athos, two out 
of the four most famous Old Church Slavonic manuscripts with illuminations 
dated to the 11th century are of Macedonian origin.189 They were both written 
in the Glagolitic script, but the exact place of origin remains unknown. Codex 
Zographensis is decorated with intertwined headpieces and initials, but there 
are also portraits of Mark, Luke, and John under arches, a figurative convention 
most typical for 9th-century Greek, Armenian, and Georgian manuscripts.190 
The ribbon-like, interwoven patterns of headpieces in the manuscript are in-
spired by the decoration of Greek manuscripts from southern Italy.191 However, 
no direct analogies are known for the portraits of St. Peter and St. Paul, the for-
mer holding the keys in his raised right hand.192 The source of inspiration for 
both portraits must have been Greek, as both are captioned in Greek, not Old 

186   Tomić, “Osobenosti.”
187   The earliest is the 6th-century Codex Purpureus of Berat, now in the Albanian National 

Archives in Tirana (Popa, Miniatura, p. 17).
188   The manuscript K122 from the library of the Great Lavra is a collection of hagiographical 

texts, and contains a full-page portrait of St. Athanasios the Athonite, produced in water-
color at Mount Athos in the mid-11th century (Ehrhard, Überlieferung, p. 874).

189   Codex Zographensis was found in 1834 in the library of the Monastery of St. Zographos on 
Mount Athos (Jagić, Quattuor evangeliorum). The date of the manuscript is disputed— 
either 10th or 11th century. For the decoration of the manuscript, see Musakova, 
“Belezhki” and “Ukrasata”; Zagrebin and Levshina, “O predpolagaemykh miniatiurakh.” 
Codex Marianus was discovered at the Monastery of the Holy Mother of God on Mount 
Athos (Jagić, Mariinskoe chetveroevangelie). For the decoration of the manuscript, see 
Putsko, “Khudozhestvennoe oformlenie.” For the “gigantic initials” most typical for early 
Glagolitic manuscripts, see Dzhurova, V sveta, pp. 168–69.

190   Ukhanova, “K voprosu,” p. 226; Prolović, “The early period,” p. 183.
191   Ukhanova, “K voprosu,” p. 230.
192   Dzhurova, V sveta, p. 177 fig. 236.
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651Monumental Art

Slavonic.193 Greek inscriptions accompany also some of the initials in a hand-
somely illuminated Gospel manuscript known as Codex Assemanianus, now 
in the Vatican Library.194 Most other initials bear animal-like images, which 
are far more frequent in Glagolitic manuscripts than human portraits.195 Both 
human and animal images are outnumbered by geometric patterns of decora-
tion, especially the interwoven motif.196

Very different portraits of three evangelists—John, Luke, and Mark—ap-
pear in the earliest illuminated manuscript of Rus’, the Ostromir Gospel.197 
John stands in the middle of a quadrilobe, richly decorated with floral motifs 
and, on top, a lion walks from right to left, looking down at the scene in the 
middle. John has Prochorus writing on his lap behind, and a desk with an open 
book in front of him. The apostle gazes up to the right, stretching his hands to 
receive a sheet of parchment about to be delivered by an eagle—the apostle’s 
symbol—getting out of a cloud. This is of course a symbolic representation of 
the idea that John received the inspiration for his writing from the heavens, 
but the presence of his symbol, the eagle, in an active position in this narra-
tive scene is most unusual, and has no parallel in the Byzantine iconography 
of that time.198 Luke is shown in a similar scene, a “carpet” illumination with 
floral motifs in the corners and on the frame. Standing in front of an arcade, 
with a chair behind him, the evangelist gazes up to the right, with his hands 
stretched. There is a desk in front of him, on which there is an open book and 
his writing instruments. A bull, Luke’s symbol, reaches out of the star-studded 
heavens to deliver a written scroll to the evangelist. A Cyrillic caption written 
between the arcade and the bull explains the scene.199 Mark is also shown in 

193   Ukhanova, “K voprosu,” p. 232.
194   Ivanova-Mavrodinova and Dzhurova, Asemanievoto evangelie; Vasiljev, “Portreti” believes 

that the initials with human faces imitate illuminations in Benedictine manuscripts. For 
the decoration of the Codex Assemanianus, see also Musakova, “The illuminated Old 
Bulgarian Gospel lectionaries,” pp. 283–84 and 286; Musakova, “Graficheska segmentaciia.”

195   Musakova, “Glagolicheskite starobălgarski răkopisi,” p. 765.
196   Musakova, “Glagolicheskite starobălgarski răkopisi,” p. 776. Contemporary Greek manu-

scripts had lavishly decorated canonic tables and initials in the so-called Blütenblattstil, 
and very different portraits of the Evangelists (Popa, Miniatura, pp. 22–23; Dzhurova, 
“Kăm văprosa” and “Za ukrasenite”; for the Blütenblattstil, see Dzhurova, V sveta, pp. 69, 
77, and 89–91).

197   Vostokov, Ostromirovo Evangelie.
198   Smirnova, “Miniatury,” pp. 462 and 467 fig. 10. Smirnova points out that a similar image of 

John receiving a written scroll (as a symbol for the Gospel) from heavens appears in an 
early 13th-century Gospel from the Iviron Monastery at Mount Athos.

199   Smirnova, “Miniatury,” pp. 466 and 468 fig. 11. The features of Luke’s figure and his 
stretched hands remind one of the scene of the Communion of the Apostles in the mosa-
ics of the Cathedral of St. Sophia in Kiev.
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the middle of a quadrilobe, but unlike John, he sits on the decorative frame, 
having an open book in his left hand, and writing on it with his right hand. He 
gazes up to the right, in the direction of a lion—Mark’s symbol—delivering a 
closed book to him.200 The source of inspiration for the three illuminations 
in the Ostromir Gospel was most likely western—the art of the Carolingian 
age.201 A colophon indicates that the manuscript was commissioned by the 
posadnik (mayor) of Novgorod, Ostromir, and was written in 1056–1057 either 
in Novgorod or, more likely, in Kiev.202

Portraits of the evangelists and their zoomorphic symbols also appear in 
the “Book of Hours” of Abbess Cika (see chapter 16), a manuscript produced 
in Zadar in the early 1080s.203 In addition, the manuscript contains a minia-
ture of the Last Supper and a richly decorated monogram “VD” standing for 
Vere dignum. Several initials have human figures, a typical feature of evangelis-
taries written in Beneventan script in Apulia during the second half of the 11th 
and the first decades of the 12th century.204 Peacock, eagle, and dog motifs are 
also present, all of them inspired by manuscripts written in the Beneventan 
script at the abbey of Monte Cassino.205 Much like in Glagolitic manuscripts, 
however, the most numerous initials are geometric, often outlined in red ink, 
decorated with stylized floral motifs, and filled with bright colors and gold. 
From scriptoria in Greek monasteries in southern Italy, the zoomorphic orna-
ments were also adopted in Slavic illumination during the second half of the 
12th century and even after 1300, particularly in Rus’ and in Serbia. That much 
results, for example, from the examination of the oldest Cyrillic manuscript 

200   Smirnova, “Miniatury,” pp. 468 and 469 fig. 12.
201   Smirnova, “Miniatury,” p. 469.
202   Smirnova, “Miniatury,” p. 470. The Ostromir Gospel had imitators, as indicated by the 

fact that its illuminations were copied in the Mstislav Gospel of the early 12th century 
(Popova, “Miniatury”).

203   Grgić, Časoslov, p. 309. Telebaković-Pecarski, “Notae” believed that the portraits of three 
evangelists were produced by a different illuminator during the second quarter of the 
12th century, while a third painted the Last Supper and the portrait of Mark at some point 
during the last decades of that century. Grgić, “The eleventh-century book illumination,” 
pp. 90–92 also believed that the scene of the Last Supper and the portrait of Mark were 
painted by the same illuminator.

204   Similar initials appear also in an evangelistary written in the mid-13th century in the 
Benedictine abbey of St. John the Baptist in Trogir. In addition, the manuscript contains 
five free miniature compositions, clearly influenced by Byzantine iconography (Jakšić 
and Belamarić, Prvih pet stoljeća, pp. 280–84). A strong Byzantine influence, most likely 
received via southern Italy, may also be noted in a number of icons of the Mother of 
God Hodigitria that were produced in Split in the late 13th-century (Jakšić and Belamarić, 
Prvih pet stoljeća, pp. 294–303).

205   Vojvoda, “Večenega’s ‘Book of Hours’,” fig. 9.
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from Serbia, a lectionary known as the Miroslav Gospel. The manuscript was 
most likely produced between 1180 and 1187 in the Church of Sts. Peter and Paul 
at Bijelo Pole (in what is now the northeastern part of Montenegro), the en-
dowment and burial church of the Prince of Hum, Miroslav, the brother of the 
Grand Župan Stephen Nemanja (see chapter 30).206 There are 296 miniatures 
and initials in the manuscript, all of them done by a scribe named Gligorije, 
who is mentioned in a colophon. One of the most unusual components of the 
manuscript’s illumination is the headpiece on the opening page of the Gospel, 
showing the busts of three evangelists—John, Mark, and Luke—under arches. 
Similar representations of the evangelists are only known from Coptic books 
and a few Greek lectionaries of the 12th century now in the library of the 
Monastery of St. Catherine on Mount Sinai.207 Most other miniatures, how-
ever, betray a strong influence of the Italian art.208 The portrait of St. John the 
Baptist is even captioned in the manner of the Latin practice, as “Žvan Batista.” 
The reading on the feast day of St. John the Baptist is illustrated with an initial 
containing the nude figure of the Harlot of Babylon, a metaphor for Herodias.209 
The aprakos (service Gospel) known as the Vukan Gospel is the earliest man-
uscript undoubtedly illuminated in Raška (the core area of the Kingdom of 
Serbia) at some point between 1196 and 1202. Several scribes contributed to the 
creation of the manuscript, with a monk named Simeon acting as proofread-
er and finishing the manuscript in a monastic cave near the residence of the 
župan at Ras.210 There are only two miniatures in the Vukan Gospel, one show-
ing John the Evangelist, the other Christ Emmanuel.211 The latter is drawn, with 
only partial coloring of the figure and the throne, which leaves the impression 
that the job of the illuminator was left unfinished. Nonetheless, the numerous 
initials, as well as the depiction of human figures and furniture betray the so-
called enamel style of the late Comnenian era.212 The Vukan Gospel is thus the 
first Serbian manuscript directly inspired by the Byzantine art.

Initials with animal figures and floral motifs appear also in several other, 
late 12th-or early 13th-century Serbian manuscripts, such as the Four Gospels 

206   Radosavljević, Miroslavljevo jevanđelje. See also Ivanić, “Miroslavljevo jevandjelje”; 
Prolović, “The early period,” pp. 186; 186 fig. 146 and 187 fig. 147; Davidović, “Srpski skripto-
riji,” pp. 49–50.

207   Starodubcev, “Pitanja,” pp. 45–49.
208   For the influence of the south Italian illuminated manuscripts, see Maksimović, “Parisinus 

graecus 83.”
209   Prolović, “The early period,” p. 188.
210   Vrana, Vukanovo jevanđelje; Marjanović-Dušanić, “Zapis”; Prolović, “The early period,”  

p. 189; Davidović, “Srpski skriptoriji,” pp. 50–51.
211   Prolović, “The early period,” p. 189 and 188 fig. 148.
212   Putsko, “Emal’ernyi stil’.”
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of Hilandar (Chil. 22), the Hilandar Paroemias, the Hilandar Typikon, and the 
Belgrade Prophetologion.213 The Prizren Gospel destroyed during the Nazi 
bombing of Belgrade (1941) and now known only from black-and-white pho-
tographs, was made a few decades before 1300. The manuscript contained 36 
miniatures, headpieces, and initials. Most interesting among the former are 
the portraits of the evangelists Matthew and Mark, of the Mother of God 
Eleousa (Virgin of Tenderness), of several saints and characters that appear 
in the Bible, a scene of the Officiating Bishops, and an illustration of the story 
about the devil sieving through the desert in search of sinners. The latter was 
based on a Coptic apocryphal text, which survives in only one manuscript. 
Oriental influences, perhaps from Syrian or Egyptian manuscripts that the 
illuminator must have seen are particularly clear in the case of the portraits 
of Mark wearing trousers and of St. Theodore Tyron and St. Procopius killing 
double-headed, interlaced dragons.214

Although manuscripts created in Benedictine abbeys in Poland were occa-
sionally decorated with geometric or animal-like motifs, the earliest human 
figures in illuminations of manuscripts produced in Poland cannot be dated 
before the 13th century. The scriptorium of the Cistercian abbey of Lubiąż 
(see chapter 24) was the first to introduce figural ornamentation. The Psaltery 
made there at some point between 1238 and 1245 for Hedwig, the widow of 
the Duke of Silesia, Henry I contains the earliest representation of the Seat 
of Wisdom—an image of the Virgin Mary seated and holding the infant Jesus 
on her lap—that was made in Poland.215 In the scene of the Crucifixion in 
the Psalter of Trzebnica (also known as Psalterium nocturnum) that was also 
written in Lubiąż in the 1240s for Hedwig, John raises his hands like an orant, a 
gesture that is clearly given the meaning of testimony. Mary, next to the cross, 
wrings her hands in a gesture meant to convey pain and grief.216 The same idea 
appears in the Nativity scene, in which two angels unfold a banner with the 
first line of the hymn “Gloria” above a Gothic arch. In the middle of the scene, 
inside the cradle, is the representation of Christ’s body in the consecrated host, 

213   Prolović, “The early period,” pp. 188 and 189; 189 fig. 149; 190 fig. 150; 191 fig. 151. Some of the 
most interesting animal-shaped initials may be found in a manuscript of John of Exarch’s 
Six Days, written by one Theodore the Grammarian in 1263 at Hilandar (Prolović, “The 
early period,” p. 191).

214   Starodubcev, “Pitanja,” pp. 56–66.
215   Jażdżewski, “Biblia henrykowska”; Karłowska-Kamzowa, “Rola klasztorów,” p. 283. The 

earliest representation of the Seat of Wisdom known from Poland is the wooden statue 
from the National Museum in Gdańsk, which was made somewhere in the Rhineland 
between 1170 and 1180 (Massowa, “Romańska figura”).

216   Tabor, Iluminacje, pp. 82–83 and pl. 65.
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a visual metaphor of the link between Nativity and the Eucharist. Mary, next 
to the cradle, looks distraught, as if knowing what would happen to her child. 
Such manuscripts connecting the illuminated text to the practice of personal 
prayer in the congregation will become very popular shortly before, but espe-
cially after 1300, when the names of several female members of the Piast family 
came to be associated with luxury prayer books with Gothic illuminations.217

217   Karłowska-Kamzowa, “Rola klasztorów,” pp. 284–86. The best example is the small Psalter, 
now in the library of the convent of the Poor Ladies (Clarisses) of Wrocław, a manuscript 
made between 1270 and 1280 possibly at the request of Euphrosyne, the abbess of the 
Cistercian convent of Trzebnica. The manuscript contains the first image of St. Francis 
preaching to the birds that was created in Poland (Karłowska-Kamzowa, Malarstwo, p. 11 
and pl. 5).
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chapter 30

The Rise of Serbia

In the wars between the Byzantine Empire and Hungary during the first half of 
the 12th century (see chapter 18), the staunchest allies of the Hungarian kings 
were the Serbs. Shortly after his victory over the Pechenegs in 1122, Emperor 
John II Comnenus organized a punitive expedition against the Serbs. The exact 
reason for that is unknown, but it is most likely at that time that the Byzantine 
border fort at Ras (near Novi Pazar, in southern Serbia) was burned (Fig. 30.1). 
The heavy destruction layer identified archaeologically within the ramparts 
and inside the four log-houses excavated there has been coin-dated to the reign 
of John II.1 Although the Byzantine army devastated the region around Ras and 
took a great number of captives (who were later moved to Asia Minor), the 
ties between the leaders of the Serbs (called župans) and Hungary could not 
be severed (Table 30.1). The appearance of the name Uroš among members of 
the Serbian elite during this period is in fact attributed to Hungarian influence. 
The daughter of the first župan named Uroš became queen of Hungary in 1131, 
when the crown passed to her husband, Béla II (see chapter 18).2 Béla’s son, 
King Géza II, allied himself with Uroš’s son, Uroš II (1145–1161) and attacked 
the Byzantine forts on the eastern border of what was increasingly known  
in the 12th century as Raška, “the province of Ras.”3 It is during this period that 
the newly restored fort at Ras was again destroyed. Emperor Manuel’s puni-
tive expedition reached and took Galič, one of the most important strongholds 
in the heartland of the Serbian territory. The prisoners the Byzantines took 
during this expedition were later resettled near Serdica (present-day Sofia, in 
Bulgaria) and elsewhere in the Empire. However, the expedition of 1149 does 
not seem to have removed Uroš II from the Hungarian alliance. In 1150, the 
Byzantines intercepted the Hungarian troops that King Géza II had sent to 
assist Uroš, and those who escaped moved south along the river Morava to 
reach their Serbian allies. After pitching his camp at Sečanica, not far from 
Niš, Emperor Manuel defeated the Serbs and some of their Hungarian allies on 

1   Popović, Tvrđava Ras, pp. 162–71.
2   Papageorgiou, “The earliest mention,” p. 42. Uroš first appears in Anna Comnena, Alexiad IX 

10, p. 280 as the hostage that his father (or uncle) Vukan gave to Emperor Alexius I in 1094. He 
became grand župan in ca. 1115. Under Béla II, a Hungarian army first entered Bosnia in 1137 
(Makk, “La Hongrie et les Balkans”). Uroš’s son, Beloš became King Géza II’s count palatine 
(Kartalija, “Serbian Grand Prince Beloš”).

3   Theodore Prodromos, Historical Poems, p. 354; Pirivatrić, “Odmetnik.”
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figure 30.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)

table 30.1 Rulers of Serbia between 1100 and 1300

Župans

Uroš I ca. 1113–ca. 1131
Uroš II ca. 1131–ca. 1153; 1155–1161
Desa ca. 1153–1155; 1161–1162; ca. 1165–ca. 1168
Tihomir ca. 1168–ca. 1170

Nemanjid dynasty

Stefan Nemanja ca. 1170–1196
Stefan Prvovenčani 1196–1202, 1203–1227, king in 1217
Vukan 1202–1203
Radoslav 1227–1234
Vladislav 1234–1243
Uroš I 1243–1276
Dragutin 1276–1282
Milutin 1282–1321
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the Tara River in western Serbia. At the peace, the župan was forced to prom-
ise he would send 500 warriors for Manuel’s wars in Asia Minor and 2,000 for 
his wars in Europe.4 A few years later, however, Emperor Manuel intervened 
in the dynastic affairs of Raška, where he restored to power Uroš II, who had 
been deposed by his brother Desa, perhaps with Hungarian assistance.5 Desa 
was given instead “the region of Dendra, a prosperous and populous area near 
Niš.”6 The prosperity of Niš and its hinterland is evident in both the written 
and the archaeological sources.7 Unlike the military sites that Emperor Manuel 
restored and rebuilt in the late 1150s on the banks of the river Danube, sites in 
the interior, such as Niš, display a wider variety of pottery types, many of which 
may be regarded as luxury ceramics.8

Manuel intervened again in Raška to depose Desa in 1165, for having allied 
himself with the Hungarians.9 Desa was arrested and taken to Constantinople, 
and the emperor appointed in his stead a man named Tihomir, son of Zavida, 
who may have been a relative of previous župans of the Serbs.10 Tihomir ruled 
jointly with his brothers Sracimir, Miroslav, and Nemanja, each one of them 
being assigned a specific region of Raška, just like Manuel had forced Desa 
and Uroš to rule jointly.11 Nemanja ruled in eastern Serbia, most likely in the 
region of the river Toplica, thus closer to the territories under direct Byzantine 
control.12 He nevertheless aspired to lands farthest from his domain, as dur-
ing the Byzantine-Hungarian war of 1166–1167 “he subjugated Croatia and 
took possession” of Kotor on the Dalmatian coast.13 Soon after that, a conflict 
erupted between Nemanja and his brothers led by Tihomir, whom he managed 

4    Uzelac, “Srpske vojske.”
5    According to the Chronicle of the Priest of Dioclea 47, p. 180, Desa ruled in Travunia and 

Zahumlje, probably from around 1145 (Živković, Forging Unity, p. 328). Curta, Southeastern 
Europe, p. 331 wrongly assumes that he received those territories from Emperor Manuel 
after the arbitration.

6    John Kinnamos, Deeds, p. 204; transl., pp. 155–56.
7    Simonović, “Trgovina.”
8    Bikić, “Trade,” p. 129.
9    Maksimović, “Srbija.” For 12th-century Raška between Byzantium and Hungary, see Kalić, 

“Dva carstva.”
10   For the deposition of Desa, see Pirivatrić, “Byzantine-Hungarian relations.” For Tihomir, 

see Szefliński, “O tajemniczym poprzedniku.”
11   According to Szefliński, “Kilka uwag,” Nemanja was the son of Stefan Vukan (and thus 

a brother of both Desa and Uroš), not of Zavida. For Nemanja’s name, see Loma, “Der 
Personenname.”

12   Born in 1112 or 1113, Nemanja was the youngest of all four brothers. For the chronology of 
his life, see Szefliński, “Chronologia.”

13   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 159; transl., p. 90. Choniates is the first Byzantine historian 
to mention Nemanja by name (Papageorgiou, “The earliest mention,” p. 46).
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659The Rise of Serbia

to kill in battle at Pantino, not far from Zveçan (near Mitrovica, in northern 
Kosovo).14 His other brothers quickly acknowledged Nemanja as grand župan. 
He allied himself with Venice, a move that Emperor Manuel interpreted as 
hostile.15 Shortly after placing Béla III on the throne of Hungary in 1172 (see 
chapter 18), the emperor therefore decided to punish Nemanja. He led a swift 
raid “through steep and precipitous regions,” pressing forward “to engage the 
grand župan.”16 According to Niketas Choniates, without any serious resis-
tance, Nemanja “prostrated himself at Manuel’s feet.”17 John Kinnamos gives 
an even more powerful description of Nemanja’s submission: “he came and 
approached the tribunal [on which the emperor was sitting], with head un-
covered and arms bare to the elbow, his feet unshod; a rope haltered his neck 
and a sword was in his hand. He offered himself to the emperor for whatever 
treatment he desired.”18 The Serbian ruler was taken prisoner and paraded as 
such in the triumphal procession that the emperor organized on this return to 
Constantinople. Nevertheless, after pledging his allegiance to Manuel, he was 
released and returned to Raška.19

Ras had been rebuilt in the late 1160s, with new buildings added within the 
ramparts, including a palatial compound with large cellars (one of which is the 
largest granary so far known from the Balkans) and a residential area of some 
300 square meters divided into two wings. In addition, a tower was incorpo-
rated into the compound and turned into residential quarters, a feature strik-
ingly similar to contemporaneous Western fashions. Below the fortress, a cave 
monastery was established at some point during the last third of the 12th cen-
tury. On top of a conical rock structure, a large cave known as Orlova pecina 
(“The Eagle’s Cave”) may have served for some communal gatherings or even as  
scriptorium.20 A single-naved church was built in the late 12th century inside 

14   Stephen the First-Crowned, Life of St. Simeon, pp. 30–31. The army led by Tihomir includ-
ed “Greek soldiers, Franks, Turks, and other peoples.” “Turks,” in this context, may refer to 
Pechenegs settled, since the 11th century, in the region of Niš and around Ovče Polje in 
Macedonia (Uzelac, “Foreign soldiers,” p. 70).

15   Papageorgiou, “The earliest mention,” p. 41.
16   John Kinnamos, Deeds, p. 287; transl., p. 215.
17   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 159; transl., p. 90.
18   John Kinnamos, Deeds, p. 287; transl., p. 215; Vučetić, “Ritual potchinjavanja.” Nemanja was 

not the only one forced to undergo such a humiliating treatment. After forcing the surren-
der of the garrison of Zemun in 1151 and again in 1165, the emperor forced the Hungarians 
to walk out barefoot with ropes tied around their necks (John Kinnamos, Deeds, pp. 118 
and 245; transl. pp. 91–92 and 184).

19   His possessions on the Dalmatian coast, especially Kotor, must have meanwhile reverted 
to Byzantine control (Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 334).

20   Popović, Tvrđava Ras, pp. 278–88 and 301–06.
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the fort as a funerary chapel. The fort and the monastery form an ensemble that 
is clearly associated with the presence on the site of more than just a garrison 
of soldiers. Paleobotanical samples from several houses inside the fort indicate 
a diet primarily based on wheat, but also of imported fruits, such as peaches.21 
The special nature of the site results also from the presence of such imports as 
early 13th-century protomaiolica or a bronze bowl of south Baltic origin with 
the engraved image of Mercury. An ampulla for holy oil and a small pectoral 
icon of lead point to contacts with pilgrimage sites in the region (Thessaloniki) 
or elsewhere in Byzantium. But a mould for medallions with the image of the 
Holy Virgin with Child demonstrates that there was also a local production of 
Christian artifacts.22 In short, Ras has rightly been viewed as a royal residence 
built by Nemanja and then used by his immediate successors. But it was cer-
tainly not the permanent residence of the grand župan, for Nemanja is known 
to have had “palaces” in various other parts in this realm, including Kotor.23 
Nevertheless, through its impressive palatial compound, the luxurious objects 
of daily use found on the site, and its religious components, Ras reflects the 
process of dramatic transformations taking place in the Serbian lands shortly 
before the year 1200.

At Manuel’s death in 1180, Nemanja openly declared his allegiance to King 
Béla III of Hungary, who took advantage of the political crisis in Byzantium 
opened by the accession of Andronikos to raid deeply into the region of Niš, 
reaching as far as Serdica (Sofia) together with Serbian troops. As for Nemanja, 
he attacked Kotor and then Bar on the Adriatic coast, and threatened Ragusa 
(Dubrovnik).24 At the peace of 1186, Ragusa was forced to acknowledge Raškan 
control of the surrounding countryside, especially in Hum (Zahumlje), where 
Nemanja placed his brother Miroslav, while appointing his eldest son Vukan as 
ruler of Zeta (Dioclea).25 Nemanja kept Raška and the surrounding territories 
for himself. Moreover, by the time he offered his military assistance to Emperor 
Frederick I Barbarossa and his crusading army against Byzantium (see chap-
ter 26), Nemanja had “occupied the city of Niš with sword and bow” and had 
“claimed all the land around it as far as Stralitz” (Sredec, Serdica).26 A subse-
quent attack on Skopje led to a Byzantine punitive expedition. Emperor Isaac 

21   Borojević, “Nutrition.”
22   Popović, Tvrđava Ras, pp. 236 fig. 193/12–14; 242 figs. 197–198; 250 figs. 210–211.
23   Popović, “Dvor.”
24   Sindik, “Stefan Nemanja”; Gál, “A világi hatalomgyakorlás,” p. 50.
25   Bubalo, Pragmatic Literacy, pp. 5 and 279.
26   Ansbertus, History, p. 30; transl., p. 62. For Nemanja and Frederick I Barbarossa, see 

Gorgiev, “Neke implikacije.” For Nemanja’s campaign of 1189, see Tomov, “Kăm văprosa.”

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   660 3/21/2019   5:08:38 PM



661The Rise of Serbia

II Angelos defeated Nemanja in battle “at the Morava River” in 1191 or 1192.27 
However, at the peace, Nemanja’s control of Raška, Hum, Travunia, and Dioclea 
remained unchallenged. Moreover, the peace was sealed by the marriage of the 
emperor’s niece Evdokia with Nemanja’s son Stephen.28 Since Evdokia was the 
daughter of Alexios III Angelos, who in 1195 overthrew his brother Isaac to 
assume the crown, Nemanja’s son, now an imperial son-in-law, was bestowed 
the title of sebastokrator, which placed him within the emperor’s immediate 
family circle.29

To smooth his son’s access to power in Raška, Nemanja abdicated in his 
favor at an assembly specially summoned in Ras in 1196.30 The father then 
withdrew to the monastery of Studenica (near Ušće, in the Middle Ibar region 
of central Serbia), his own foundation of ca. 1183. The foundation charter was 
written not only on parchment, but also on the wall of the church, an indica-
tion that in Serbia, frescoes had a probative force in more than a legal sense 
of that phrase.31 The Church of the Holy Virgin at Studenica—the katholikon 
of the monastery—is a combination of architectural and decorative styles 
(see chapter 29), most clearly illustrated by the tympanum above the western 
portal, with a representation of the enthroned Virgin with Child, flanked by 
the Archangel Michael and Gabriel, identified as such by the accompanying 
Cyrillic inscription. Remains of a kiln with clay rods on the eastern side of the 
monastic enclosure strongly suggest that soon after its foundation, the monas-
tery became an economic center for the region.32

Having taken the monastic vows, Nemanja (now rebaptized Simeon) 
moved to Mount Athos in 1198, where his younger son Ratko had already be-
come a monk under a new name, Sava. The son and the father established the 
Hilandar Monastery (see chapter 24), for which Sava obtained the approval 
and support of his imperial relatives in Constantinople, while his older broth-
er, Stephen, now the grand župan of Raška, provided the necessary funds for 
the new monastic foundation. The charter Simeon issued in 1198, as if he were 
still Nemanja, insists upon the divine origin of the power of the Byzantine em-
peror, the Hungarian king, and the grand župan, which suggests that to him 

27   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 434; transl., p. 239. Ćirković, The Serbs, p. 32 believes the 
battle to have taken place in the environs of Vranje.

28   Ioncheva, “Dinasticheski brakove,” pp. 226–27.
29   Simpson, “Byzantium’s retreating Balkan frontier,” p. 14.
30   Kalić, “Srpski drzhavni sabori.”
31   Bubalo, Pragmatic Literacy, pp. 48 and 368. For the manuscripts produced in the scripto-

rium of the monastery, see Davidović, “Srpski skriptoriji,” pp. 54–55.
32   Bikić, “Pottery manufacture.”
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the grand župan was not inferior in status to rulers of neighboring countries.33 
Simeon died on February 3, 1199 within the walls of his foundation, and was 
buried at Mount Athos.34 However, in 1206, his remains were taken by Sava 
back to Serbia and reburied at Studenica (1207), where Simeon was proclaimed 
a saint.35

The canonization of Nemanja was the result of a complicated political 
process. In 1202, his younger son Vukan attacked Stefan, whom Nemanja had 
designated his successor at the Ras assembly in 1196. While his father was 
still alive, Vukan adopted the royal title displayed in an inscription from the 
Church of St. Luke in Kotor, in which Nemanja is mentioned only as grand 
župan.36 That may well be Vukan’s distorted version of the events of 1196. At 
any rate, he did not hesitate to ask in 1199 for a crown from Pope Innocent III 
and for the elevation of the bishop of Bar (the most important episcopal see in 
Dioclea) to the rank of archbishop.37 While the status of archbishopric was in-
deed granted to the see of Bar, Vukan never received any crown. Nevertheless, 
it is clear that shortly before and after 1200, Rome was perceived in Serbia as 
the only legitimate source of royal power. It is important to note that Stephen 
also attempted to obtain a crown from Innocent in 1201 or 1202, shortly before 
his conflict with Vukan. His request was turned down immediately, because of 
the intervention of Emeric, the king of Hungary, who had meanwhile thrown 
his support on Vukan’s side.38

In the civil war that broke out in 1202, Vukan was initially successful. For 
a while he ruled as grand župan, and it is most likely in that capacity that 
he commissioned one of the most beautiful Old Church Slavonic lectionar-
ies produced in Serbia, the so-called Vukan Gospel (see chapter 29). Not long 
after assuming power, however, Vukan was confronted by his brother who had 
returned with the support of Johannitsa Kaloyan (see chapter 31). The war 
continued indecisively for another year or so, until Stephen regained power, 
while Vukan remained ruler in Zeta. To ease tensions between his brothers, 
Sava returned from Mount Athos, where Nemanja-Simeon’s remains had mi-
raculously begun in the meantime to produce myrrh. As a symbol of dynastic 

33   Bojović, L’idéologie, pp. 325–29; Marjanović-Dušanić, Vladarska ideologija, pp. 60–69.
34   Vojvodić, “Prvi grob.”
35   For his portrait, next to his son Vukan in the wall paintings of the western entrance into 

the monastery, see Miljković, “Slikarstvo.”
36   Ćirković, The Serbs, p. 38. For the conflict between Vukan and Stefan, see Stanković, 

“Rethinking,” pp. 93–94.
37   Patlagean, “Les états,” pp. 838–39; Aglio, “Innocenzo III,” pp. 25–28; Maksimović, “La 

Serbie,” p. 274; Bubalo, “Titule.”
38   Maksimović, “La Serbie,” p. 274; Prinzing, “Das Papsttum,” pp. 163–64.
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and political unity, the relics were transferred to Studenica, and with that the 
cult of St. Simeon Mirotočivi (the “myrrh-flowing”) was established, a major 
component of Stephen’s political agenda during his second reign.39 Stephen 
himself promoted the cult of his father by writing his vita (see chapter 25). A 
second vita was written in 1208 by Sava. Both texts laid the foundation for the 
cult of the Serbian ruler, now viewed as the founder of a “dynasty of sacred 
roots.”40 The adoption of the cult coincided with a reorientation of the politi-
cal ideology of Serbia. An inscription running around the drum of the dome at 
Studenica celebrates Sava and his brother Stephen as grand župan, and above 
and before them, their father Nemanja, who is mentioned as friend and ally 
of the “Greek emperor kyr Alexios.”41 That four years after the conquest of 
Constantinople by the crusaders, the legitimacy of the dynasty established by 
Nemanja was based on the memory of Emperor Alexios III Angelos, Stephen’s 
father-in-law, bespeaks the profoundly Byzantine roots of the royal ideology in 
early 13th-century Serbia.

That the cult had turned the rule of Nemanja’s son Stephen rule into some-
thing very different from that of previous grand župans results from the ab-
sence, beginning with his reign, of any partitioning of the country between 
members of the ruling dynasty. In Hum, the widow of Nemanja’s brother 
Miroslav and her son Andrew faced a rebellion of a relative named Peter. 
Stephen intervened and in the process only the coastal area and the hinterland 
of Trebinje remained in the hands of Andrew, the other parts being incorpo-
rated into Serbia. Stephen also established good relations with Albanian lords 
of the region of the upper course of the river Fani i Madh. He gave his daughter 
in marriage to Demetrius, the archon who, like Stephen, has asked in 1208 for 
Pope Innocent III’s guidance. But the alliance with Stephen did not protect 
Demetrius from the aggressive policies of Michael Dukas, the ruler of Epirus. 
Having taken Dyrrachion in 1213, Michael moved against the Albanian lords 
and then again Zeta. In 1214, he took Scutari (Shkodër, northern Albania) be-
fore being murdered by one of his servants.42 Meanwhile, Stephen managed to 

39   Ćirković, The Serbs, p. 35.
40   Bojović, L’idéologie, pp. 156–64, 330–43, 349–57, and 675–76; Ćirković, The Serbs, p. 35. 

Icons of St. Simeon were already in use in the late 13th century. For the historiography of 
Stephen Nemanja’s reign and cult, see Kalić, “Stefan Nemanja.”

41   Maksimović, “La Serbie,” p. 278; Pirivatrić, “The Serbs,” p. 232. The portrait of an emperor 
painted in the 1230s in the katholikon at Mileševa, across from that of the Serbian king 
Vladislav, has recently been identified as Alexios III Angelos, which suggests that the 
ideological concept created during the first decade of the 13th century was still in use a 
generation later (Pirivatrić, “The dynamics,” p. 27).

42   Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 391; Denisov, “Pokhod.”
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avoid an invasion of the combined forces of Boril of Bulgaria (see chapter 31), 
Emperor Henry of Constantinople, and Strez of Prosek.43 Michael Dukas’ half-
brother Theodore agreed to make peace with Stephen, to whom he returned 
Scutari in exchange for the hand of his sister.44 But Stephen did not support 
Theodore in his war with Venice, no doubt because by 1205 Ragusa was already 
under Venetian control.45

In 1216, after having repudiated his first wife Evdokia, the daughter of the 
emperor Alexios III Angelos, the grand župan married Anna, the granddaugh-
ter of the Venetian doge Enrico Dandolo. One year later, a papal legate came 
to Serbia to crown Stephen as king—the reason for the nickname Prvovenčani 
(the First-Crowned) by which his descendants referred to him.46 Shortly after 
that, Stephen’s brother Sava renounced his position as abbot of Studenica and 
returned to Mount Athos. He remained in contact with his brother Stephen, 
with whose approval and support he left the Hilandar monastery in 1219 on a 
mission to Nicaea. Capitalizing on the increasing rivalry between Epirus and 
Nicaea, Sava managed to obtain from Patriarch Manuel I Sarantenos (1217–
1222) the creation of an autocephalous archbishopric of Serbia.47 With the ap-
proval of the patriarch came also Sava’s nomination and consecration as the 
first archbishop of Serbia (December 6, 1219).48 From now on, the archbishops 
of Serbia were to be elected and consecrated without the consent of the patri-
arch of Constantinople or the archbishop of Ohrid, even if the name of the for-
mer was to be mentioned first, before all others, in liturgical commemorations. 
Upon his return, Sava was accompanied by monks and pupils from Hilandar, 
whom he appointed to important offices in the newly created church. In the 
absence of any major cities, the archbishop established his see at Žiča (near 
Kraljevo, on the Western Morava river), the monastery that Stephen the First-
Crowned had begun building in 1208 in a typical combination of stone and 
brick courses imitating the architecture of Mount Athos.49 To the three sees 

43   Maksimović, “La Serbie,” pp. 278–79. A relative of Boril, Strez had been a political refu-
gee in Serbia, but established himself in Prosek in 1208 with Stephen’s support. He then 
turned against his former ally (Wolski, “‘Żywot’”).

44   Maksimović, “La Serbie,” p. 279. Stephen’s sister (whose name is not known) married 
Manuel, the brother of both Michael and Theodore.

45   Maksimović, “La Serbie,” p. 276.
46   Bojović, L’idéologie, pp. 68–70; Papageorgiou, “Hoi Serboi,” p. 168. However, the official 

title adopted by Stephen was autocrat (samodržac), not king. It is important to note that 
Stephen’s coronation took place at the same time as King Andrew II was on crusade, 
which explains the tense Hungarian-Serbian relations after 1218.

47   Ferjančić and Maksimović, “Sveti Sava.”
48   Ćirković, The Serbs, pp. 40–46; Bubalo, Pragmatic Literacy, p. 152.
49   Čanak-Medić, “Zhichka Spasova crkva”; Čanak-Medić et al., Manastir Zhicha.
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in Serbia that had previously been under the jurisdiction of Ohrid, Sava added 
seven new ones. Some he planted in western Serbia. For example, Dabar, in 
the region between the upper course of the Western Morava and the lower 
course of the Lim river; and Budimlje, on the middle course of the Lim river. 
Others appear between Ras and Niš (Toplica) and between Ras and Prizren 
(Hvosno, near Peja, in Kosovo).50 Two other sees were established on the coast, 
at Prevlaka in the Bay of Kotor, and at Ston.51 In both cases, the local Catholic 
bishops chose to leave at the moment the Serbian Orthodox bishops appeared, 
only to return a few years later. In fact, no evidence exists of a Catholic op-
position to Sava’s measures.52 Much stronger was the reaction of Demetrius 
Chomatenos, Archbishop of Ohrid, who condemned Sava’s appointment by 
Patriarch Manuel I Sarantenos as non-canonical. He also questioned the pro-
bity of Sava’s life, contrasting his earlier experience as a monk to his later in-
volvement in secular affairs, which Chomatenos deeply resented.53 However, 
and despite Chomatenos’ protestations, the ruler of Epirus, Theodore Dukas 
(whom Chomatenos would later crown as Emperor of Thessalonica) chose to 
maintain good relations with Stephen.

Sava summoned a synod at Žiča in 1221, at which he delivered a sermon 
against heretics (see chapter 25) and discussed marital relations, apparently 
two of the most important items on the archbishop’s agenda at that time. He 
presented his translation and adaptation of the Nomokanon, which became 
the legal foundation of the Serbian Church.54 The explosion of literary activity 
that followed the synod had a great influence on the standardization of legal in-
stitutions and practices, on the training of the clergy, and on the uniformity of 
ceremonies, while Old Church Slavonic, often with strong influences from the 
Serbian vernacular, became the langue of both Church and royal chanceries.55

If Sava had intended his autocephalous archbishopric to be an attack on 
the claims of Ohrid to ecclesiastical preeminence, he certainly did not oppose 
the increasing Epirote influence during the brief reign of Stefan’s son and suc-
cessor, Radoslav (1227–1234).56 One indication of that influence is the fact that 
the earliest Serbian copper coins struck by Radoslav imitated Epirote issues 
minted in Thessaloniki and may have in fact been produced with dies cut in 

50   Popović, “The Serbian episcopal sees”; Stevović, “Prve srpske episkopske crkve.”
51   Korać, “Sedishta.”
52   Pirivatrić, “The Serbs,” p. 234.
53   Ferjančić, “Avtokefalnost”; Popović, “Knijzhevna vrednost”; Stanković, “Stefan Nemanja” 

(with the critical remarks of Prinzing, “Hatte Stefan I. von Serbien eine Tochter”).
54   Bubalo, Pragmatic Literacy, pp. 29–30 and 106–07.
55   Grković-Mejcor, “O formiranju srpske redakcije”; Savić, “Ranistaroslovenski jezik.”
56   Bubalo, “Da li su kralj Strefan Prvovenchani.”
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that city.57 Radoslav married the daughter of Theodore Dukas, the Emperor 
of Thessaloniki, but after the battle of Klokotnica (see chapter 31), his posi-
tion became precarious at best.58 With John Asen’s star rising, Radoslav was 
removed from power by a conspiracy of disgruntled noblemen. They replaced 
him with his brother Vladislav (1234–1243), who had meanwhile married the 
daughter of the victor of Klokotnica.59 It is under such circumstances that the 
stronghold at Ras that had been meanwhile restored was destroyed once again 
and eventually abandoned. Radoslav first went to Ragusa, where his name ap-
pears in charters dated after 1234, and then to Dyrrachion. Meanwhile, upset by 
the conflict between his nephews, Sava embarked on a pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land. He died in Bulgaria on his way back to Serbia, and was buried in Tărnovo, 
before his remains were transferred in 1237 to Mileševa (near Prijepolje, in 
southwestern Serbia), the monastery built by Vladislav in 1234. It was an ap-
propriate choice for Sava’s tomb. The monastery church had just received mag-
nificent frescoes (see chapter 29), which represent the first illustration of the 
ideological developments brought about by the implementation of the cult of 
St. Simeon in the early 13th century. In Mileševa, Nemanja appears as a monk, 
his son Stefan as the ideal king, and Sava as a saint. In fact, soon after his death, 
Sava became the subject of a cult similar to that of his father.60

In 1242, Serbia was devastated by the Mongols during their campaign to 
Dalmatia (see chapter 32).61 Following the Mongol invasion, King Béla IV re-
newed his predecessors’ aggressive policies towards Serbia, after establishing 
a firm Hungarian control over Bosnia. The march of Mačva, stretching from 
the Sava to the Ub river, in the environs of present-day Valjevo, was directed 
against Serbia. War between Hungary and Serbia broke in the 1260s, during the 
reign of Uroš I, who had replaced Vladislav in 1243.

King Uroš (1243–1276) intervened also in the conflict between Bar and 
Ragusa. In 1247, at the death of the archbishop of Bar, the archbishop of Ragusa 
sent an envoy to that city to state his claims to preeminence. Disregarding 
such claims, Pope Innocent IV appointed a new archbishop of Bar in the per-
son of John Plano Carpini, a Franciscan who had just returned from a trip to 
Karakorum on a mission to the Great Khan of the Mongols. Carpini tried to 
reach a compromise by proposing an arbitration of the conflict by the bishop 

57   Ivanišević, “Novac”; Guruleva, “Vizantiiskie tradicii.”
58   Ioncheva, “Dinasticheski brakove,” p. 228; Maksimović, “‘Vizantinizmi’.”
59   Georgieva, “Părviiat mezhdudinastichen brak.”
60   Curta, “Angel on earth.”
61   The Mongols crossed Serbia in April 1242 on their way to Dalmatia, but despite heavy 

plundering, the only serious effect of that encounter was that disgruntled Serbian no-
blemen took advantage of the situation to overthrow Vladislav in 1243 (Sophoulis, “The 
Mongol invasion,” pp. 271–72).
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of Kotor, the only Dalmatian suffragan of the archbishop of Bari in Italy. The 
bishop of Kotor had great influence in the Serbian lands, where all Catholics 
were under his jurisdiction. The conflict was brought in 1252 to the papal court, 
without any resolution. Upon Carpini’s death, his vacant see faced an alliance 
between Ragusa and Michael Asen of Bulgaria, which was meant to expel Uroš 
from Serbia and to curb the claims to preeminence of his protégé, the arch-
bishop of Bar. But Ragusa made peace with Uroš in 1255, as it became apparent 
that the conflict with Bar was detrimental to Ragusan economic interests in 
Serbia.

Such interests had become apparent shortly before the middle of the cen-
tury, a period that witnessed the beginning of a remarkable economic growth 
in Serbia, which continued well after 1300. At its origin was the opening of 
the rich silver mines in the region of the Upper Lim river. The miners were 
“Saxon” settlers brought from Hungary, who were granted privileges very simi-
lar to those applying to other “guests” in that kingdom ever since the late 12th 
century (see chapter 18).62 The first silver mine mentioned in the documents 
was Brskovo (near Mojkovac, in northeastern Montenegro), where the output 
seems to have been sufficiently large to allow the creation of a mint at which 
Uroš struck the first silver coins of Serbia.63 These were large groats imitating 
the Venetian matapan in terms of both weight and type.64 Since they seem 
to have been struck in relatively large quantities in order to accommodate 
the needs of the foreign trade, especially with Ragusa, Uroš’s groats were ap-
propriately marked with inscriptions in Latin. Due to their high quality and 
specific use, such coins circulated outside Serbia and are commonly found in 
hoards in Hungary, Romania, or Bulgaria, but appear also in northern Italy and 
in Greece. The prosperity of the mountain region around Brskovo attracted the 
interest of both the Church and members of the royal family. Jurisdiction over 
the Saxon church in mid-13th-century Brskovo was under dispute between the 
bishop of Kotor and the archbishop of Bar concerning the collection of tithes.65 
In 1252, Vukan’s son Stefan built a monastery at Morača (near Kolašin, to the 
southwest from Brskovo), which he endowed from his own estates and share 
of the silver mines.66

62   Nystazopoulou-Pelekidou, “Mouvements,” pp. 608–10; Sophoulis, “The Mongol invasion,” 
pp. 275–76.

63   Stojsavljević et al., “Serbian medieval urban settlements,” p. 98.
64   Dušanić, “Jedan grosh.”
65   To judge by a lawsuit concerning the patronage of the Church of St. Luke in Kotor, Uroš’s 

agent in that city was a count named Vojislav acting “by the mandate and writ of the lord 
king” (Ćirković, “Parnica”).

66   Petković, Morača.
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However, Stefan was not the ruler of the region. Under Uroš, all traces of au-
tonomy of the old family appanages, such as Zeta or Hum, disappeared. Much 
like Stefan, Andrew, the son of Miroslav, was only the lord of a small region 
south of the Neretva river, at the foot of the Viduša Mountain in the hinterland 
of Trebinje. King Stefan’s intervention on his behalf moved Andrew’s brother 
and rival, Peter, to the northern bank of the river Neretva. There, Peter contin-
ued to style himself “prince of Hum,” as he may have yielded some political 
prominence, for in 1225 the citizens of Split designated him as their “prince.” 
Toljen, a relative of Peter, is also mentioned as “prince of Hum” a few years 
later. Like Peter, he was involved in the political struggles in Split, where he 
unsuccessfully opposed the powerful Subić family and their Hungarian allies, 
a policy continued by this successor Andrew, who is last mentioned in 1249.

King Uroš, who in 1243 had married the daughter of a powerful Hungarian 
border lord, tried unsuccessfully to put an end to his subordinate position 
in relation to the Hungarian king. But his son Dragutin married Katarina, 
the daughter of King Stephen V.67 That king even prevented the marriage of 
Dragutin’s younger brother, Milutin, with the daughter of Emperor Michael VIII  
Palaeologus.68 Uroš attacked Mačva in 1268, but he was taken prisoner by the 
Hungarians and had to purchase his release by promising to make Dragutin, 
King Béla’s son-in-law, his heir and ruler over an appanage.69 When Uroš re-
fused to divide the country and the political authority, his son rose in rebellion 
with military assistance from Hungary, and managed to overthrow Uroš.

Unlike his father, Dragutin divided Serbia into three parts, with his younger 
brother Milutin appointed as ruler over the southern lands.70 Dragutin kept 
the northern parts for himself, but his rule (1276–1282) was cut short by a seri-
ous hunting accident, which left him incapacitated. An assembly of noblemen 
gathered at Deževa (near Novi Pazar, not far from Ras) designated Milutin as 
king under the specific condition that after him the throne would be occupied 
by the descendants of Dragutin (who was allowed to keep the title of king and 

67   Ioncheva, “Dinasticheski brakove,” p. 229.
68   Papageorgiou, “Hoi Serboi,” pp. 168–69; Pirivatrić, “The dynamics,” p. 28. Stanković, Kralj 

Milutin, pp. 32–50 has convincingly demonstrated that the two were betrothed in 1269 
or 1270, even though the marriage never took place because of Emperor Michael VIII’s 
signing the union with the Church of Rome in 1274 (see also Stanković, “King Milutin,”  
p. 113). Uroš had lent support to Michael VIII against the coalition formed by the despot 
of Epirus, the Prince of Achaia, and the King of Naples. Serbian troops participated on the 
Nicaean side in the battle of Pelagonia in 1259 (Uzelac, “Foreign soldiers,” p. 72).

69   Ćirković, The Serbs, pp. 48–49; Stanković, Kralj Milutin, pp. 50–57.
70   Ćirković, The Serbs, p. 49 notes that Zeta and the coastal cities were set aside for Dragutin’s 

mother, Helena.
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669The Rise of Serbia

the authority over the lands in northern Serbia).71 When he recovered from 
injury, Dragutin reclaimed the northern and western parts of the kingdom, 
and replaced his mother-in-law, the Hungarian queen Elizabeth in Mačva 
and the surrounding territories. During the last decades of Arpadian Hungary, 
Dragutin became the ruler of the entire southern periphery of that kingdom. 
Meanwhile, in order to compensate for losses incurred because of his brother’s 
return, Milutin embarked on an ambitious campaign in northern Macedonia. 
The Serbs occupied Skopje, and the Byzantines retaliated by sending in the 
Mongol troops that Nogai had offered to his ally, Emperor Michael VIII (see 
chapter 32). In 1290, Žiča was sacked and burned by another Mongol raid, and 
the archbishopric moved to a safer location in the center of the realm, at Peć 
(now Peja, in Kosovo). Milutin’s grip on Macedonia, however, continued, and 
his conquest doubled the size of Nemanja’s state, at the same time shifting the 
focus of political activity from west to east. In 1283, he incorporated Macedonia 
into his realm, and his raids against Byzantium reached as far south as the 
shore of the Aegean Sea at Christoupolis (present-day Kavala, in northeast-
ern Greece).72 Milutin visited Tărnovo in 1284 and formed an alliance with the 
Bulgarian emperor George Terter (1280–1292), whose very young daughter he 
married. He also welcomed a number of Byzantine renegades, and one of them 
(Kotanitzes Tornikios) became the deputy commander of the Serbian army.73

The incorporation of the rich territories around Skopje—a region of greater 
demographic potential and degree of urbanization—transformed the admin-
istrative structure of the Serbian state.74 Professional scribes (called nomiks) 
were public notaries who worked at the request of their clients, and with mon-
etary compensation, writing down various contracts, often in the area of civil 
law.75 Furthermore, a charter of 1299 or 1300 for the monastery of St. George 
near Skopje lists a number of local titles otherwise known from the Byzantine 
provincial system: kephale, sebastos, praktor, apodochator, kastrophylax, and 
others. Many of those titles (and corresponding ranks) were adopted in Serbia 
after 1300, but with a different meaning, as they were tailored to suit the domes-
tic needs, particularly the desire to shore up central authority and to increase 

71   Stanković, Kralj Milutin, pp. 65–69.
72   Bojović, L’idéologie, p. 88; Ćirković, The Serbs, p. 50. Stanković, Kralj Milutin, pp. 69–82 

has cast doubts on the chronology of those events, particularly on the early date at which 
Macedonia was presumably incorporated into Milutin’s realm.

73   Mišić, “Srpsko-bugarski,” 333–35; Uzelac, “Foreign soldiers,” p. 72; Stanković, Kralj Milutin, 
pp. 74 and 78.

74   Piltz, “King (Kralj) Milutin.”
75   Bubalo, Pragmatic Literacy, p. 223.
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the professionalization of the state apparatus.76 For example, kephale became 
a widely used title for the agent of the central government at the local level of 
state administration. Like his Byzantine equivalent, the Serbian kephale had 
administrative, judicial, and military authority over a local district (župa), but 
the office became particularly important in so-called mixed župas, in which 
there was more than one lord responsible for public safety. Similarly, the earli-
est mention of the pronoia system in Serbia is also associated with the charter 
of 1299/1300. In Byzantium, the pronoia was a conditional grant that the em-
peror gave to an individual for a limited time in exchange for military service. 
However, the pronoiar mentioned in King Milutin’s charter was in the service 
of the monastery, not of the ruler. Moreover, in Serbia, the pronoia system rest-
ed upon the noble class, as most pronoiars known from 14th-century sources 
were noblemen.77

The crisis in Byzantine-Serbian relations created by the occupation of 
Macedonia ended in 1299 through the peace sealed by Milutin’s marriage to 
Simonis, the five-year-old daughter of Emperor Andronikos II (1282–1328).78 
The Serbian king’s conquest of Macedonia was now recognized by the 
Byzantine emperor as legitimate under the guise of the dowry.79 Firmly trust-
ing his Byzantine ally, Milutin turned against his brother Dragutin. The ensuing 
civil war lasted for a decade, but neither side could overcome the other—
Dragutin because of his involvement in the struggle for the Hungarian throne 
that followed the extinction of the Arpadian dynasty, and Milutin because of 
enduring troubles with unreliable nobles and the conflict with his own son, 
Uroš III (known as Stephen Dečanski).80 At the peace of 1311, both brothers 
agreed to return to the previous division of power and territory.81

76   Bojanin and Krsmanović, “Byzantine influence,” pp. 46–47. The same charter highlights 
the greater complexity of the economic system in Macedonia. Unlike the rest of Serbia, 
agriculture in Macedonia was often based on irrigation systems (Živojinović, “L’irrigation,” 
pp. 185, 189, and 193–94).

77   Bojanin and Krsmanović, “Byzantine influence,” pp. 48–49.
78   Ioncheva, “Dinasticheski brakove,” p. 235. It remains unclear what exactly had mean-

while happened to Anna, the daughter of the Bulgarian Emperor George Terter, whom 
Milutin had married in 1284. Stanković, “King Milutin,” p. 117 claims that she was sent to 
Byzantium, together with many Serbian noblemen and with Kotanitzes Tornikios. For 
the political significance of Milutin’s marriage with Simonis, see Stanković, “Rethinking,”  
pp. 96–97.

79   Pirivatrić, “The Serbs,” p. 235. The demarcation of territory was accompanied by a demar-
cation of church jurisdiction between Ohrid and Peć (Pirivatrić, “The dynamics,” p. 30).

80   Bubalo, Pragmatic Literacy, p. 8.
81   Ćirković, The Serbs, p. 52.
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chapter 31

The Second Bulgarian Empire

There is hardly any ethnic group in the medieval history of Southeastern 
Europe that has created more confusion among historians than the Vlachs. 
Their documented presence in places as far from each other as Thessaly and 
Transylvania has invited explanations emphasizing migrations concocted out 
of thin air, against all evidence produced by written sources or archaeology. 
Romanians are said to have come to the present-day territory of their country 
in waves over several centuries, some as late as the 13th or 14th centuries.1 Place 
names of Latin origin, the existence of Vlach communities in the modern 
Balkans, as well as the close relations between their dialects and the Romanian 
language have all been treated as sufficient evidence for migrations either from 
south to north (across the river Danube), or from north to south.2 Molecular 
anthropology has recently been harnessed to elucidate the problem, but with 
no definitive results so far.3 Meanwhile, historians of the medieval Balkans 
have failed to note that the earliest mention of the exonym “Vlach” cannot be 
dated before AD 1000.4

It was against the background of the Byzantine conquest of the Balkans 
(see chapter 12) that the Vlachs appear as key elements of the military, 

1   Friedwagner, “Über die Sprache”; Darkó, “Die Übersiedlung”; Stadtmüller, Geschichte, pp. 207 
with 205 map 12; Boba, “Vlachs”; Kramer, “Sprachwissenschaft”; Rabinovich, “Iskushenie”; 
Czamańska, “Problem”; Fiedler, “Pochodzenie,” pp. 130 and 125 fig. 2. This has often been re-
garded as a form of return migration, since the Latin-speaking population of the province 
of Dacia was also believed to have migrated to the Balkan Peninsula after the abandonment 
of the province in the late 3rd century. For the historiographic debate surrounding the pres-
ence of Vlachs (Romanians) in Transylvania, see Auzká, “Meziválečná rumunská a maďarská 
historiografie.”

2   Some maintain that Vlachs of present-day Greece came from the northern parts of the Balkan 
Peninsula, others that the Vlachs of Epirus, Thessaly, southern Macedonia and Albania mi-
grated to northern Bulgaria under the pressure of the Normans at the end of the 11th and in 
the early 12th century (Christou, Aromounoi; Stanev, “Migraciiata,” pp. 214–17).

3   Comas et al., “Alu insertion polymorphisms”; Bosch et al., “Paternal and maternal lineages.”
4   The word “Vlach” is of (South) Slavic origin and may have been a loan from a Germanic 

language in which it operated much like Wal(s)chen in modern German or Welsh in modern 
English. In other words, the term (which is believed to derive from the name of the Celtic 
tribe of the Volcae) was employed by outsiders to refer to a population speaking a Romance 
language. That the word “Vlach” is an exonym results from the fact that in most dialects 
spoken by Balkan Vlachs, the self-designation is derived from the Latin word for “Roman” 
(Vătășescu, “L’ethnonyme”).
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administrative, and ecclesiastical reconfiguration in the region.5 The earliest 
mention of the Vlachs in a Greek narrative source is the prescriptive hand-
book conventionally known as the Strategikon of Kekaumenos, which was 
most likely written during the last regnal years of Emperor Michael VII Dukas 
(1071–1078). According to Kekaumenos, in ancient times the Vlachs were called 
Dacians and Bessi, and he describes their migration from the northern parts 
of the Balkan Peninsula into central Greece.6 Much ink has been spilled on 
this passage and on the significance of its testimony for the history of both 
Romanians and the Balkan Vlachs.7 However, the idea of a Vlach migration is 
simply based on Kekaumenos’ misinterpretation of the ancient sources (pri-
marily Dio Cassius) that he employed at that point in the narrative.8 He has 
otherwise only bad things to say about the Vlachs, primarily because of the 
need to exculpate his father-in-law, Nikulitzas Delphinas, who, although gov-
ernor of Larisa (Thessaly; Fig. 31.1), found himself—allegedly unwillingly—at 
the head of a revolt against a tax surcharge imposed by Emperor Constantine X  
(1059–1067). Nikulitzas belonged to a prominent family in the city. In 980, 
Emperor Basil II had appointed his grandfather as leader (archon) of the 
Vlachs, the same group that was at the center of the rebellion of 1066–1067. The 
leaders of that rebellion were all prominent men of Larisa and two of them 
are specifically said to have been Vlachs: Slavota Karmalakis and a certain 
Beriboes (Berivoi), in whose house the conspirators used to gather to discuss 
their plans.9 In addition, the rebellion appears to have drawn large numbers 
of Vlachs from the hinterland of Larisa, but among the rebels, Kekaumenos 
also mentions Bulgarians. In anticipation of serious military turbulence, the 
Vlachs had sent their wives and children to the “mountains of Bulgaria,” which 
may suggest that they had more or less permanent settlements there and were 

5   The Vlachs are mentioned for the first time in Greek in the second chrysobull of Emperor 
Basil II for the newly established archbishopric of Ohrid (1019). They are described as living 
all across the whole of Bulgaria, i.e., the territory previously controlled by Samuel (Gelzer, 
“Ungedruckte und wenig bekannte Bistümerverzeichnisse,” p. 46; Komatina, “Pojam bugar-
ske”; for Vlachs in Macedonia, see Sidovski, “Vlasite”). In Latin, the Vlachs are mentioned 
for the first time in the Annals of Bari sub anno 1027, as soldiers in an army sent in 1027 to 
southern Italy to begin the conquest of Sicily (Gyóni, “Vlakhi”). For Vlachs in southern Italy, 
see also Olajos, “La deuxième attestation.”

6   Kekaumenos, Strategikon IV 187, p. 226.
7   Djuvara, “Sur un passage.”
8   Saramandu, “Despre coborârea.” For the description of the Vlachs as modeled on a rhetorical 

exercise, see Roueché, “Defining the foreign.”
9   Kekaumenos, Strategikon IV 175, p. 211. For the rebellion of 1066–1067, see Madgearu, “Urban 

unrest.”
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figure 31.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text: 1—Adrianople; 2—Anchialos;  
3—Batoshevo; 4—Belgrade; 5—Belotinci; 6—Beroe; 7—Boiana;  
8—Braničevo; 9—Constantinople; 10—Devol; 11—Didymoteichon; 12—Dobri 
Dol; 13—Dyrrachion; 14—Epibatai; 15—Gabrovo; 16—Ganos; 17—Isaccea; 
18—Karvuna; 19—Keve; 20—Klokotnica; 21—Kritzimos; 22—Kypsella; 
23—Larisa; 24—Lovitzos; 25—Melnik; 26—Mesembria; 27—Mosynopolis; 
28—Niš; 29—Ohrid; 30—Philippopolis; 31—Preslav; 32—Prilep; 33—Prosek; 
34—Provat; 35—Ragusa; 36—Serdica (Sofia); 37—Serres; 38—Servia;  
39—Severin; 40—Skopje; 41—Stenimachos; 42—Tărnovo; 43—Thessaloniki; 
44—Trikkala; 45—Tzurullon; 46—Varna; 47—Vidin

possibly involved in transhumant pastoralism.10 When governor Nikulitzas 
discovered the conspiracy, he promptly warned the emperor about it, but with-
out much success. He thus found himself in the embarrassing position of being 
placed at the head of the rebellion, which spread quickly to the neighboring 
Thessalian city of Servia. In the ensuing negotiations with the rebels, the em-
peror managed to capture Nikulitzas, whom he threw into prison. In an effort 
to defend the political legacy of his relative, Kekaumenos placed the blame 
entirely on the Vlachs. In doing so, he presented them not only as rebels, but as 
a militarily experienced group, no doubt because of serving in the Byzantine 

10   Feraru, “Vlahii.”
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army.11 Anna Comnena, who finished her Alexiad in 1148, relates that when 
the Cumans crossed the Danube in 1094, Emperor Alexius Comnenus was in-
formed about their movements by a certain Poudila, who was a chieftain of 
the Vlachs. At the same time, however, the Cumans learned the route through 
the mountain passes from (other) local Vlachs.12 Anna Comnena is the first 
author to mention that the Vlachs lived “a nomadic life,” which many have 
interpreted as a reference to their transhumant form of pastoralist economy, 
without noting that she also mentions “Ezeban, a Vlach village lying quite close 
to Andronia,” between Larisa and Trikkala, in the same region of Thessaly that 
Kekaumenos had in mind with his description of local Vlachs.13 A seal of a 
man named George, the strategos (general) of the Vlachs, was recently found 
in Isaccea (northern Dobrudja, Romania) and most likely referred to a mili-
tary commander of Vlachs stationed in forts in the Stara Planina Mountains.14 
Equally associated with military roles is the mention of Vlachs in the History of 
John Kinnamos, written at some point after 1176. According to Kinnamos, they 
were drafted for Leo Vatatzes’s 1166 expedition against Hungary, for they “are 
said to be formerly colonists from the people of Italy.”15

1 The Rebels

Military prowess and rebellious character are also associated with the revolt 
of the Vlachs in the northeastern Balkans (1185). That Peter and Asen, the 
two brothers who led the revolt of 1186, were Vlachs is spelled out clearly by 
sources dealing with this event.16 The late 12th-century chronicle attributed to 

11   Cvetković, “Ukljuchivanje”; Madgearu, “Vlach military units.” A military role as auxiliaries 
may also be attributed to the Vlachs called “travelers” in a 12th-century interpolation to 
the chronicle of John Skylitzes. The Vlachs in question were guards of the military road, 
and as such were responsible for the killing, in 976, of Samuel’s brother, David (John 
Skylitzes, A Synopsis, p. 329; Bogrea, “Sur les Βλαχοι οδιται”).

12   Anna Comnena, Alexiad X 2.6 and 3.1, pp. 286 and 287.
13   Anna Comnena, Alexiad VIII 3.4 and V 5.3, pp. 242 and 154; transl., p. 168. See also Curta, 

“Constantinople,” pp. 439–40. Thessaly was known as “Vlachia” in the 12th century 
(Savvidis, “Splintered medieval Hellenism,” pp. 407–08).

14   Barnea, “Sigilii,” pp. 103–04; Madgearu, “Vlach military units,” p. 50.
15   John Kinnamos, Deeds, pp. 259–60; transl., p. 195. See also Valeriev, “Commentary,”  

pp. 45–48; Curta, “Constantinople,” pp. 441/42.
16   Peter’s initial name was Theodore, while Asen’s Christian name was John (Madgearu, The 

Asanids, pp. 37–40). For John Asen as the full (double) name, see Mladjov, “Monarchs’ 
names,” pp. 284–85. For the Cuman origin of the name Asen (derived from the Turkic 
word for “healthy, smart”), see Vásáry, Cumans, pp. 39–40.
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Ansbertus, who deals with the participation of Frederick Barbarossa and his 
army in the Third Crusade, states that by the time the crusaders were crossing 
the Balkans, “Kalopeter the Vlach and his brother Asen with the Vlachs subject 
to them were exercising tyrannical rule over much of Bulgaria, and especially 
in the region where the Danube flows into the sea.”17 “Kalopeter” later offered 
the emperor the military assistance of 40,000 Vlachs and Cumans “armed with 
bows and arrows,” a formidable force, even one takes into consideration the 
likely possibility of exaggeration (see chapter 26).

The only source for the revolt of 1185 is Niketas Choniates’ History of the 
Empire from the reign of Alexius I Comnenus to the fall of Constantinople in 
1204. According to Choniates, who was writing more than three decades later, 
what sparked the revolt was a tax that Emperor Isaac II Angelos decided to levy 
in order to cover the expenses for his weeding to the daughter of the Hungarian 
king Béla III (see chapter 18). Peter and Asen went to Kypsella (now Ipsala, near 
Keşan, close to the Turkish-Greek border) to ask the emperor to grant them an 
estate near the mountains, “which would provide them with a little revenue.”18 
Rebuffed and insulted (Asen was “struck across the face” at the order of John 
Dukas as a punishment for his barbarian insolence), the two brothers returned 
to their abodes (probably in the eastern Stara Planina range), and incited the 
“entire nation” to rise in rebellion.19 According to Choniates, shortly after their 
return, the two brothers built a “house of prayer” dedicated to St. Demetrius, 
the patron saint of Thessaloniki.20 They also gathered there “many demoniacs 

17   Ansbertus, History, p. 33; transl., p. 64. The anonymous author of the chronicle (Ansbertus 
is mentioned in a colophon, but cannot have possibly been the author) also mentions 
“semi-barbarous Vlachs” who attacked the crusaders with poisoned arrows in “that most 
lengthy forest of Bulgaria” (Ansbertus, History, p. 28; transl., p. 60). For “tyranny” as an 
indication that the information about Vlachs derives from some Byzantine source, see 
Curta, “Constantinople,” pp. 434–35.

18   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 369; transl., p. 204. According to Bartusis, Land, pp. 98–101, 
Peter and Asen were asking for a pronoia. Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 42–43 believes that 
they wanted a toparchy—the recognition of their autonomous rule over the entire region 
around Anchialos. See also Simpson, “Byzantium’s retreating Balkan frontiers,” pp. 6–7.

19   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 369; transl., p. 204. For a distorted version of the incident at 
Kypsella (with Johannitsa Kaloyan, instead of Asen, being struck with a whip), see Robert 
de Clari, The Conquest 65, p. 144. For the origin of Clari’s story, see Curta, “Constantinople,” 
pp. 454–55. For the episode of Kypsella as rich in Byzantine stereotypes about barbarians 
(bold, insolent, ready to rise in rebellion against the emperor), see Baseu-Barabas, “Das 
Bild,” p. 285. See also Angelov, “Bratiata.”

20   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 371; transl., p. 205; Lazăr, “La constitution,” pp. 166–69; 
Dobychina, “A ‘divine sanction’.” For the chronology of those events, see Prinzing, 
“Demetrios-Kirche.” For the cult of St. Demetrius in late 12th- and early 13th century 
Bulgaria, see Stepanenko, “Kul’t”; Doncheva, “Novootkrita solunska ampula kutruviia”; 
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of both races [Vlach and Bulgarian]; with crossed and bloodshot eyes, hair di-
sheveled, and with precisely all the other symptoms demonstrated by those 
possessed by demons.” The demoniacs were instructed to say that “God had 
consented to the freedom of the race of the Bulgars and Vlachs and assented 
that they should shake off after so long a time the yoke from their neck.”21 But 
the scene is meant as a preamble for the story of how the first Byzantine victo-
ries were obtained against the rebels. Taking advantage of a solar eclipse (most 
likely that of April 21, 1196), the Byzantines took the Vlachs by surprise “to send 
them scurrying in panic.” The rebels ran violently to the river Danube, “like the 
herd of swine in the Gospel who ran into the sea.”22 The point of the story is, of 
course, that the Vlachs were essentially pigs, irrational animals that acted as if 
possessed by demons.23 The episode of the “possessed” soothsayers was only a 
way to explain how the demons got into the pigs.

Meanwhile, Peter began sporting a gold chaplet on his head and scarlet 
buskins in his feet, in this way fundamentally replacing the initial claims that 
had led to his and his brother’s rebellion with claims to the imperial title.24 
Moreover, the first town that the rebels attacked was Preslav, the old capital of 
Symeon’s Bulgaria (see chapter 12). Peter eventually moved to that town, which 
he seems to have preferred to Tărnovo, the stronghold in the Stara Planina 
Mountains which his brother chose for his residence, and which Choniates de-
scribes as “the best fortified and most excellent of all cities along the Haemus 

Totev, “Ampuli kutruvii,” Thessalonican Eulogia, and “Solunska olovna evlogiia”; Radeva, 
“Olovna ampula”; Shtereva, “Novootkrita poklonnicheska ampula.”

21   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 371; transl., p. 205. Choniates’ rhetorical skill and the preci-
sion of his supposedly ethnographic description have encouraged scholars to interpret 
the scene of the “possessed” as an ancient parallel to nestinarstvo, a fire ritual performed 
in many villages of southeastern Bulgaria, Strandzha, and Macedonia, which involves 
demonstrations of mediumship in trance. In reality, Choniates’ readers may not have in-
terpreted the scene ethnographically, but in reference to the Eleusinian mysteries (Curta, 
“Constantinople,” p. 443 with n. 79).

22   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 372–73; transl., p. 206. The reference here is to the episode 
of the Gergesene (or Gadarene) demoniac(s) healed by Jesus, who transferred the un-
clean spirits into a herd of swine that ran off the cliff into the Sea of Galilee, and drowned 
(Matthew 8:32; Mark 5:13; Luke 8:33). See also Dobychina, “‘Besnovatye’”; Marinow, 
“Noviiat Zavet.”

23   Simpson, Niketas Choniates, p. 328. Choniates also calls the Cumans “legions of spirits” 
in reference to the same episode of the Gadarene demoniac (Niketas Choniates, History,  
p. 374; transl., p. 206; Luke 8:30).

24   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 372; transl., p. 205; Lazarov, “Carskata vlast.” Madgearu, The 
Asanids, p. 48 believes that Peter began calling himself emperor “before the year 1185 was 
over.” He was most likely proclaimed emperor by a priest named Basil who was mean-
while appointed archbishop of the Bulgarian church.
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[Stara Planina], encompassed by mighty walls, divided by a river, and built on 
a mountain range” (Fig. 31.2).25

The rebels were most likely members of a garrison stationed in the moun-
tains at key points (kleisourai), such as Tărnovo, where the revolt first started.26 
In other words, the Vlachs were not the local, native population, but the mili-
tary elite (or, rather, the only elite) in the region.27 This may certainly explain 
both the Vlach leadership of the initial revolt, and the Bulgarian shape that the 
emerging state took, in both institutional and ideological terms.28 It also ex-
plains why Choniates calls Mysia the country over which Peter and his younger 
brother Johannitsa ruled.29 To him, Vlachia (the homeland of the Vlachs) was 

25   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 470; transl., p. 258. According to a later source (George 
Akropolites, History 12, p. 20; transl., p. 137), Peter also ruled over Provat (modern Provadiia) 
and its hinterland. All of that constituted “Peter’s land,” which Nikolov, “Appearance,”  
p. 261 regards as an appanage.

26   This was definitely the case of the Vlachs mentioned by Anna Comnena as showing the 
way across the mountain to the Cuman invaders (Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 67). For 12th- 
and 13th-century mountain passes and roads across the Stara Planina range, see Barakov, 
“Pătishta,” pp. 401–03. For 12th-century fortresses in the Stara Planina region and along the 
Lower Danube, see Barakov, “Krepostno stroitelstvo,” pp. 52–55; Iordanov, “Srednovekoven 
Cherven”; Kabakchieva, “Razkopki.”

27   Cankova-Petkova, “La liberation,” p. 99 believed that the Vlachs had migrated to the Stara 
Planina region from the southwest. Madgearu, Asăneștii, p. 47 brings the Vlachs from the 
northern regions next to the Lower Danube, whence they were presumably pushed into 
the mountains by the Pecheneg, Oghuz, and Cuman invasions of the 11th and 12th centu-
ries. No evidence exists of any of those movements of populations. For the military skills 
of the Vlachs, see Dasoulas, “Oi mesaionikes koinonies,” pp. 28–32.

28   Nikolov, “Teodor-Petăr.” One of the earliest seals attributed to John Asen was found in 
the stronghold of Dobri Dol, near Plovdiv. The seal bears an inscription in Greek, which 
describes John as emperor (basileus) of the Bulgarians (Iordanov, “Byzantine lead seals,”  
pp. 452–58). Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 57–58 believes that the Vlachs in the Stara 
Planina region spoke a dialect of the Megleno-Romanian group now restricted to the 
Vardar valley, and points to place names of Romance origin in the environs of Sofia as evi-
dence of the Vlach presence in the Stara Planina Mountains. However, those place names 
are much farther to the west than the theater of operations of 1185. It is also impossible 
to date them with any precision, which makes it difficult to link them to the Vlachs of 
Peter and Asen. Nor is there any direct evidence of the language spoken by those Vlachs. 
All that Choniates has to say about the Vlach language is that it was strange and barbaric 
(Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 429, 430, and 468). There is nothing comparable to the 
mention in the first article of the law code of Vinodol of the word for deacon in “the lan-
guage of the Vlachs”—macarol (Law Code of Vinodol, pp. 12 and 209).

29   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 368, 373, 472, 613, and 628. For “great Vlachia” in Thessaly, 
see Niketas Choniates, History, p. 638. This is the same Vlachia that was listed in the gaz-
etteer of provinces open for trade, which was included in the chrysobull that Emperor 
Alexius III Angelos issued for the Venetians in November 1198 (Pozza and Ravegnani, I tra-
tatti, p. 130). The division of the Empire between the crusaders of 1204 and the Venetians 
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figure 31.2  Tărnovo, the citadel on the Carevec Hill. The first fortifications and  
buildings on the hill were erected during the reign of Emperor Manuel I, but 
the entire area was rebuilt in the early 13th century, when the palace complex 
came into being. The hill is dominated by the Patriarchal Cathedral of the 
Holy Ascension of God, which was initially built as a monastery church in  
ca. 1100, and rebuilt in the mid-14th century, before being destroyed during the 
Ottoman siege of 1393. The current church was (re)built in 1981, and painted 
in 1985.
Photo by Ivo Hadzhimishev

elsewhere, namely in the highlands of Thessaly. To be sure, Choniates asso-
ciates the Vlachs and their rulers with mountains.30 They occupy the “rough 
ground and inaccessible places.”31 Their fortresses “are situated directly above 
sheer cliffs” and have “newly built walls marked off at intervals by crowned 
towers.” The Vlachs descended the mountains and fell unexpectedly upon the 

employed the provincial names as rendered in Emperor Alexius’s chyrosbull, and Vlachia 
is mentioned in that document as well (Carile, “Partitio,” pp. 161, 221, and 282–82). It is 
most likely from that same source that the author of the travelogue attributed to Benjamin 
of Tudela learned about Vlachia (Itinerary, pp. 11–13). That text, however, was most likely 
written after ca. 1300 (Curta, “Constantinople,” pp. 445–49). Mărculeț, “Vlahii balcanice” 
counts no less than three Vlachias in the late 12th- and early 13th-century Balkans.

30   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 375, 394, 2397, and 512. For the image of the (Stara Planina) 
mountains in the Byzantine historiography concerning the Vlach revolt of 1185 and the 
establishment of the Second Bulgarian Empire, see Marinow, “Hemus jako baza.”

31   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 372; transl., p. 206. For Vlachs compared to (mountain) deer, 
see Curta, “Constantinople,” pp. 444 with n. 89 and 445 with n. 94.
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Roman towns, killing many and carrying away a great number of prisoners and 
goods.

The attacks of the rebels on towns and villages in Thrace were repelled by a 
Byzantine offensive that forced Peter and Asen to flee across the river Danube, 
where they found trustworthy allies among the Cumans, with whom they may 
have already been in contact.32 It is important to note that after taking several 
Vlach strongholds in the mountains, in which he planted Byzantine garrisons, 
Emperor Isaac II Angelos discovered an icon of St. Demetrius in Peter’s house 
and symbolically re-appropriated the saint for the Empire. During the follow-
ing years, Vlach-Cuman forces raided Thrace and defeated a number of armies 
sent against them. Choniates attributes their success to Asen’s ability to em-
ploy tactics that made the Byzantine efforts worthless, as the Vlachs attacked 
at one point and withdrew immediately after Isaac’s troops approached, only 
to attack someplace else. In October 1187, near Beroe (modern Stara Zagora), 
the Byzantine army was routed by the Cumans, who used steppe warfare strata-
gems, especially the feigned retreat, to lure their pursuers into breaking ranks.33 
Choniates’ testimony of the military role of the Cumans in the rebellion is 
very important, for he participated in that battle as Emperor Isaac’s secretary. 
During the following year, the theater of operations shifted farther to the west, 
as Isaac unsuccessfully besieged Lovitzos (modern Lovech, near Pleven). But 
the emperor “seized Asen’s wife and received his brother John [Johannitsa] as 
a hostage,” perhaps as a consequence of some negotiations about which noth-
ing else is known.34 It is at this point that Peter offered his military assistance 
to Frederick Barbarossa (see chapter 26). Meanwhile, Asen began expanding 
into the valley of the Strymon River and in the vicinity of Serres, where he 
occupied a number of strongholds. In 1190, Emperor Isaac launched another 
expedition across the low-altitude passes in the eastern Stara Planina. Quickly 
entering the enemy territory, the emperor decided to return to Thrace, only to 
be ambushed in a mountain defile, most likely the Triavna pass, near modern 
Gabrovo. The emperor escaped only by removing his helmet so that he would 
not be recognized. The imperial life and safety were entrusted to John Dukas 
(who had ordered in 1185 that Asen be struck in the face), himself relying on 
Litovoi, a Bulgarian or Vlach in Byzantine service, who knew an alternative 

32   Nikolov, “Cumani bellatores”; Pentek, “Wlachowie i Kumani”; Totev, “Koga sa pomagali ku-
manite”; Aglio, “The military alliance” and “The interaction”; Golev, “Za bălgarofiliiata na 
kumanite.”

33   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 394–97; Vásáry, Cumans, pp. 43–44; Madgearu, The 
Asanids, p. 78.

34   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 399; transl., p. 219. For Asen’s wife, Helen, see Bozhilov, 
Familiiata, p. 35.
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680 chapter 31

route.35 Emboldened by their success, the Vlach rebels and their Cuman allies 
took Anchialos and Varna, destroyed Serdica, and removed inhabitants and 
cattle from Niš. The range of their activities suggests that the entire region of 
the northern Balkans was now under their control. Although both Nemanja 
and Peter had established relations with Emperor Frederick Barbarossa in 1189 
(see chapter 30), nothing is known about relations between them. The Vlach 
and Cuman raids did not cross the Morava, while no Serbian intervention in the 
region east of that river is known to have taken place before ca. 1200. Emperor 
Isaac’s campaign against Nemanja and his victory on the Morava River secured 
the Byzantine control over that river’s valley and effectively separated the 
Serbs from the Vlachs. Nonetheless, after taking Serdica, Asen transferred to 
Tărnovo the relics of St. John of Rila (see chapter 25), which were placed in a 
church built on the Trapezica Hill for the occasion.36

In the mid-1190s, Peter and Asen began using personal seals and striking 
their own coins modeled after those minted for Emperors Manuel I, Isaac II, 
and Alexios III. Known as “Bulgarian Imitative” trachea (debased billon cup-
shaped coins), this was the first coinage struck for local rulers in Bulgaria dur-
ing the Middle Ages. It has been suggested that one of the mints was in Beroe, 
which would in turn suggest that the decision to use such coins, perhaps for 
the payment of his Cuman allies, was Asen’s.37 But his ruthless rule did not go 
unchallenged. Asen was murdered in 1196 by a nobleman named Ivanko, who 
seized Tărnovo and immediately called upon the assistance of the Byzantine 
armies to help him against Asen’s brother Peter moving against him from 
Preslav. However, the troops sent to his rescue from Philippopolis rebelled be-
fore crossing the mountains and Ivanko had no other solution than to flee to 
Constantinople, where he offered his services to Emperor Alexios III Angelos.38 

35   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 429–30; transl., pp. 236–37; Ritter, “Die vlacho-bulgarische 
Rebellion,” pp. 197–98; Mladenov, “Staroplaninskiiat region.” The Vlachs captured a good 
part of the imperial treasure, including the pyramidal crown, the reliquary cross, and a 
fragment of the miracle-working belt of the Virgin Mary (Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 101).

36   Dobychina, “Tărnovo.” A new vita of the saint was written shortly after that in Tărnovo 
(Podskalsky, Theologische Literatur, p. 290; Rohdewald, “Kyrill und Method,” p. 225).

37   Iordanov, “Pechat na părviia Asenevec” and “Văzstanoviavane”; Joppich, Die bulgarischen 
und venezianischen Billon-Skyphaten. The alternative is that the dies for the striking of 
those coins were taken from Beroe. To be sure, imitative coins were struck elsewhere in 
the Empire, and in large quantities (Touratsoglou, “La monnaie byzantine”). Some of the 
so-called “Latin Imitative” trachea, which were found in great numbers in hoards from 
Bulgaria, may have been struck in Ragusa (Dochev, “Dubrovnik imitative coinage”).

38   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 257–59; Mărculeț, “Asăneștii,” pp. 286–87; Nikolov, 
“Obrazăt,” p. 252; Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 111. For Ivanko’s portrait in Choniates’ History, 
see Curta, “Imaginea vlahilor,” p. 45.
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During the subsequent years, he distinguished himself fighting against his fel-
low Vlachs. A year later, Dobromir Chrysos, another Vlach warlord who had 
been on the Byzantine side, was arrested for “leaning towards his fellow Vlachs,” 
before being released and appointed to the defense of Strumica in Macedonia.39 
Soon after that, Chrysos declared himself independent in Strumica and began 
expanding his power over Prosek (Gradek near Gevgelija, in Macedonia), a 
powerful stronghold on a cliff above the river Vardar. Chrysos ordered the re-
pair and enlargement of that stronghold by building an advanced fortification 
to protect its gates. He had already gathered stone-throwing machines, weap-
ons, and food supplies within the citadel, when an army of Seljuk mercenar-
ies in Byzantine service stormed the advanced fortification taking many Vlach 
prisoners without, however, conquering the citadel.40 Emperor Alexios was 
forced to allow Chrysos to retain Prosek and Strumica, as well as the surround-
ing territory.41 East of the river Strymon, at the foot of the Pirin Mountains, an-
other warlord barricaded himself in Melnik (near Sandanski, in southwestern 
Bulgaria). Alexios Slav was a nephew of Peter and Asen, and he turned the fort 
into a quasi-urban center. The building of the residential quarter Chatala in 
Melnik as a parallel center to the core of the city on the St. Nicholas Hill is to 
be attributed to this period. The most remarkable monument of secular archi-
tecture in Melnik is the Boyar’s House, an aristocratic residence erected during 
Alexios Slav’s rule over Melnik and its hinterland. The still-standing building 
has two stories and a powerful tower in the southeastern corner, in addition to 
a large hall, a cistern, and a private chapel.42

2 Johannitsa Kaloyan

After forcing Ivanko to flee and occupying Tărnovo, Peter entrusted the city to 
his younger brother Johannitsa, who had just returned from Constantinople, 
where he had been retained as a hostage for several years. Soon after that, 
Peter was assassinated by his own men,43 and Johannitsa became sole ruler 

39   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 487; transl., p. 267. According to Choniates, Chrysos was “a 
Vlach by birth and short in stature.”

40   Niketas Choniates, History, pp. 503–04.
41   For Dobromir Chrysos, see Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 110 and 117–18; Curta, “Imaginea 

vlahilor,” pp. 45–46.
42   Pliakov, “The city”; Bozhilov, “Despot Aleksii Slav”; Nesheva, “Melnik” and “Despot-

Slavovite rezidencii”; Kostova, Medieval Melnik, pp. 37–52.
43   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 472. Johannitsa is the Vlach diminutive of John, which was 

probably used to distinguished him from his older brother John Asen.
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682 chapter 31

(Table 31.1). Although quite young, he was a charismatic figure immediately 
acknowledged as such by the independent warlords near Philippopolis and 
in Macedonia. In 1198 or 1199, both Dobromir Chrysos and Ivanko recognized 
Johannitsa’s overlordship. Ensconced in Philippopolis, where he had been ap-
pointed by the emperor as a trustworthy ally against Johannitsa’s Vlachs, Ivanko 
had consolidated his power by building a number of strongholds around the 
city, the most important of which was Kritzimos (Krichim).44 He ambushed 

44   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 512.

table 31.1 Rulers of the Second Bulgarian Empire between 1185 and 1300

Assenid dynasty

Peter 1185–1197, with
John Asen I 1187–1196
Johannitsa Kaloyan 1196–1207
Boril 1207–1218
John Asen II 1218–1241
Coloman Asen I 1241–1246
Michael Asen I 1246–1256
Coloman Asen II 1256
Mico Asen 1256–1257
Constantine Asen 1257–1277
Michael Asen II 1277–1279
Ivailo 1278–1279
John Asen III 1279–1280

Terterid dynasty

George Terter I 1280–1292

House of Smilec

Smilec 1292–1298
John II 1298–1299

Terterid dynasty

Theodore Svetoslav 1299–1322
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a Byzantine army sent against him under the command of a general that 
Ivanko’s men managed to capture alive. A new Byzantine campaign in 1200 or 
1201 began with the siege and eventual conquest of Stenimachos (Asenovgrad, 
near Plovdiv), another important stronghold near Philippopolis. The emperor 
invited Ivanko to a conference to negotiate a settlement, but the warlord was 
captured and thrown into prison. Soon after that, Emperor Alexios III’s troops 
retook all the forts Ivanko had controlled in the region and “put to flight his 
brother Mitos.”45

By that time, however, Johannitsa had become a major player in the poli-
tics of the region. When his Vlach and Cuman troops reached the outskirts of 
Constantinople in 1200 or 1201, Johannitsa had already entered negotiations 
with Pope Innocent III in order to secure for himself a crown and the rec-
ognition of the imperial title.46 The Vlach revolt had turned into the Second 
Bulgarian Empire.47 By 1200, its capital, Tărnovo, was an impressive town dom-
inated by a large palatial compound on Carevec Hill with buildings organized 
peripherally in an oval-shaped layout, with a church in the middle. Out of the 
two halls to the east, one had two stories, while rooms connected to each other 
appear in a building with arcaded portico to the north from the church. The 
plan of that church was cross-in-square, with an oblong narthex.48

After Niketas Choniates, the most important source of the early history of 
the Second Bulgarian Empire is a series of letters written by Pope Innocent III 
to Johannitsa. In his first letter dated between late December 1199 and January 
1200, the pope addressed him as “the noble man Johannitsa” and responded to 
unspecified proposals by announcing that he would send his envoy. Innocent 
claimed to have learned that the lineage of Johannitsa’s “ancestors has its ori-
gins in the noble city of Rome,” and that Johannitsa had taken from them, “as 
if by hereditary right, both the generosity of the blood and the inclination to-
wards the sincere devotion” towards the Apostolic See.49 But Johannitsa does 

45   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 519; transl., p. 285.
46   Prinzing, “Das Papsttum,” pp. 166–67; Dobychina, “Ot ‘vnutrennei’ legitimacii.”
47   Canov, “Părvite Asenevci”; Aglio, “Qualche considerazioni,” pp. 62–63.
48   Nesheva, Bogospasniiat carigrad Tărnov; Čurčić, Architecture, p. 476; Georgiev, “Miastoto.” 

For Tărnovo as capital of the Second Bulgarian Empire, see Gorianova, “Gradoustroistven 
izraz”; Erdeljan, “Trnovo” and Chosen Places, pp. 154–75; Aglio, “Shifting capitals,” pp. 600–
01; Marinow, “Inny Konstantynopol.” The citadel on the Carevec Hill could accommodate 
some 3,000 people, and no less than 370 houses and 22 churches have been found by 
archaeologists in this area. The neighboring Trapezica Hill was also fortified, to include 
an equally large number of houses and 17 churches. In the early 13th century, a large tower 
with three stories was built by the northern gate (Robov, “Novi danni”; Madgearu, The 
Asanids, pp. 267–70).

49   Innocent III, Register, vol. 2, p. 485. Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 379; Mărculeț, “Țaratul 
vlaho-bulgar,” p. 23; and Madgearu, Asăneştii, p. 110 have all taken this passage as evidence 
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not seem to have cared that much about his supposedly Roman origins. In 
a letter of mid-1202, he demanded a crown as well as privileges. But when it 
came to ancestors, he referred to his predecessors Peter (927–969) and Samuel 
(997–1014), who had allegedly received crowns from Rome, as he was able to 
learn from “our books.”50 In other words, he regarded himself as a descendant 
of Bulgarian emperors, not of Roman settlers. All that he wanted was the rec-
ognition of the political claims his older brother Peter had been unable to ob-
tain for himself. Pope Innocent III cautiously recognized Johannitsa as ruler 
of the Bulgarians and the Vlachs, but not his imperial title. He acknowledged 
his request of a crown and hinted at the correspondence between Hadrian IV 
and Boris, to draw a parallel that would have justified the decision to crown 
Johannitsa in exchange for his allegiance to the Apostolic See. Innocent dis-
patched his chaplain, John of Casamari, to Bulgaria, with the mission to 
confirm Basil as archbishop of Bulgaria and to consecrate other bishops. 
The pope’s reply was not to Johannitsa’s satisfaction. He decided to drop the 
Vlachs from his imperial title, calling himself “emperor of the Bulgarians,” and 
urged the pope to fulfill his requests, as the “Greeks” had apparently learned 
about his contacts with Rome and had decided to send him a patriarch, while 
Emperor Alexius III Angelos had promised to recognize Johannitsa’s imperial 
claims.51 How can those claims be explained? In his dealings with the pope 
and request for a crown, Johannitsa went far beyond his older brother’s as-
pirations.52 His negotiations with Rome coincide in time with the political 
ascendancy of Nemanja’s son, Stephen, who was clearly one step ahead of 
Johannitsa, for he had married Evdokia and had become a sebastokrator (see 
chapter 30). Johannitsa certainly had more practical reasons for insisting on 

that the Vlachs were aware of their Roman origins, under the (wrong) assumption that 
the pope had learned about them from Johannitsa’s envoys in Rome. However, Pope 
Innocent III most likely got the information about the Roman origins of the Vlachs from 
Constantinople (Curta, “Constantinople,” pp. 437–38).

50   Innocent III, Register, vol. 5, p. 226. This is, of course, pure invention and propaganda: 
neither Peter, nor Samuel ever received any crowns from Rome. On the other hand, in his 
letter of September 8, 1203 (or later), Johannitsa claimed that Peter, Samuel, and Symeon 
had been emperors of both Bulgarians and Vlachs (Innocent III, Register, vol. 7, pp. 14  
and 19).

51   Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 127. For the distance between such claims and the reality of the 
Byzantine policy towards the Vlach rebels, see Mărculeț, “Considerații.” Johannitsa had 
agreed to a peace with Alexius III Angelos in 1201, by virtue of which Thrace reverted to 
Byzantium in exchange for the recognition of an independent empire in the lands north 
of the Stara Planina (Klimenskikh, “Bolgaro-vizantiiskii dogovor”; Madgearu, The Asanids, 
p. 118).

52   Gagova, “Za imperatorskata titla.”
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685The Second Bulgarian Empire

being called emperor in the tradition of the 10th-century rulers of Bulgaria, 
a title that may have appealed to some aristocrats in the central and north-
ern regions of the Balkans. An imperial title was also the only way to placate 
Hungarian claims to previously Byzantine territories over which Johannitsa 
now ruled. His suddenly impatient demands to Pope Innocent may thus have 
been prompted by recent events. In the summer of 1203, Johannitsa sent an 
expedition to Serbia in support of Stephen, and at the end of that expedition, 
he occupied Niš and installed a bishop there, who was a suffragan of the arch-
bishop of Bulgaria.53 This action was most certainly directed against the ally 
of Vukan, King Emeric of Hungary (see chapter 30), who claimed the territory 
of the formerly Byzantine theme of Niš-Braničevo as part of his sister’s dowry 
and as rightfully his after the deposition of his brother-in-law, Isaac II Angelos. 
Next to nothing is known about the history of that region between 1185 and 
1203, but Johannitsa complained to the pope that the king of Hungary had in-
vaded and occupied several dioceses at the border, and that he had destroyed 
many churches. He now wanted Innocent III to arbitrate in the conflict with 
Hungary.54

A papal legate eventually arrived in Tărnovo bringing a scepter and a crown 
for Johannitsa, whom the pope recognized as king of the Bulgarians and the 
Vlachs. The papal legate was supposed to enter Bulgaria from Hungary, prob-
ably because he had instructions regarding the border dispute between Emeric 
and Johannitsa. He seems to have initially been successful, as the Hungarian 
king disbanded the army he had gathered to invade Bulgaria. But the papal 
legate could not cross the Danube into Johannitsa’s country, because he was 
put under arrest by the local count of Keve (Kovin, near Smederevo, in Serbia). 
He was released only in September or early October 1204.55 Meanwhile, and 
perhaps in an attempt to gain allies against Emeric, Johannitsa approached 
the crusaders gathered under the walls of Constantinople.56 According to 
Robert the Clari, he “sent word to the high barons that if they would crown him 
king so that he would be lord of his land of Vlachia (Blaquie), he would hold 
his land and kingdom from them and would come to their aid to help them 
take Constantinople with all of a hundred thousand men.”57 Rebuffed by the  

53   Johannitsa certainly had control over Braničevo, as the local bishop, Blasius, was his 
envoy to Rome (Aglio, “Innocenzo III,” p. 53).

54   Madgearu, “Confrontations.”
55   Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 133.
56   Giuzelev, “Chetvărtiiat krăstonosen pokhod” and “La quatrieme croisade”; Nikolov, 

“Carstwo Bułgarskie.”
57   Robert de Clari, The Conquest 64, p. 142; transl., pp. 896–87. As Curta, “Constantinople,”  

p. 453 notes, this passage is remarkably similar to that in Niketas Choniates, History, p. 613, 
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crusaders, Johannitsa had to wait until November 8, when the papal legate final-
ly arrived in Tărnovo and crowned him king.58 The coronation did not remove 
either Johannitsa’s imperial aspirations, nor his grudges against the crusaders. 
He had meanwhile married a Cuman princess, which brought a great number 
of Cuman warriors on his side.59 In February 1205, he led his combined troops in 
a devastating raid against the crusader lands in Thrace in support of the Greek 
rebels in the cities conquered after the fall of Constantinople. He crushed the 
Latin army near Adrianople on April 14, 1205, and captured Emperor Baldwin 
himself.60 Johannitsa “gave over for plunder to the Cumans those towns near 
Byzantion, which were tributary to the Latins.”61 Soon after that, he moved 
against Thessaloniki, where, just before the battle at Adrianople, power had 
been briefly in the hands of a “Vlach named Etzyismenos, who kept watch over 
Prosek and the neighboring territories subject to Johannitsa.”62 On their way to 
Thessaloniki, Johannitsa’s troops defeated the Latin garrison at Serres and took 
the city.63 Then they suddenly marched on Philippopolis to crush the revolt 
of the local Greeks. In 1206 or 1207, the Vlachs and the Cumans raided Thrace 
again, reaching as far as Adrianople and Didymoteichon. Johannitsa now al-
lied himself with Theodore Laskaris, the emperor of Nicaea, thus forcing the 
Latins to fight on two fronts, one in Asia Minor, the other in Thrace. Finally, a 
Vlach-Cuman raiding party ambushed and killed Boniface of Montferrat in the 

but with a few differences that suggest that Robert de Clari put a spin on a story he may 
have learned from Byzantine informants in Constantinople (Mărculeț, “A solicitat țarul 
vlaho-bulgar,” p. 32). The spin was to make Johannitsa ask for the recognition of his title 
of king, something that Robert de Clari needed to link the story to that abut Johannitsa 
obtaining a crown and the title of king from the pope (Robert de Clari, The Conquest 65, 
p. 144). For a comparison between Choniates’ portrait of Johannitsa and that drawn by 
Geoffrey of Villehardouin, see Ivanov, “Romeoubiec.”

58   The papal legate also consecrated Archbishop Basil as primate of the Church of the 
Bulgarians and the Vlachs, a ceremony depicted in a mural painting in the Church of St. 
Nicholas in Melnik (Todić, “The symbolical investiture”).

59   Krăstev, “‘Les miracles’,” p. 129 believes that Johannitsa’s wife may have been from one of 
the leading clans of the Cumans, either the Ölberli or the Qay.

60   Pavlovska, “Car Kaloian”; Giuzelev, “Etiudi”; Ivanov, “Bitkata”; Iordanov, “Nov pogled”; 
Mărculeț, “Bătălia.” For the sensation that the defeat of the crusaders caused in the West, 
and its echoes in the written sources, see Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 154–56.

61   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 618; transl., p. 338.
62   Niketas Choniates, History, p. 619; transl., p. 339.
63   According to Geoffroy de Villehardouin, The Conquest 394, p. 252, Johannitsa had siege 

machines, which he brought with him under the walls of Serres. He also had sappers 
at his disposal (Geoffroy of Villehardouin, The Conquest 472, p. 298). See also Ivanov, 
“Obsadnoto izkustvo.”
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687The Second Bulgarian Empire

environs of Mosynopolis (September 1207).64 A month later, Johannitsa was 
murdered as he laid siege to Thessaloniki, most likely by his own men.65

3 Boril

At Johannitsa’s death, a conflict erupted between the partisans of John Asen, 
Asen’s underage son, and those of a relative named Boril.66 Fearing for the 
life of the child, John Asen’s supporters spirited him out of the country, first 
to the Cumans, then—after Boril married Johannitsa’s widow—to Halych.67 
Boril began his rule by leading a raid into Thrace, no doubt in an attempt to 
show that he was like his predecessor, if not better. However, he seems to have 
faced a serious opposition. Alexios Slav declared himself independent in his 
stronghold at Melnik and established contact with Henry, the Latin emperor of 
Constantinople.68 Boril’s brother, Strez, who had the title of sebastokrator be-
stowed upon him by Boril, nonetheless feared for his life, took refuge in Raška, 
and obtained the protection of the grand župan Stephen the First-Crowned 
(see chapter 30). In 1208, Strez invaded western Bulgaria with Serbian assis-
tance and established himself at Prosek, a stronghold from which he began 

64   Ianeva, “Bonifacio I di Montferrato.” The attacks of the Vlachs on the kingdom of 
Thessaloniki are mentioned in two poems by Raimbaut de Vaqueiras, in which “li Blac” 
appear as enemies of Boniface of Montferrat (Agrigoroaiei, “The Vlachs”; Vatteroni, “Blacs 
e Dragoiz”).

65   In an ironic twist, and most likely in an attempt to reclaim the saint for the Byzantines, 
a legend claims that Johannitsa was killed by St. Demetrius, now back to his established 
role of patron of Thessaloniki (Aglio, “The Bulgarian siege”; Tăpkova-Zaimova, “Réligion”; 
Curta, “Constantinople,” p. 460 with n. 151). The miracle is first mentioned in Robert de 
Clari’s Conquest of Constantinople, in the chronicle of Alberic of Trois Fontaines (written 
before the middle of the 13th century), and, before the end of the 13th century, in John 
Staurakios’ oration in honor of St. Demetrius.

66   For Boril’s truly Vlach name being Borilă, as indicated by his seal found at Belotinci (near 
Montana, northwestern Bulgaria), see Iordanov, Korpus, p. 105; Madgearu, The Asanids, 
p. 176. Boril’s mother was a sister of Peter, Asen, and Johannitsa (Bozhilov, Familliata,  
pp. 69–77). According to Henri de Valenciennes, History of Emperor Henry 528, p. 40, Boril 
was a usurper who has made himself king against God and reason. Henri de Valenciennes 
regards the “Blaquie” (Vlachia) as the country of Boril, but calls it Great Vlachia (“Blakie la 
Grant”) in anticipation of its conquest by Emperor Henry (History of Emperor Henry 505 
and 548, pp. 29 and 49). Boril’s name may be used as adjective for identifying the Vlachs 
as a whole—“the Boril people” (History of Emperor Henry 528, p. 40).

67   George Akropolites, History, p. 33; Mărculeţ, “Aspecte interne,” pp. 317–19.
68   Henri de Valenciennes, History of Emperor Henry 619, p. 85. For Alexios Slav, see Kănev, 

“Aleksii Slav”; Nikolov, “Die Lateiner.”
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688 chapter 31

expanding into Macedonia.69 Meanwhile, on July 31, 1208, Emperor Henry in-
flicted a major defeat upon Boril at Philippopolis, which marked the beginning 
of a more aggressive Latin policy in Thrace.70 Philippopolis was occupied by 
Latin troops and immediately enfeoffed to Gerard de Stroem.

To distract attention from his military and political failures, Boril sum-
moned in 1211 a church synod in Tărnovo, the main purpose of which was to 
condemn the Bogomils (see chapter 25).71 He wanted to pose as a Byzantine 
emperor and guardian of Orthodoxy and, as such, he seems to have led the de-
bates in person. The final document of that synod placed the anathema on “the 
priest Bogomil, who, under the Bulgarian tsar Peter, adopted this Manichaean 
heresy and spread it in the Bulgarian land.”72 But the show trial of “those who 
had sawn impiety” did not bring any substantive measures and no changes 
are known to have taken place in the organization of the Bulgarian church as 
a consequence of the 1211 synod.73 Nor was there any improvement of Boril’s 
political situation. None of his subsequent campaigns in Thrace or against the 
kingdom of Thessaloniki bore any fruits. Boril therefore decided to patch rela-
tions with the Latin Empire of Constantinople. A papal legate mediated the 
peace between him and Emperor Henry, which was concluded in 1214.74 Boril 
gave back territories in Thrace and Macedonia and became the emperor’s vas-
sal, but gained the upper hand over his Vlach rivals, Strez and Slav. Allied with 

69   Strez is mentioned as sebastokrator in Bozhilov et al., Borilov sinodnik, p. 161. For Strez, see 
Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 182–83.

70   Andonov, “Voennoto delo,” pp. 370–73. In a long speech he delivered before the battle, 
Emperor Henry depicts the Vlachs as enemies of both Empire and Church (Henri de 
Valenciennes, History of Emperor Henry 523–524, pp. 37–38). This has rightly been inter-
preted as crusading propaganda (Cristea, “Epilogul,” pp. 244–45).

71   Petrov, “Tărnovskiiat săbor”; Rakova and Panova, “Săborite,” p. 252.
72   Bozhilov et al., Borilov sinodnik, p. 121; English version from Petkov, The Voices, p. 250. The 

document, known as the Synodikon of Emperor Boril, is not original, but a text rewrit-
ten under John Asen in 1235 and surviving in two versions, which contain additions and 
changes done repeatedly, up until the late 15th century (Bozhilov et al., Borilov sinodnik, 
pp. 55–85).

73   Bozhilov et al., Borilov sinodnik, p. 152; English version from Petkov, The Voices, p. 255. The 
union with Rome was maintained, and it has even been suggested that the synod was 
convened at the initiative of Pope Innocent III who had proclaimed the crusade against 
the Cathar heresy in southern France (Stefanov, “Nov pogled,” pp. 343–45).

74   To seal the peace, Henry married Boril’s stepdaughter born to his Cuman wife from her 
previous marriage to Johannitsa (Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 187–88). However, the idea 
that Boril simultaneously married the daughter of Emperor Henry’s sister is simply the 
result of a confusion in later sources (Mikhailov, “Bil li e zhenen car Boril”).
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the former, he turned against the grand župan of Raška, Stephen, but failed to 
take Niš, while Strez was killed by Serbian troops that reached Prosek.75

Following Johannitsa’s death, the Hungarians occupied the valley of the 
Morava River, from Niš all the way up to Braničevo. Boril made no attempt to 
recuperate the lost territories, no doubt because his attention was drawn to the 
south by the confrontations and subsequent peace with Emperor Henry. That 
peace, however, made it possible to patch relations with Hungary as well. A re-
bellion broke against Boril at some point after 1214 in Vidin, on the border with 
Hungary. The exact reasons for that rebellion are not known, but its leaders 
received help from three Cuman chieftains.76 Boril asked for the assistance of 
King Andrew II, who promptly obliged. An army of Saxons, Romanians (Olaci), 
Szeklers, and Pechenegs, all under the command of Joachim, Count of Sibiu, 
crossed the Carpathians from Transylvania and defeated the Cumans before 
storming and conquering Vidin. The stronghold was then handed over to Boril 
“with full power.”77 Those events show that less than 30 years after the begin-
ning of the Vlach revolt, many Cumans had settled more or less permanently 
in Bulgaria, where some of them obtained high-ranking positions in the ad-
ministration of the emerging state. The Hungarian-Bulgarian rapprochement 
caused by the events of Vidin made it possible for Boril to offer the hand of his 
other (biological) daughter to Andrew II’s son, prince Béla. Henry’s death in 
1216 deprived Boril of an important ally, and his position in Bulgaria further 
weakened when his other ally, King Andrew II, departed for the Fifth Crusade 
(see chapter 26).

4 Hegemony under John Asen

The political situation was thus ripe for John Asen’s return from Halych. The 
inhabitants of Tărnovo opened the city gates to him, and in 1218, John Asen cap-
tured and blinded Boril.78 Almost nothing is known about the first 12 years of 
his reign, except that shortly after coming to power, John Asen refused to allow 
passage to Andrew II on his return from the Fifth Crusade, unless the king 

75   Stephen the First-Crowned, Life of St. Simeon, pp. 82–84; Komatina, “Istorijska podloga,” 
pp. 119–28.

76   Vásáry, Cumans, pp. 59–60. One of the three Cuman chieftains, named Karas, was taken 
prisoner. For the date of the revolt, see Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 191.

77   Szentpétery, Regesta, no. 926; English translation from Vásáry, Cumans, pp. 58–59.
78   Upon ascending to the throne, John Asen became John II Asen. Both his chrysobull from 

the Zographou monastery on Mount Athos and his coins record the full double name, while 
two surviving charters mention only “emperor Asen” (Mladjov, “Monarchs’ names,” p. 270).
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agreed to the marriage of his daughter Maria to John Asen. Maria’s dowry was 
the region of Belgrade and Braničevo, which John promptly occupied.79 His 
position was further strengthened by the victory he obtained on March 9, 1230 
at Klokotnica (near Khaskovo, in Thrace) over Theodore Angelos Comnenus 
Dukas, Emperor of Thessaloniki.80 This extraordinary military success allowed 
John Asen to occupy much of the territory under Epirote rule, a feat described 
in some detail in a Cyrillic inscription on a column in the katholikon of the 
monastery of the Forty Holy Martyrs that John Asen built in Tărnovo to cel-
ebrate his victory. The inscription is written in the name of John Asen, who 
describes himself as the “autocrat of the Bulgarians” that conquered Emperor 
Theodore Comnenus’ “entire land, from Adrianopolis to Drach [Dyrrachion], 
the Greek [part], as well as the Serbian and Albanian parts. The cities round 
about Constantinople and the City itself were ruled by the Franks but even 
they obeyed” John Asen, because “they had no other tsar.”81 A similar list of 
territories appears in a charter that John Asen issued at some point after 1230 
for the merchants of Ragusa, to whom he granted free access to the cities of 
Bulgaria, of which he mentioned four by name: Vidin, Braničevo, Belgrade, 
and Tărnovo.82 Traders from Ragusa were also free to travel to Preslav, the 
“territory of Karvuna” (Balchik, on the Black Sea coast), Beroe (Stara Zagora), 
Adrianople, Didymoteichon, Skopje, Prilep, Devol, Albania, and even 
Thessaloniki. “Everywhere they can buy and sell freely and without any harm 
and there will be no prohibitions against them” in any province of the realm.83 
Trade was undoubtedly the reason for the relatively abundant coinage struck 
in John Asen’s name in the subsequent years.84 The economic prosperity of 

79   Georgieva, “Bulgarian-Byzantine marital diplomacy,” pp. 345–54.
80   Bredenkamp, The Byzantine Empire, pp. 151–52, 189, and 191–92; Spasova, “Koga se e 

săstoiala Klokotnishkata bitka.” Taken prisoner, Emperor Theodore was later blinded as 
punishment for his inciting a rebellion against John Asen (Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 202).

81   Popkonstantinov and Kronsteiner, Starobălgarski nadpisi, vol. 2, pp. 166–68; English 
version from Petkov, The Voices, p. 425. For the inscription, see also Petrova-Taneva, 
“Tărnovskiiat nadpis.”

82   The treaty was renewed in 1253 under Michael Asen (1246–1257), see Dimitrov, “Tendencii,” 
pp. 413–14.

83   Živojinović, “Khorizma”; English version from Petkov, The Voices, p. 482. According 
to Biliarski, “Les circonscriptions,” pp. 179–83 and 194–200, with the exception of 
Thessaloniki, those cities were centers of administrative districts (“countries”, each called 
khora or zemlia). An inscription from Asenovgrad describes John Asen as “emperor of the 
Bulgarians and Greeks, as well as of other countries” (Popkonstantinov and Kronsteiner, 
Starobălgarski nadpisi, vol. 2, p. 15; English version from Petkov, The Voices, p. 426).

84   In addition to gold coins modeled after hyperpera struck in the mint of Thessaloniki, bil-
lon coins were struck in the name of John Asen, which imitated Byzantine trachea from 
Thessaloniki and Nicaea (Avdev, Monetosecheneto). The gold coins, at least, were most 
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Bulgaria during his reign is well illustrated by his building program in Tărnovo, 
dominated by the large katholikon of the monastery of the Forty Holy Martyrs. 
This was a three-aisled basilica, to which an oblong narthex was later added 
to house John Asen’s tomb.85 The wall paintings inside the church established 
the reputation of the so-called Tărnovo School (Fig. 31.3).86 Shortly after the 
consecration of the church following the battle of Klokotnica, the monastery 
of the Great Lavra was also established in the vicinity, which, like that in con-
temporary Ras soon became a center of writing.

The victory at Klokotnica turned Bulgaria into a great power of the 13th-
century Balkans and a great threat to the Latin Empire of Constantinople. One 
by one, the Thracian cities controlled by the Latins opened their gates to John 
Asen’s troops.87 In each one of them, the Bulgarian emperor replaced bishops 
or priest appointed by the Latin patriarch of Constantinople with suffragans 
of the metropolitan of Tărnovo. This is most likely the context in which Pope 
Gregory IX called on crusaders in Hungary to support the new emperor of 
Constantinople, Jean de Brienne, in his efforts to defend the empire against its 
enemies. If the pope had in mind John Asen, the call did not go unanswered. 
In 1231, a Hungarian army attacked Belgrade and Braničevo, but without much 
success. In his letter of March 21, 1232 to the bishop of Cenad, the pope estab-
lished a deadline for bringing back the bishops of both towns to the practices 
of the Roman church, an indication that by that time, the ties between Rome 
and the Bulgarian Church had been severed.88 An attack on Vidin failed in 
1232, but the Hungarian pressure on the Danube frontier with Bulgaria did not 
recede. King Andrew II created a new march across the Danube from Vidin, 
in western Walachia, which he placed in 1233 under the authority of the ban 
of Severin (now Drobeta-Turnu Severin). This was the region granted to the 
Hospitallers in 1247 (see chapter 18).89 Papal registers mention the Dominicans 
and their missionary activity in that region.

likely struck in Ohrid (Penchev, “Where have the coins”). Bulgarian Imitative coins were 
also produced during John Asen’s reign, but imitations produced elsewhere were also in 
circulation (Penchev, “Imitaciia”; Dochev, “Dubrovnik imitative coinage”).

85   Totev et al., “Cărkvata”; Totev, “Novootkriti galerii” and “Cărskata cărkva”; Čurčić, Architecture, 
p. 478.

86   Totev et al., “Naosăt”; Totev and Koseva, “Stenopisite.”
87   Among the territories incorporated into the Second Bulgarian Empire after Klokotnica 

was also the principality of Alexius Slav, with its capital at Melnik (Stankov, “Krichimskiiat 
nadpis”).

88   Acta Honorii III, p. 231.
89   Achim, Politica, pp. 82–83. According to Achim, “Despre vechimea,” the Banat was estab-

lished in 1232 through the Hungarian conquest of a territory in Little Walachia (between 
the Cerna and the Olt rivers) that had until then been under Bulgarian rule.
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692 chapter 31

figure 31.3  Prophet Elijah fed by the raven by the brook Chorath, detail of the 13th- 
century fresco in the Church of the Forty Martyrs in Tărnovo. The mural was 
found on the northern wall of the narthex, removed during the restoration 
that took place in 1964, and returned to its original position in 2013.
Photo by Ivo Hadzhimishev
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The context of this conflict with Hungary was John Asen’s reorienta-
tion towards Orthodoxy, and away from the Church of Rome.90 Shortly 
after Klokotnica, the Bulgarian emperor established contacts with Patriarch 
Germanus II in Nicaea, and soon entered an alliance with the Nicaean em-
peror John III Dukas Vatatzes (1222–1254). The alliance was based on Vatatzes’ 
recognition of the archbishop of Tărnovo as Patriarch of Bulgaria and John 
Asen’s concomitant recognition of the patriarch of Constantinople residing 
in Nicaea as Ecumenical Patriarch.91 The Bulgarian emperor also renounced 
all claims to Constantinople, Thessaloniki, and Mount Athos. He sealed the 
alliance concluded in 1234 by marrying his daughter Helen (at that time only 
10 years old) to Theodore II Laskaris, the heir to the Nicaean throne.92 In 1235, 
his troops and those of the Nicaean emperor laid siege to Constantinople. 
Although threatened with excommunication by the pope, John Asen did not 
completely sever his ties with Rome, for he is known to have received the visit 
of a papal legate in 1237. In fact, by that time, he had renounced his alliance 
with Vatatzes, as he attacked the Nicaean garrison in Tzurullon (now Çorlu, 
near Tekirdağ, in Turkey) with his Cuman allies. However, when an epidemic 
broke in Tărnovo in 1237, killing his wife Maria, his eldest son and heir, as well 
as the patriarch, John Asen is said to have interpreted the tragedy as God’s 
punishment for his betrayal of Vatatzes. He immediately called off the siege of 
Tzurullon and made peace with the Nicaeans. By December 1237, he was back 

90   John Asen’s reign coincides with the transformation of Tărnovo into a major center of the 
Orthodox faith, directly imitating Constantinople. The first attempts to turn Sts. Cyril and 
Methodius, as well as St. Clement of Ohrid into specifically (and ethnically) Bulgarian 
saints may be dated to this period (Rohdewald, “Kyrill und Method,” pp. 212–15 and 218–
19). Before John Asen came to power, Tărnovo had already acquired the relics of St. John 
of Rila, St. Hilarion of Moglena, and St. Michael Voin (Rohdewald, “Kyrill and Method,” 
pp. 225–227). In 1231, John Asen moved to his capital the relics of St. Paraskeve (known 
as St. Petka to Bulgarians, to this day), which had until then been kept in Epibatai (now 
Selimpaşa, near Silivri, Turkey). She became the patron saint of the city, as well as of the 
Second Bulgarian Empire (Biliarski, “The cult”).

91   Giuzelev, “Văzobnoviavaneto”; Iliev, “Edin prenebregnat izvor.” The autocephaly of the 
Bulgarian Church was also recognized by the patriarchs of Jerusalem, Antioch, and 
Alexandria, largely due to the work done on behalf of the Bulgarians by the former 
Archbishop of Serbia, Sava, during his second pilgrimage to the Holy Land (Curta, “Angel 
on earth,” p. 96).

92   Angelov, “Theodore II Laskaris.” Helen was temporarily “returned” in 1237, when John 
Asen briefly switched back to the Roman allegiance (Georgieva, “Bulgarian-Byzantine 
marital diplomacy,” pp. 436–37). The Bulgarian emperor clearly exercised a hegemonic 
form of power in the Balkans, since in 1234, his other daughter Beloslava married the 
Serbian king Vladislav (1233–1243), who thus became the ruler of a satellite country 
(Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 209–10).
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in the alliance against the Latin Empire of Constantinople. Pope Gregory IX 
condemned him as “faithless” and “protector of heretics,” and called a crusade 
against him, which he entrusted to King Béla IV of Hungary.93 Bulgaria was 
declared a land unjustly possessed by heretics and, as a punishment, the pope 
allowed its conquest and devastation by those upon whom he had called to 
eradicate the evil (see chapter 27). The threat seems to have been considerable, 
as John Asen allowed the crusaders that Baldwin II gathered in 1239 to cross 
over from Hungary en route to Constantinople.94 The anti-Bulgarian crusade, 
however, never materialized and a Bulgarian-Hungarian rapprochement is vis-
ible in 1240, no doubt prompted by alarming news about the Mongol onslaught 
in the East.95 But John Asen’s faltering policies caused much dissatisfaction 
among his boyars. He died in May or June of 1241, only a few months after the 
Mongols invaded Hungary and shortly before their devastation of Bulgaria (see 
chapter 32). Several boyar factions, including the regents of John Asen’s minor 
son, Coloman, immediately began quarreling, while some local lords seized 
the opportunity to declare themselves independent from Tărnovo.

5 Mongols and Decline

Little is known about the political situation in Bulgaria during the brief rule of 
Coloman (1241–1246). He was only 7 when he became emperor, and 12 when 
he died, possibly of poison.96 A regent (or regency) must have been in charge 
during the five years of his reign, but no names and no details are known.97 
Bulgaria was devastated by the Mongol army of Kadan, who, upon returning 
from the pursuit of King Béla IV through Dalmatia in 1242, entered Bulgaria 
from Serbia.98 Tărnovo was sacked, and so was Drăstăr, despite a victory ob-
tained against the Mongols in a pass across the Stara Planina Mountains.99 
While, following the invasion, the Golden Horde began to collect tribute from 
the Second Bulgarian Empire, the influence of the Nicaean Empire began to 

93   Mărculeţ, “Unele consideraţii,” p. 108.
94   Pecican, Între cruciați și tătari, pp. 173–74 and 178–81.
95   Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 223–24. The terrifying news were brought to Bulgaria by 

Cuman refugees from the steppe lands north of the Black Sea (Korobeinikov, “A broken 
mirror,” pp. 387, 390, 393, and 398–400).

96   George Akropolites, History, pp. 72–73.
97   Pavlov, “Oshte vednăzh,” p. 364; Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 228.
98   Pavlov and Atanasov, “Preminavaneto.”
99   Mishin, “Information,” p. 42; Penchev, “Oshte dve kolektivni monetni nakhodki”; 

Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 232–32.
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grow substantially in the Balkans. The reign of Coloman’s half-brother Michael 
Asen (1246–1257) coincides with the rise of a pro-Orthodox group highly hos-
tile to both Hungary and the Latin Empire of Constantinople. That, however, 
did not prevent John III Dukas Vatatzes of Nicaea from invading Thrace and 
Macedonia in 1246 and, in the process, from taking a number of important 
towns and strongholds. By 1254, the Hungarians also occupied the Belgrade-
Braničevo region, which King Béla IV gave to his son-in-law, the duke of Mačva, 
Rostislav.100 The “great emperor” Michael Asen attempted to recuperate lands 
along the Marica River, but in 1255, his troops had to retreat in front of the 
rapid and effective advance of the Nicaean troops.101 At the time of the peace, 
in 1256, Thrace and Macedonia were divided, with the Nicaeans taking the 
entire valley of the Vardar River, while the Bulgarians kept Philippopolis and 
Sofia.102 The humiliating peace prompted a pro-Hungarian faction of boyars to 
eliminate Michael Asen and to replace him with his cousin Coloman II Asen. 
Soon after that, however, Coloman was assassinated, and with him the Asenid 
dynasty was extinguished on the male line. However, a female member of the 
family was at that time married to a man named Constantine, son of Tih—a 
Serbian aristocrat from Skopje—whom the Bulgarian boyars chose to replace 
Coloman. His second wife was the granddaughter of John Asen. Constantine 
thus became emperor not because of dynastic legitimacy, but because of being 
elected by a boyar faction.103 The factionalism and volatility of the political 
life in Tărnovo was only one facet of a much deeper change in the empire, 
of which the appearance of appanages is another aspect. Ever since Michael 
Asen’s reign, an autonomous region, somewhere in Bulgaria, was under the 
direct rule of a sebastokrator named Peter.104 Emperor Constantine’s cousin, 
another sebastokrator named Kaloyan, held another appanage, probably in the 

100   Rostislav Mikhailovich was a Rus’ prince, who had fled from Halych to take refuge at the 
Hungarian court, where he married the daughter of King Béla IV (1242). First as ban of 
Slavonia, then as duke of Mačva, he received many land grants from his father-in-law 
(Dimitrov, Bălgaro-ungarskite otnosheniia, pp. 156–57; Achim, Politica, pp. 139–44).

101   Kanellopoulos and Lekea, “The struggle,” pp. 57–58. “Great emperor” is how he is described 
in the rock inscription from Batoshevo, for which see Popkonstantinov and Kronsteiner, 
Starobălgarski nadpisi, vol. 2, p. 23.

102   Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 243 notes, however, that the region between Velbuzhd and 
Skopje remained under Bulgarian control, until King Milutin’s expedition of 1282.

103   Ransohoff, “All the tsar’s men,” pp. 262–64. While the seals, the coins, and the charters of 
Constantine Asen give his official double name, some inscriptions and manuscript gloss-
es refer to him simply as “emperor Constantine” (Mladjov, “Monarchs’ names,” pp. 270 and 
275–76).

104   Nikolov, “Appearance,” p. 263 believed the appanage to have been located in the north-
eastern region of Bulgaria, close to the Black Sea coast.
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region of Sofia, where he built the church at Boiana (see chapter 29).105 Micho, 
a Bulgarian boyar who had married a daughter of John Asen, ruled over a re-
gion in northeastern Bulgaria centered upon Preslav, where he struck his own 
coins.106 A Rus’ refugee named Jacob Svetoslav, who came to Bulgaria in the 
1250s, married another daughter of Theodore II Laskaris, and was granted the 
title of despot by Emperor Michael VIII Palaeologus, was the ruler of a region 
in western Bulgaria, along the Morava and close to the Serbian border.107

Although at the beginning of his reign, Emperor Constantine had been on 
good terms with his father-in-law, the Nicaean emperor, relations deteriorated 
when Michael VIII became emperor in 1258, and established good relations 
with Hungary.108 In the early 1260s, Constantine lost Philippopolis, the Black 
Sea ports of Anchialos and Mesembria, as well as Dobrudja to the Byzantines. 
To make things worse, Jacob Svetoslav turned against him and allied himself 
with King Stephen V of Hungary, who appointed him ruler of Vidin at the 
death of Rostislav.109 Emperor Constantine’s response was a game changer. 
Ever since the invasion of 1242, Bulgaria had been forced to recognize Mongol 
overlordship and to pay tribute to the Golden Horde. But the Mongols had not 
so far interfered in Bulgarian affairs, nor had any Bulgarian rulers involved the 
Mongols in political strife. In the winter of 1264, however, 20,000 Mongol war-
riors crossed the frozen Danube and joined Emperor Constantine’s forces. They 
crossed the Stara Planina Mountains and invaded Thrace, crushing all opposi-
tion in their way and devastating the countryside. Emperor Constantine led 
the campaign in person, and Michael VIII barely escaped by embarking a ship 
at Ganos (on the western coast of the Sea of Marmara, between Tekirdağ and 
Şarköy).110 Michael VIII’s ally, King Stephen V, retaliated in 1266 by organizing 
an expedition against Bulgaria. The Hungarian army crossed the Danube and 
moved quickly in the direction of the capital in Tărnovo, which was sacked.111 
Although Emperor Constantine remained in power, after 1266, he joined 
Hungary in a coalition against Byzantium. Meanwhile, while recognizing the 

105   Dancheva-Vasileva, “Histoire,” pp. 13–16.
106   George Pachymeres, History V.5, pp. 448–51; Mitev, “Oshte vednăzh.”
107   George Pachymeres, History III.6, pp. 242–43; Georgieva, “Bulgarian-Byzantine marital 

diplomacy,” pp. 444–45.
108   Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 249–50.
109   Madgearu, The Asanids, pp. 251–52.
110   George Pachymeres, History III.25, pp. 300–313; Nicephorus Gregoras, Roman History 

IV.5–6, pp. 113–14; Uzelac, Pod senkom psa, pp. 84–88.
111   Achim, Politica, pp. 166–67; Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 104–05; Madgearu, The Asanids,  

p. 255.
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697The Second Bulgarian Empire

overlordship of the Hungarian king, Jacob Svetoslav turned his appanage into 
a state centered upon Vidin, which was almost independent from Tărnovo.112

The Mongol influence in the Lower Danube region increased consider-
ably during the last third of the 13th century, especially after Nogai asserted 
his independence in the western lands against Möngke Timur, the khan of the 
Golden Horde (see chapter 32).113 In 1273, Nogai married Euphrosyna, an il-
legitimate daughter of Michael VIII, which offered the Byzantine emperor an 
opportunity to use against Constantine the same weapon that had been ear-
lier brandished against him. The frequent raids of Nogai’s Tatars into the core 
area of the Bulgarian Empire caused much devastation and triggered social un-
rest that culminated in the peasant revolt of the summer of 1277 that brought 
about Emperor Constantine’s end.114 The leader of the rebels, a man whom 
Pachymeres describes as a swineherd, was proclaimed emperor instead.115 
Against both Tatars and Byzantine attacks, the Bulgarians now employed tac-
tics that may be best called guerilla warfare, which were quite effective, since 
the Byzantines could not take Tărnovo in 1278/79, but were defeated in several 
encounters. To gain support for his plan of appointing an emperor of his own 
choice (John Asen III, a son of Micho), to whom he married his eldest daugh-
ter, Michael VIII bestowed the title of despot upon one of the most influential 
figures at the Bulgarian court, a boyar of Cuman origin named George Terter.116 
Both the swineherd emperor and John Asen III appealed to Nogai for assis-
tance. The former was executed, and the latter returned to Constantinople, 
after giving up all hopes. In late 1279, George Terter was proclaimed emperor 
in Tărnovo. During his reign, the pressure from Nogai increased. Terter had to 
send his son as a hostage to Nogai’s court, while his daughter married Nogai’s 
eldest son, Chaka. A Tatar incursion of 1291/2 put an end to Terter’s rule in 
Bulgaria, and allowed the rival boyar faction to put instead a man named 
Smilec (1292–1298), who was expected to be a puppet ruler to a greater degree 

112   Biliarski, “The despots,” p. 134; Dimitrov, Bălgaro-ungarskite otnosheniia, pp. 174–75 notes 
that the king recognized Jacob Svetoslav’s title of (Bulgarian) emperor.

113   Giuzelev, “Bălgarskoto carstvo,” pp. 122–23.
114   The desperation of the inhabitants in northeastern Bulgaria, the region that suffered the 

greatest devastation at the hands of the Tatars, is illustrated by a graffito from Shumen: 
“God, in Your name, deliver us from the Tatars!” (Popkonstantinov and Kronsteiner, 
Starobălgarski nadpisi, vol. 2, p. 131; English version from Petkov, The Voices, p. 427).

115   George Pachymeres, History VI.3, pp. 548–53; Nicephorus Gregoras, Roman History V.3,  
p. 130; Canov, “Svinepasăt car.”

116   George Pachymeres, History VI.4–7, pp. 552–63; Nicephorus Gregoras, Roman History V.3, 
p. 130. For George Terter, see Vásáry, Cumans, p. 82. The name Terter most likely derives 
from that of the Cuman clan Terteroba (Pavlov, “Kumanite,” p. 23).
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698 chapter 31

than Terter.117 At his death, however, a period of political chaos seems to have 
begun, during which boyar factions were unable to elect any emperor. Chaka 
arrived in Bulgaria in the spring of 1300, as a political refugee from the steppe 
lands north of the Black Sea. With him was Terter’s son, Theodore Svetoslav, 
who, at the first opportunity, backed by the khan of the Golden Horde, had 
Chaka imprisoned in Tărnovo, and then killed. Proclaimed emperor in 1301, 
he opened a long period of close cooperation with the Golden Horde and of 
revival of Bulgarian power at the expense of the Byzantine possessions in the 
Balkans.

117   Vásáry, Cumans, pp. 87–89; Popov, Bălgarskata dărzhavna tradiciia, p. 176. According to 
Mladjov, “Monarchs’ names,” pp. 295 and 298, the son of Smilec, John ruled for a year after 
his father.
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chapter 32

Catastrophe, Pax Mongolica, and Globalization

Despite claims to the contrary, the Mongols first appeared in Eastern Europe 
in 1219, not in 1222. Because the easternmost Cuman tribes, the Ölbäri, had 
offered asylum to rebels defeated sometime between 1217 and 1219, Chinggis 
Khan ordered his general Sübedei to hunt down the traitors and to punish their 
protectors. In 1219, the Mongol troops entered the lands between the Volga and 
the Ural rivers, where the Ölbäri lived. They defeated and killed the rebels, 
but nothing is known about clashes with the eastern Cumans.1 Together with 
Jebe, another trusted Mongol general, Sübdei led the army that returned to the 
steppe lands of Eastern Europe in 1223. At the end of their campaign against 
the Khwarazmshah, the two generals asked the permission of Chinggis Khan 
to undertake a reconnaissance raid into the lands farther to the west. They 
attacked Azerbaijan and Georgia and, in 1222 crossed the Caucasus into the 
Kuban steppe lands. Sübedei and Jebe managed to lure the local Cumans away 
from their alliance with the local Alans, which they promptly defeated, before 
crushing the Cumans as well.2 The Mongol armies moved swiftly across the 
steppe lands to the east from the Sea of Azov, managed to cross somehow the 
Kerch Strait, and took Sudak in the Crimea (Fig. 32.1).3 None of those move-
ments caught the attention of the Rus’ princes, despite the fact that by the 13th 
century, there were commercial relations with the Crimea, while the Cumans 
had become a familiar presence in the military and political life of Rus’.4 The 
most important Cuman chieftain in the Donets region, Kuthen, immediately 
requested the assistance of his father-in-law, the Grand Prince Mstislav III 
(1212–1223), who convoked his Rurikid relatives in Kiev. Several offered their as-
sistance, but not the most powerful in Rus’ at the time, the princes of Vladimir-
Suzdal’ (see chapter 14).5

1   Pylypchuk, “Mongol’skoe zavoevanie kochevii,” pp. 259–73. According to Allsen, “Prelude,”  
p. 8, the Ölbäri may have settled in the region at some point during the early 12th century. For 
claims that the Mongols appeared in Europe only in the 1220s, see Claverie, “L’apparition”; 
Pylypchuk, “Pershe mongol’s’ke vtorgnennia.” For a portrait of Sübedei, see May, “Sübedei.”

2   Pylypchuk, “Pervoe vtorzhenie,” pp. 325–31; Zimonyi, Medieval Nomads, pp. 325–26. According 
to Sabitov, “K voprosu,” pp. 67–68, some Cumans submitted willingly to Mongol rule.

3   Bubenok, “Otnositel’no mongol’skogo prisutstviia.” Sudak had earlier (in 1221 or 1222) been 
conquered by the Seljuks. The reason for the Mongol attack must be that the city was con-
trolled by the Cumans (Spinei, The Romanians, pp. 148–49).

4   Pylypchuk, “Kypchaky.”
5   No less than 16 Rus’ princes participated in the campaign (Astaikin, “‘Ne uspesha’,” p. 9).
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figure 32.1  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)
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701Catastrophe, Pax Mongolica, and Globalization

The combined Rus’ forces moved along the Dnieper river, and reinforce-
ments from Halych and Smolensk arrived at a later time. The Rus’ killed the 
envoys that the Mongols had sent to offer peace, and crossed the Dnieper to 
move into the steppe.6 On the banks of the Kalka river, somewhere north of 
present-day Mariupol, on the north coast of the Sea of Azov, the Mongols won 
a decisive victory over the Rus’ and Cuman coalition on May 31, 1223.7 While 
casualties among the Cumans were insignificant, since they had withdrawn 
from the battlefield as soon as they had correctly assessed the power of their 
enemies, the battle was a military catastrophe for the Rus’, who are said to have 
lost a considerable number of troops over the six days of chase.8 Half of the 
participant princes were killed, but so was Jebe, one of the commanding gen-
erals of the Mongols. Left single commander, Sübedei, who probably had no 
more than 30,000 men with him, turned east, and attacked the Volga Bulgars in 
1223 or early 1224. The Mongols, however, were confronted with guerilla tactics 
and soundly defeated. Having lost as many as 4,000 men, Sübedei decided to 
move down the Volga and to return to Inner Asia.9

The battle of Kalka was a turning point in the political balance of Eastern 
Europe. In subsequent campaigns, the Mongols focused on the destruction 
of the Rus’ military forces, while the Cumans abandoned their alliance with 
the Rus’ and turned to Hungary (see chapter 10).10 Completely ignoring the 
mounting danger in the steppe lands, the Rus’ continued to be divided by in-
ternal strife and no fortification of any frontier town took place in the after-
math of Kalka. Moreover, Kiev changed hands seven times between 1235 and 
1240. The Mongols returned to Eastern Europe in 1229, but not against the Rus’. 
In the year of the quriltai (the chieftain assembly) in which Chinggis Khan’s 
son Ögödai was invested with imperial power, the Mongols attacked the east-
ern Cumans and the Volga Bulgars. Defeated, many Ölbäri clans were forced 
to take refuge in Volga Bulgaria.11 Some eastern Cumans continued to resist 

6    Astaikin, “‘I byst’ na Kalkakh velika bran’,” p. 3.
7    Khrustalev, Rus’ i mongol’skoe nashestvie, pp. 50–90; Kovács, “A Kalka menti csata.” 

According to Astaikin, “‘I byst’ na Kalkakh velika bran’,” p. 6, the battle took place on the 
banks of the present-day Kal’chyk rivulet, to the north from the village of Maloianysol’ 
(region of Donetsk, Ukraine).

8    Spinei, The Great Migrations, pp. 402–03.
9    Zimonyi, “The Volga Bulghars,” p. 351; Zimonyi, Medieval Nomads, p. 327.
10   Hautala, “Russian chronicles,” p. 208.
11   As a consequence, many Cumans were sold into slavery by Muslim slave dealers, some 

to as distant countries as the sultanate of Delhi, whose ruler, Iltutmush (1211–1236) was 
himself Ölbäri and former slave. Many Cuman slaves were bought by the sultan, and one 
of them, Balaban (purchased in 1232) became himself sultan of Delhi (1266–1287) (Allsen, 
“Prelude,” p. 16).
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702 chapter 32

under the leadership of a chieftain named Bachman, who resorted to guerilla 
warfare and thus denied the Mongols secure access to the steppe lands farther 
to the west.12 Ögödai dispatched Sübedei to put down the resistance and cap-
ture Bachman. Somewhere on the northern shore of the Caspian Sea, Sübedei 
defeated the Ölbäri. Bachman was later captured by another Mongol army 
under the command of Möngke, the grandson of Chinggis Khan and future 
ruler of the empire (1251–1259). The Cuman chieftain was executed together 
with his Alan ally, Qachir Üküla.13 Because the Mongols had overcome their 
outposts on the river Ural, the Bulgars now sought the alliance of the Rus’, de-
spite the latter’s defeat at Kalka and bellicose attitude towards Volga Bulgaria. 
The Mongols attacked again in 1232, but could not take any towns, and soon 
withdrew.14

At another quriltai that took place in 1235, Ögödai decided to conquer the 
lands that had been assigned to Jochi, his elder brother, but had never actually 
been taken by the Mongols.15 As Jochi had died in 1227, his son Batu (c. 1206–
1255) was to inherit those lands, and several members of the altan uruq (the 
“golden clan” of the Chinggisids) decided to join in the expedition.16 Its com-
mand, however, was entrusted to the same capable general, Sübedei. Carefully 
prepared and perfectly coordinated and executed, the campaign lasted for six 
years (1236–1242) and had a major impact upon the history of Eastern Europe. 
Locals in the areas targeted interpreted its results as catastrophe, but the impo-
sition of Mongol rule over large parts of Eastern Europe had extraordinary re-
percussions on the development of commercial networks across Eurasia, and 
ultimately brought those regions to the fore in a major phase of global history.

12   Kuzembaev, “Bachman.”
13   Allsen, “Prelude,” p. 20.
14   Balogh, “A mongol támadások”; Pylypchuk, “Mongol’skoe zavoevanie vladenii”; Izmailov, 

“‘Narod tam svirepyi’.”
15   Ata Malek Joveyni, History, pp. 196–200 and 268–269; Rashīd al-Dīn, Successors, pp. 61 

and 107–108. While Joveyni was born nine years after the quriltai and wrote his History in 
1260 as governor of Baghdad under Chinggis Khan’s grandson Hülegü, the founder of the 
Ilkhanid dynasty of Persia, Rashīd al-Dīn’s Successors was written in 1307 or 1308 at the 
request of the sixth Ilkhan, Mahmud Ghazan Khan (1295–1304).

16   Participants in the largest Mongol campaign ever organized were Batu’s brothers Ordu, 
Berke, and Siban; two sons of Ögödai, namely Güyük and Kadan; Möngke, the son of Tului 
(Chinggis Khan’s youngest son); Baidar and Büri, the son and grandson, respectively, of 
Chaghadai (Chinggis Khan’s second son) (Zimonyi, Medieval Nomads, p. 331). For Batu, 
see Pochekaev, Batyi, pp. 73–94 and Khany, pp. 11–43; Choisamba, Zavoevatel’nye pokhody; 
Karpov, Batyi.
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703Catastrophe, Pax Mongolica, and Globalization

1 The Invasion

The campaign started with an attack on Volga Bulgaria. Biliar, Bolgar, and 
Suwar, the main centers of the region were taken and sacked, as confirmed 
by the archaeological evidence.17 Volga Bulgaria ceased to exist as a separate 
polity, and the Mongols moved to the west against the Mordvins and the 
Burtas, two populations that had until then been subjects of the Bulgars.18 
During the winter of 1236–1237, the steppe lands between the Volga and the 
Don were under Mongol control, and the armies led by Möngke together with 
his brother Buchek approached the eastern borders of the Rus’ principality of 
Vladimir-Suzdal’.19 The town of Riazan’ was the first to bear the brunt of the 
Mongol invasion.20 The Mongols requested immediate surrender, but upon 
learning that the Riazanites had asked for assistance from the Grand Prince of 
Vladimir, Iurii II (1212–1216 and 1218–1238), they put Riazan’ under siege.21 The 
city fell on December 21, 1237, and shortly after that a small force gathered by 
Iurii of Riazan’, together with reinforcements from Vladimir, was destroyed at 
Kolomna, and the Mongols entered Suzdalia, where they first took Moscow.22 
Grand Prince Iurii II left his wife and sons in Vladimir, and moved back on 
the bank of the river Sit’ together with his nephews, waiting for his brothers’ 
assistance. Vladimir, however, fell to the Mongols on February 3, 1238, with the 
female members of Iurii’s family, the bishop, and the clergy burned alive inside 
the Cathedral of the Dormition built by Andrei Bogoliubskii (see chapter 29).23 
A month later, Iurii’s army was wiped out on the banks of the river Sit’, and 
the grand prince was slain in battle. Almost at the same time, another Mongol 

17   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 411; Pochekaev, Batyi, pp. 95–104; Izmailov, “Pokhody”; 
Khuzin, “Velikii gorod”; Zimonyi, Medieval Nomads, p. 333; Rudenko, “The Mongol con-
quests,” p. 136. Other important centers (such as Kazan’ and Dzhuketau) may have sur-
rendered without a fight, for no traces of destruction have been found in them that could 
be dated to the 1230s.

18   Those must also been the circumstances in which the Magyars still living in the lands 
to the east from the Middle Volga were also conquered (Pylypchuk, “Zavoevanie mon-
golami,” pp. 192–93; Hautala, “Early Hungarian information,” pp. 187–89).

19   Möngke and Buchek were sons of Tolui and grandsons of Chinggis Khan. They were there-
fore Batu’s first cousins (Zimonyi, “Die Aussage,” p. 63).

20   Chernecov and Strikalov, “Staraia Riazan’.”
21   Susenkov, Russko-mongol’skaia voina, pp. 57–58; Pochekaev, Batyi, pp. 115–18; Khrustalev, 

Rus’ i mongol’skoe nashestvie, pp. 137–46. The town that the Mongols besieged is Staraia 
Riazan’, which is located some 31 miles to the southeast from modern Riazan’ (Spinei, The 
Great Migrations, p. 412).

22   Panova, “Moskva” and “Svidetel’ tragedii.” For Kolomna, see Khrustalev, Rus’ i mongol’skoe 
nashestvie, pp. 153–59.

23   Khrustalev, Rus’ i mongol’skoe nashestvie, pp. 159–65.
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704 chapter 32

army took Torzhok in the principality of Novgorod, but for reasons that have 
not yet been satisfactorily explained, instead of marching on Novgorod, the 
Mongols turned south and took Kozel’sk in the principality of Chernigov.24 The 
speed with which the Mongol armies moved across large tracts of land seems 
to have taken the Rus’ by surprise. That the Mongols were able to destroy 14 
Rus’ towns in only three months bespeaks the absence of any baggage trains. 
This must have been planned as a rapid invasion, not as an occupation.25

In the summer of 1238, the Mongol troops withdrew from the Rus’ 
lands, no doubt for mopping-up operations in the steppe lands, against the 
Cumans.26 Operations in Rus’ resumed in 1239, with an attack on the southern  
principalities.27 Pereiaslavl’ fell on March 3, and Möngke took Chernigov in 
October by using Chinese catapults.28 It is from Chernigov that Möngke sent 
reconnaissance troops to Kiev. However, it was only in the summer of 1240, 
after eliminating the Black Hoods (see chapter 10), that the Mongols moved on 
to Kiev. At the time of the Mongol attack, none of the two princes fighting for 
power was in Kiev.29 The date of the conquest remains controversial—either 
November 19 or December 6—but the destruction was massive, especially in 
the Church of the Tithe, and the massacre was widespread, as indicated by re-
cently excavated mass burials.30 The description of the siege and capture of the 
city in the Rus’ chronicles is based on an eyewitness account, which includes 
information obtained from a Mongol taken captive who reported the names 
of Batu’s brothers commanding the army under the walls of Kiev.31 Five years 
after the catastrophe that befell the city, John of Plano Carpini, who passed 
through Kiev on his way to Karakorum, described heaps of skulls and human 

24   Khrustalev, Rus’ i mongol’skoe nashestvie, pp. 181–85. For the chronology of those events, 
see Gartman and Cyb, “Khronologiia.”

25   Hautala, “Russian chronicles,” p. 211.
26   From the steppe lands, some Mongol armies went to Crimea, others moved against the 

Mordvins between the Oka and the Volga (Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 415).
27   For the Mongol campaign in Rus’, see Steindorff, “Der fremde Krieg”; Susenkov, Russko-

mongol’skaia voina, pp. 70–82; Mesiarkin, “Najazd”; Szabó, “A mongolok Európa elleni in-
váziójának kezdete.”

28   Maiorov, “The Mongol invasion,” pp. 474–75; Chernenko, “Chernigov.”
29   Maiorov, “The Mongol invasion,” pp. 477–79 suggests that Möngke’s reconnaissance mis-

sion of 1239 may have previously prompted Michael of Chernigov to flee from the city.
30   Ivakin and Komar, “Posle katastrofy.” For mass burials in Kiev, see Khamayko, “Davn’orus’ke 

parne pokhovannia”; Komar and Koziuba, “Brats’ki mogyly”; Kozak, “Kollektivnoe pogre-
benie.” For cautionary tales, see Kamińska, “Archeologiczne świadectwa.” For the contro-
versy surrounding the exact date at which Kiev fell to the Mongols, see Staviskii, “O dvukh 
datakh”; Maiorov, “The Mongol invasion,” pp. 481–84; Maiorov, “The Mongolian capture.”

31   Zimonyi, “Die Aussage”; Karpov, Batyi, pp. 98–104; Maiorov, “The Mongol invasion,” p. 480.
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bones.32 The city never regained its position of “mother of all cities of Rus’.” The 
conquest of Kiev opened the way to Halych and Vladimir-in-Volhynia, both of 
which fell in early 1241.33

During the winter of 1240–1241, Mongol troops gathered in the principal-
ity of Halych-Volhynia in preparation for a simultaneous attack on Poland 
and Hungary. The first reconnaissance units reached Lublin and Sandomierz 
in February. By late April 1241, the Mongol army under the command of Orda 
had already occupied Cracow and had sacked Opole and Raciborz, on their 
way to Wrocław (Fig. 32.2).34 A first attempt to stop the invaders failed, when 
the Mongols defeated the Polish troops somewhere between Sandomierz 
and Cracow on March 18. On April 9, the Mongols crushed the army of Duke  
Henry II of Silesia, which included Teutonic Knights, French Templars, 
Hospitallers, as well as German and Moravian troops. The duke himself was 
killed on the battlefield at Legnica (to the west from Wrocław, in southwestern 
Poland).35 The shock of the defeat was considerable and reverberated in west-
ern Europe.36 However, much like in Rus’, the Mongols did not come to con-
quer and occupy.37 Crossing the mountains into Moravia, the Mongol troops 
encountered a serious resistance from well garrisoned forts. They failed to take 
Olomouc, and moved south into the valley of the Middle Danube, to join the 
main army under the direct leadership of Batu.

32   Zimonyi, “Die Aussage,” p. 57. The Mongols commonly massacred large numbers of peo-
ple outside the town walls as a punishment for initial resistance (Maiorov, “The Mongol 
invasion,” pp. 487–90).

33   For the sack of Halych, see Ivas’kyv, “Byl li vziat Galich”; Maiorov, “The Mongol invasion,” 
pp. 492–93. Kuśnierz, “Czermno” attributes the 13th-century decline of Cherven’ to the 
same events. For the historiography of the Mongol conquest of southern and southwest-
ern Rus’, see Chebanenko, “Iuzhnaia Rus’.” For refugees from Halych-Volhynia going to 
Hungary, see Voloshchuk, “Vliianie.”

34   For Cracow, see Śliwiński, “Śmierć.”
35   Mularczyk, “Mongolowie”; Goliński, “Templariusze”; Jasiński, “Zur Frage”; Donat, 

“Militärische Aspekte”; Cetwiński and Maron, “Od ‘Grande armée’ do patrol”; Korta, 
“Problemy”; Weber, “Bitwa”; Turnbull, “Mongol strategy.” For the death of Duke Henry, see 
Ratajczak, “O okolicznościach.”

36   Bein, “‘Ein grosses vaterländisches Faktum’”; Schmieder, “Der Einfall”; Grabski, “Najazd 
tatarski.” In Poland, the memory of the disaster at Legnica lingered for at least another 
century (Rutkowska-Płachcińska, “L’image”).

37   Contra: Sodnomyn and Cenoma, “Podboj.”
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figure 32.2  Principal sites mentioned in the text (medieval names in italics)

2 Hungary and the Balkans

The main target of the Mongol military operations of 1241 was Hungary.38 
Together with his experienced general Sübedei, Batu led the main corps that 
entered Hungary from the principality of Halych-Volhynia, using the Verets’kyi 
Pass across the Inner Eastern Carpathian Mountains, which King Béla IV had 
just fortified. On March 12, 1241, the Mongols broke through, after special units 
had cleared the way.39 The Hungarians who manned the fortification were 

38   According to Joveyni, History, p. 199, the Mongols had a greater interest in the Cuman 
steppe lands and in Hungary than in Poland or the Balkan lands. See Rady, “The Mongol 
invasion”; Pinter, “Tatárok”; Szabó, A tatárjárás and “The Mongol invasion.”

39   Thomas of Split, History 36, pp. 258–61 mentions that the Mongols “had forty thousand 
men with axes who went in advance of the main host cutting down forests, laying roads, 
and removing all from the places of entry. They were thus able to surmount the barricades 
that the king had had prepared as easily as if they were made of chaff rather than of great 
fir trees and oaks piled high. It took little time to trample and burn them down, and they 
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either massacred or dispersed. On April 11, 1241, Batu inflicted a crushing defeat 
upon King Béla IV’s army at Muhi (near Miskolc, on the Sajó River, in north-
eastern Hungary).40 A great number of noblemen, magistrates, archbishops, 
and bishops died on the battlefield. The king barely escaped alive, while his 
brother Coloman later died from his wounds.

While Batu’s main army made its way across the Inner Eastern Carpathians 
and along the Tisza River, another corps under the command of Kadan and 
Büri moved from Halych-Volhynia into northern Moldavia to reach the passes 
across the Eastern Carpathians. Following the valley of the Bistriţa River, the 
Mongols entered Transylvania and sacked Rodna in late March 1241. Six hun-
dred armed Saxons (see chapter 18) were forced to accompany Kadan, most 
likely as guides.41 The Mongols took Oradea with catapults and massacred the 
city’s population.42 Archdeacon Roger of Torre Maggiore, who left a dramatic 
description of the invasion, was one of the few survivors that managed to flee 
to Cenad, which he found in ruins after the attack of a third Mongol army. 
This may well have been the army of Buchek, who, according to Rashīd al-
Dīn, crossed the mountains of the “Black Vlachs” (Kara Ulagh), defeated them 
and one of their leaders named Miš(e)lav.43 Buchek must have advanced into 
Moldavia along the valley of the Siret River, destroyed the Cuman bishopric, 
and then entered Transylvania through the Braşov region. His must be the 
Mongol army that defeated and killed Pousa, the voevode of Transylvania.44 
The same Mongol army then moved along the Olt River to the west, sacked 
the Cistercian abbey at Cârţa, as well as the town of Sibiu on the same day 
that Batu defeated King Béla IV at Muhi. Soon after that, the Mongols devas-
tated Cenad, which Archdeacon Roger and his companions already found in 

offered no barrier at all to their passage.” For the fortifications of Transylvania, see Țiplic, 
Die Grenzverteidigung, pp. 121–29; Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 23–24.

40   The battle is described in detail in Thomas of Split, History 36, pp. 260–69. For a reassess-
ment of that account and a reexamination of the battle at Muhi, see Veszprémy, “Újabb 
szempontok”; Négyesi, “A muhi csata”; Szabó, “Invazia,” pp. 35–49. For the archaeology of 
the battlefield at Muhi, see Pusztai, “Buzogánnyal”; Wolf, “Régészeti.”

41   Roger of Torre Maggiore, Epistle, p. 564.
42   Szabó, “Az 1241. évi ‘tatárjárás’.”
43   Rashīd al-Dīn, Successors, p. 70; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 431. The Vlachs in ques-

tion may have been either those of Walachia or, more probably, those of the “land of the 
Vlachs” in southern Transylvania. Mishin, “Information,” pp. 41 and 45–47 believes that 
Miš(e)lav is not the name of a person, but an ethnic name for the Saxons. For western 
sources confirming Rashīd al-Dīn’s account, see Spinei, “Cronicari italieni,” pp. 173–82. 
The Vlachs are mentioned together with the Szeklers, for which see Kordé, “A székelység 
a tatárjárás.”

44   Sălăgean, Transylvania, p. 28.
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ruins when fleeing there from Oradea. The Mongol army operating in south-
ern Transylvania is also responsible for the massacre of the local noblemen 
and their families, who had barricaded themselves inside the Igriş Abbey.45 All 
three Mongol armies then joined forces in the Hungarian Great Plain, which 
the Mongols occupied during the last months of 1241.

The invasion forces may have been as large as 120,000 to 140,000 men, includ-
ing the auxiliary forces recruited in the conquered territories.46 Unlike Poland, 
the territories in eastern Hungary that those troops had taken at a record speed 
began to be divided among “all of the chief kings of the Tatars who had not 
yet arrived in Hungary.”47 This has been rightly interpreted as a sign that the 
Mongols intended to exercise direct control and domination.48 Although kept 
at bay for a while by the Danube line, they were able to occupy Buda and to 
take Esztergom. The devastation of the countryside that is mentioned in the 
written sources has received full confirmation in the archaeological sources.49

In an operation eerily similar to the mission of capturing and executing the 
Cuman chieftain Bachman, Kadan crossed the frozen Danube in the winter of 
1241/1242 with an army.50 His goal was to capture King Béla IV, who had mean-
while fled to Zagreb, and then to Dalmatia.51 The Mongol army led by Kadan 
passed along the northern shore of Lake Balaton, then crossed the Drava, 
marched quickly through Slavonia, and then spent the winter in Dalmatia. 
In Slavonia, the population fled to the mountains and to the woods, but the 
Mongols pitched camp in the Lika region, where they massacred the prisoners 

45   Roger of Torre Maggiore, Epistle, p. 583. The army under Buchek entered Hungary through 
the Banate of Severin (see chapter 31) and followed the Danube upstream, conquering 
and destroying a number of the border forts, but not engaging in any military operations 
in the Banat (the southwestern part of present-day Romania; Sălăgean, Transylvania,  
p. 29).

46   Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 7–8.
47   Roger of Torre Maggiore, Epistle, transl., p. 191.
48   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 437.
49   Thomas of Split, History 36, p. 276. For bodies thrown into ovens at Cegléd, see Laszlovszky, 

“A magyarországi tatárjárás”; Gulyás, “Egy elpusztult falu” and “Egy elpusztult tatárjárás-
kori ház,” pp. 41–43 and 49 fig. 3. For similar finds in central, southern and southeastern 
Hungary, see Pálóczi-Horváth, “‘Terra vacua’”; Rózsa and Sümegi, “Amiért 70 falu népé-
nek”; Szilágyi and Serlegi, “Nád közé bújtak …?”; Wilhelm, “‘Akiket nem akartak’”; Gallina 
and Gulyás, “‘Láttam a végtelen sok kunt és tatárt …’” For the forensics of Mongol-era 
massacres, see Paja, “Tatajárás kori leletek.”

50   For the routes used by the Mongol armies, see Tatár, “Roads.” The passage of the Mongol 
army through the southern part of Transdanubia is signaled by coin hoards, for which see 
Nagy, “Tatárjárás kori pénzleletek.” For other hoards related to the Mongol invasion, see 
Vargha, Hoards.

51   Thomas of Split, History 36, p. 280.
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that they had brought with them from Hungary.52 The Hungarian king first 
went to Split, but a disagreement with the townsmen forced him to seek a bet-
ter refuge in Trogir.53 In March 1242, the Mongols appeared before the walls 
of Split, where, according to Thomas of Split, the inhabitants mistook them 
for Croatians.54 Kadan ravaged the countryside, and a great number of people 
moved into the city, which was already crowded with refugees from Hungary.55 
The neighboring fort at Klis resisted the first assault, and Kadan abandoned 
the siege as soon as he learned that King Béla was not there.56 Sending some 
of his troops against Split, he turned his own to Trogir. At the approach of  
the Mongols, fearing for his life, the Hungarian king boarded a ship to sur-
vey the Mongol attack from a distance. But the attack failed, mainly because  
of the mudflats along the channel separating Trogir from the mainland, which 
prevented the Mongol horsemen from approaching the walls. In an attempt to 
cause a rift among the defenders, Kadan sent a messenger to address the citi-
zens of Trogir in Croatian, but to no avail.57 Failing to take Trogir, the Mongols 
withdrew, but not before raiding several times the settlements on the coast.

By April, Kadan had moved his troops into Bosnia and Serbia, heading to-
wards southern Dalmatia. The Mongols bypassed Ragusa (Dubrovnik), but 
set fire to Kotor, before moving back across Serbia to join forces with Batu in 
Bulgaria.58 The Mongols remained in Bulgaria for several months, far more 
than what they had spent in Croatia and Dalmatia. The destruction inflicted 
upon the country is clearly visible in the archaeological record, particularly in 
the central and the northeastern regions.59 According to Rashīd al-Dīn, they 
destroyed two cities named Qirqin (Tărnovo) and Qila (Anchialos, on the Black 
Sea coast) in a country named Ulaqut (Vlachia), which can only be the Second 
Bulgarian Empire (see chapter 31).60 From Bulgaria, the Mongols crossed into 
neighboring territories of the Latin Empire of Constantinople, and then re-
turned to plunder Bulgaria one more time. Although defeated in an ambush 
in the mountains (see chapter 31), they remained in Bulgaria until early 1242, 
when news of Ögödai’s death (December 11, 1241) reached Batu and Kadan. Both 

52   Thomas of Split, History 39, p. 294.
53   Thomas of Split, History 38, pp. 292 and 294. Sophoulis, “The Mongol invasion,” pp. 262–62 

points out that the king’s decision to stay in Trogir, not Split was largely based on the con-
flict between the two cities, in which Béla had taken the side of Trogir.

54   Thomas of Split, History 39, p. 296.
55   Sweeney, “‘Spurred on by the fear of death’” and “Identifying.”
56   Thomas of Split, History 39, p. 298.
57   Thomas of Split, History 39, pp. 298 and 300.
58   Thomas of Split, History 39, pp. 300 and 302; Sophoulis, “The Mongol invasion,” p. 271.
59   Pavlov and Atanasov, “Preminavaneto”; Atanasov and Pavlov, “Sur l’itinéraire.”
60   Rashīd al-Dīn, Successors, p. 71; Madgearu, The Asanids, p. 230.

 AQ: Please check page range.
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crossed the Danube to join the Mongol forces that had meanwhile withdrawn 
from Hungary through Transylvania, which, like Bulgaria, was thoroughly 
plundered a second time.61 The exact reason for the general withdrawal of the 
Mongols has long been a matter of scholarly debate, although it still seems 
logical to attribute the decision to Batu’s learning the news of Ögödai’s death.62 
Whatever the reason, the Mongols left no garrisons behind, and no military 
detachments in the Lower Danube region.

3 The ulus of Jochi

Returning to the Cuman steppe lands in what are now southern Ukraine and 
southern Russia, Batu set up his headquarters at Sarai on the left bank of the 
Volga, and established a permanent presence of the “ulus (territory) of Jochi,” 
which came to be known, ever since the 16th century, as the Golden Horde 
(Table 32.1).63 Batu exercised direct control over the lands to the east from the 
river Dnieper, as the region between that river and the Danube entered the 
Horde only after 1260. A subordinate of the Great Khan in Karakorum, Batu 
assigned the lands in the steppe to clan leaders and chieftains.64 Batu’s great-
est achievement, however, was the organization of the system of government 
that controlled and drew revenue from subject populations in Rus’, in the 
Caucasus region, and in the Balkans.65 Several Rus’ princes came in person to 
Sarai in order to obtain the ratification of their appointments from Batu: Oleg 
of Riazan’ in 1243, Daniel of Halych-Volhynia in 1245, and Michael of Chernigov 
in 1246 (when he was executed, a decision that turned him into a saint of the 

61   Sălăgean, Transylvania, p. 33.
62   Rogers, “An examination”; Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 446; Ciocîltan, The Mongols, 

pp. 43–44; Uzelac, Pod senkom psa, pp. 60–69. The idea that the Mongols left Hungary be-
cause of climate change (Büntgen and di Cosmo, “Climatic and environmental aspects”) 
is not supported by the climate data (Pinke et al., “Climate of doubt”).

63   Halperin, “‘No one knew who they were’,” p. 378. A similarly late phrase is “Tatar Yoke,” 
used in Russian historiography to refer to the period of Mongol rule between 1240 and 
1480. Medieval authors referred to the “Horde” or, later, the “Volga Horde,” in reference 
to the location of Sarai on the lower course of the river. Sarai (Old Sarai, as opposed to a 
different city, called New Sarai, now Carev, region of Volgograd, that was established only 
in the early 14th century) was located next to the confluence between the Volga and its 
left-hand tributary, the Akhtuba, near the present-day village of Selitrennoe (region of 
Astrakhan, Russia). See Ciocîltan, The Mongols, p. 44 with n. 31.

64   John of Plano Carpini, History, pp. 106 and 108; William of Rubruck, Journey, p. 172; transl., 
p. 72.

65   Pochekaev, Batyi, pp. 183–203.
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Orthodox Church).66 In all those cases, at stake was the ability of the Mongols 
to extract revenue in the form of periodical tribute. The tribute consisted of 
goods—horses, livestock, and other valuables—but also labor force or quali-
fied males for the draft. The considerable emphasis the Mongols put on the 
tribute, an obviously crucial source of income, explains the early introduction 
of the census (a practice adopted from China) first in the Rus’ lands, then in 
the Caucasus region inhabited by Alans. Special officials named basqaqs were 
appointed to monitor the census, but the actual extraction of tribute was left in 
the hands of the local rulers, each one of whom was now invested with power 
by the khan.67 After 1300, the basqaqs were replaced with darugas, fiscal ex-
perts residing in Sarai and controlling the collection and delivery of tribute by 
the Rus’ princes.

Political contenders in Rus’ jockeyed for the recognition of their respective 
claims to power, which encouraged Mongol political interference in Rus’ affairs. 
For example, following the death of Iaroslav of Suzdalia, his son Alexander, 
his brother Sviatoslav, and his nephew Andrew (Sviatoslav’s son) all made the 
trip to Sarai to receive confirmation from Batu. Of all three, Alexander made 

66   Out of 19 visits recorded for the first decade in the history of the Golden Horde (1242–
1252), four continued to the east, as the Rus’ princes were requested to travel all the way 
to Karakorum to obtain further confirmation. The most famous case is that of Iaroslav, 
brother of Grand Prince Iurii II of Suzdalia, who traveled to Sarai and from there to 
Karakorum, where he was apparently poisoned and died in 1245. Iaroslav’s son, Alexander, 
and his cousin Andrew also traveled to Karakorum from Sarai, the former being nominat-
ed prince of Kiev, and the latter Grand Prince of Vladimir-Suzdal’. For Daniil of Halych-
Volhynia, see Hautala, “Russian chronicles,” pp. 215–16.

67   Spinei, The Great Migrations, p. 460.

table 32.1 Rulers of the Golden Horde between 1241 and 1300

Batuid dynasty

Batu 1241–1256
Sartaq ca. 1255–ca. 1257
Ulagchi 1257
Berke 1257–1266
Möngke Timur 1266–1280
Tuda Mengu 1280–1287
Tula Bugha 1287–1290/91
Ghias ad-Din Tohtu (Tokta) 1290/91–1312
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three more trips to Sarai.68 During his visit of 1252 he convinced Batu to send 
armies against Andrew in Suzdalia and Daniil, Andrew’s father-in-law, in 
Halych-Volhynia. Alexander’s good relations with the Mongols made it pos-
sible to establish an Orthodox bishopric in Sarai, and in 1257, when the first 
census in Suzdalia was organized by Berke (1257–1266), the Orthodox Church 
(in the person of Metropolitan Kirill) received an exemption from taxes and 
recruiting for the army.69 But Alexander also punished the Novgorodians, who 
opposed the census and accompanied with his troops the Mongol officials sent 
to Novgorod to supervise the census. However, no Mongol garrisons or officials 
were established permanently in any Rus’ town, and, initially at least, no puni-
tive expeditions were sent to the north from Sarai, not even against the revolt 
of 1262 against the tax collectors. During the second half of the 13th century, the 
competition for the title of Grand Prince intensified, rival claimants increas-
ingly relying on military assistance from the Golden Horde. Like Alexander, his 
brother Iaroslav did not hesitate to call the Mongols against the Novgorodians 
who refused to recognize him as their ruler. Together with Mongol forces, 
Iaroslav’s son and successor, Vasilii ravaged the territory of Novgorod in 1272. 
Alexander’s son, Andrei obtained a patent from the Golden Horde, as well as 
Mongol troops, with which he devastated Suzdalia three times, in an attempt 
to remove his brother Dmitrii from power. Dmitrii, in turn, relied on military 
assistance from the Mongol warlord Nogai (see chapter 31).

The greater interference of the Mongols in Rus’ affairs may have been as-
sociated with the radical transformations in Golden Horde politics that took 
place during the last years of Berke’s reign. A younger brother of Batu, who 
came to power after Batu’s sons Sartaq (1255–1257) and Ulaghchi (1257), Berke 
took advantage of the death of the Great Khan Möngke in 1257 to become de 
facto an independent ruler. Meanwhile, however, the creation of the Ilkhanate 
of Persia under Hülegü (1256–1265) drove Berke away from the Central Asian 
and Transcaucasian possessions of the Golden Horde, which had until then 
secured access to the Silk Road. Berke waged war with the Ilkhanate and struck 
the first alliance with the Mamluks of Egypt.70 He is the Golden Horde ruler 
who encouraged the Polo brothers coming from Constantinople to travel 

68   Hautala, “Russian chronicles,” p. 214.
69   The privilege was put in writing ten years later in the charter (yarlyk) of Möngke Timur. 

For the census as resulting from the reforms of Möngke, see Hautala, “The chronicles,”  
p. 216.

70   Mys’kov, Politicheskaia istoriia, pp. 74–102; Pochekaev, Khany, pp. 44–77. Since Berke had 
already converted to Islam when the war with the Ilkhanate began, some believe that the 
casus belli was the sack of Baghdad in 1258 (Gemil, “X–XIV. yüzyıllarda orta,” p. 43). At 
stake, however, were much more pragmatic reasons.
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through his realm across Central Asia and all the way to China. In other words, 
because of the conflict with the Ilkhanate, Berke was the first to promote Black 
Sea trade as an alternative to the loss of any access to the Silk Road across the 
Caucasus region.

At his death in 1266, power passed onto Batu’s grandson, Möngke Timur 
(1266–1280), but a great-grandson of Jochi named Nogai had meanwhile man-
aged to build a separate center of power in the lands north of the Danube Delta 
and the immediate vicinity of the Balkans. Nogai established himself in Sakjī 
(present-day Isaccea, in northern Dobrudja, Romania), where he struck coins 
in his own name, not that of the khan in Sarai.71 He controlled Bulgaria and 
Serbia and constantly attacked the eastern borders of Hungary. He also es-
tablished close diplomatic links with Constantinople and with the Mamluks, 
who had also supported Möngke Timur’s ascension. When the latter died, his 
brother Tuda Mengu (1280–1287) succeeded with support from Nogai as co-
ruler. Tuda Mengu delegated much of his power to his nephew Tula Bugha 
(Telebuga, 1287–1290/91), who eventually forced his uncle to abdicate and thus 
came in direct conflict with the king-maker Nogai. When Möngke Timur’s son, 
in an attempt to seize power, was threatened by Tula Buga, he naturally found 
refuge with Nogai, and the two of them had Tula Buga murdered in 1290 or 1291. 
Möngke Timur’s son, Tokta, thus became khan in Sarai (1290/91–1312). Once in 
power, however, Tokta attacked Nogai in 1293 or 1294, without much success. 
Five years later, Nogai was defeated and killed in battle, and the unity of the 
Horde was restored.72

The military events of the two decades between 1222 and 1242 represent a 
major watershed in the medieval history of Eastern Europe. With a few excep-
tions (Bohemia, Albania, and the Baltic region), all countries were affected, 
one way or another, by this abrupt entrance of the Mongols in East European 
history. In both Rus’ and Hungary, the Mongol invasion served as a chrono-
logical marker for generations to come.73 The initial Mongol conquest was 
extremely destructive and most historians agree that large parts of Rus’, for 
example, did not recover before the following century, when silver coins were 
again struck, and stone buildings (primarily churches) erected.74 In both Soviet 

71   Oberländer-Târnoveanu, “Un atelier.”
72   Ciocîltan, The Mongols, p. 253 with n. 440 notes that the battlefield cannot be located 

with any precision. For Nogai and his rule, see Mys’kov, Politicheskaia istoriia, pp. 112–40; 
Pochekaev, Khany, pp. 97–131.

73   Berend, At the Gates, pp. 37–38; Chernecov, “K problem.”
74   Halperin, “‘No one knew who they were’,” p. 380 rightly notes that the recovery was en-

couraged by the redirecting of trade routes across the Golden Horde lands following 
Berke’s response to the loss of Transcaucasia and the war with the Ilkhanate.
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714 chapter 32

and post-Soviet historiography, the negative consequences of the Mongol in-
vasion have traditionally been highlighted. Soviet historians argued that the 
Mongol conquest of Rus’ caused an agrarian crisis, which in turn provoked the 
instant decline of urban centers. With a Marxist emphasis on infrastructure, 
it was easy to argue for an economic crisis in Rus’, which caused the consider-
able delay in social development and the extension of feudal relations by three 
centuries (see chapter 23). The backwardness of modern Russia in comparison 
to Western Europe was thus a direct function of the destruction inflicted by 
the Mongols.75 But there is plenty of evidence that the destruction mentioned 
in the sources is, in many cases, exaggerated. The cathedral in Vladimir is said 
to have been burned in 1238, but was still standing and functioning one year 
later, when Grand Prince Iurii II was buried there. The city continued to func-
tion as the principality’s capital, and despite the devastation brought about by 
the Mongols, Suzdalia’s military potential represented a considerable threat 
to all neighboring principalities.76 The archaeological evidence from Riazan’ 
suggests that the city quickly recovered from the siege of 1237.77 Trade with the 
West, particularly via Novgorod and Smolensk, remained largely unaffected, 
especially the trade with Riga, Lübeck, and Gotland, as indicated by economic 
treaties of the second half of the 13th century.78 Novgorod suffered no destruc-
tion in 1240, and building activity resumed in Vladimir and Rostov after that 
date. Although the city ceased to have any political importance, Kiev remained 
the seat of the metropolitan until 1299.79

In Hungary, the historiographic debate over the level of destruction inflicted 
by the Mongol invasion has returned to more pessimistic notes, after a period 
of relativist attitudes.80 While initial claims exaggerated when comparing the 
disaster to the effects of the Black Death in Europe, the demographic decline 
in the eastern parts of the kingdom of Hungary, particularly in Transylvania, 
cannot be denied. Upon returning from his Mongol captivity, Roger of Torre 
Maggiore wandered through Transylvania across the “waste and abandoned 
land” without meeting anyone. In Alba Iulia, he saw only “bones and skulls 
of the dead.”81 Most other urban settlements in Transylvania were little more 

75   Halperin, Russia, pp. 62–76 and 306–317; Hautala, “Russian chronicles,” p. 212.
76   Hautala, “Russian chronicles,” p. 212.
77   Chernecov and Strikalov, “Staraia Riazan’.”
78   Petrukhin, “O datirovke” and “O novom izdanii”; Ivanovs and Kuzņecovs, Smoļenskas-

Rīgas aktis. See also Schubert, “Die Bedeutung.”
79   Martin, Medieval Russia, pp. 182–86 and 214.
80   Fügedi, “A tatárjarás demográfiai”; Kristó, “A tatárjárás korának”; Fodor, “A tatár pusztítás 

mértéke.” See also Borosy, “Történetírók.”
81   Roger of Torre Maggiore, Epistle, transl., pp. 223 and 225.
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than “ghost towns.” Many villages were deserted and not reestablished until 
decades after the Mongol invasion. Archaeological surveys and excavations in 
southeastern Hungary have revealed that out of 43 villages in existence be-
fore 1241 in the Orosháza region, east of Szeged, 31 ceased to exist after the 
invasion.82 Fields previously under cultivation to which contemporary sources 
refer as praedia were deserted to such a scale that by 1300 the meaning of the 
word praedium changed into “abandoned or uninhabited estate with fixed 
boundaries, but no tenants.” The famine that immediately followed the inva-
sion increased the death toll and contributed to the disruption or even cessa-
tion of many settlements. The 1240 destruction of Kiev also led to the rapid 
decline of the east European trade transiting Hungary. In the aftermath of the 
Mongol invasion, the trade axis moved to the Danube Delta region, which after 
ca. 1260 was controlled by Nogai.

The Mongol invasion also caused political rearrangements in the Lower 
Danube region.83 It effectively put a halt to Hungarian expansion across the 
Carpathian Mountains for several decades, thus making room for the earliest 
Romanian polities to emerge.84 Conversely, Mongol punitive raids targeted 
both Poland and Transylvania in 1260 and, again, in 1285.85 Even though those 
expeditions were far less successful than the invasion of 1241, they established 
the Golden Horde as a key factor in regional politics. Moreover, throughout 
the last decades of the 13th century, Nogai made the Bulgarian ruler George 
Terter and the Serbian king Milutin recognize his overlordship (see chapters 
30 and 31). By 1292, when the Mongol troops entered Mačva, the marches on 
the southern border of the Hungarian kingdom had disappeared. Instead, 
Transylvania was by that time turning into an autonomous principality, the 
politics of which gravitated more towards the Balkans and Nogai then towards 
the core area of the kingdom of Hungary. A product of the Mongol invasion of 
1241/2, the Golden Horde fundamentally altered the course of medieval history 
in Southeastern Europe.

82   Engel, The Realm, p. 102. No such study exists so far for Transylvania, where destruction 
seems to have been particularly thorough, for the region was plundered twice. However, 
see Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 34–36.

83   Berend, At the Gate, pp. 37–38.
84   Cârciumaru, “The Romanian extra-Carpathian area.”
85   Szőcs, “Egy második ‘tatárjárás’?”; Sălăgean, Transylvania, pp. 70–71 and 135–38; Hautala, 

Crusaders, pp. 366–92. The Mongol (Tatar) threat remained a relatively important com-
ponent of Transylvanian politics well into the 17th century (Szabó, “Vázlat”).
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4 Pax Mongolica

The influence of the Golden Horde is far greater than regional politics and 
must be recognized as the key factor behind the inclusion of Eastern Europe 
in global developments shortly before and especially after 1300. The Romanian 
historian Gheorghe Brătianu (1898–1953) famously argued that the pax 
Mongolica established in Eastern Europe after 1242 was fundamental to the de-
velopment of trade in the Black Sea region and ultimately to the implementa-
tion of a commercial network linking northern Italy to China, across Eurasia.86 
Most recent studies have confirmed his insights.87 With the pax Mongolica a 
“single global market” began to develop shortly before 1300.88 The first Western 
travellers to take advantage of the pax Mongolica were the Franciscan envoys 
of Pope Innocent IV and of King Louis IX of France—John of Plano Carpini 
and William of Rubruck—the first to open the eastern horizons to the medi-
eval Europeans. On his return from Karakorum in 1246, John of Plano Carpini 
saw merchants from Genoa, Venice, and Pisa in Kiev. They had come from 
Constantinople, only a few years after the Mongol onslaught, to a city that was 
apparently still a great commercial center.89 Traveling via Constantinople and 
Soldaia (Sudak), Niccolò and Maffeo Polo, the father and the uncle of the fa-
mous Marco Polo, met with Berke on the Volga in 1260. One year later they 
embarked on their trip to China.90 By that time, however, the Genoese pushed 
out from Acre (in 1258) weighed anchor for the Black Sea.91 They were tak-
ing advantage of the treaty of Nymphaion (1261) with the Byzantine Emperor 
Michael VIII, who allowed them to settle in Pera, after the reconquest of 
Constantinople. But other rulers in the region were just as generous. Möngke 
Timur allowed the Genoese to established a colony in the Crimea, at Caffa, 
where the first consul is attested in 1284.92 The register of the Genoese no-
tary Lamberto di Sambuceto in Caffa is dated between 1281 and 1290 and lists 
a great variety of commodities moving up and down the new axis of trade: 

86   Brătianu, Recherches.
87   Tabak, “Ars longa.” The acceleration of West-East communications in the late 13th and in 

the 14th centuries have also been attributed to the implementation of the yam, the postal 
system of the Golden Horde (Gazagnadou, “Les postes relais”).

88   Ciocîltan, The Mongols, p. 20.
89   John of Plano Carpini, History, p. 129.
90   Ciocîltan, The Mongols, p. 100; Uzelac, “Latin Empire,” p. 71.
91   A second wave of Genoese immigrants, primarily from Cilician Armenia, moved to the 

northern coast of the Black Sea in the last decades of the 13th century.
92   Ciocîltan, The Mongols, pp. 156–57. The Mongol customs are documented at Caffa for the 

years 1289 and 1290, at the peak of the conflict between Nogai and Tokta, on one hand, 
and Tula Buga, on the other hand.
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slaves, hides, wool, corn, wax, salt, cheese, and fish from both the Don and the 
Kuban.93 Lamberto di Sambuceto mentions two kinds of silk, recorded by the 
names of the production centers—Great Merv (now Mary in Turkmenistan) 
and New Khwarezm (now Urgench, in Uzbekistan).94 The extraordinarily wide 
network of commercial exchanges created by pax Mongolica at the end of the 
13th century has as its only parallel Eastern Europe in 10th-century (see chapter 
9). Much like in Khazaria, international trade brought with it urban centers 
and state formation. But the commercial transformations of the early 14th cen-
tury had no parallel in the 10th-century situation: the inclusion of the Black 
Sea region into the network of long-distance trade across Eurasia transformed 
a much larger part of Eastern Europe into a crossroads of international com-
merce, a region of interest to many in other parts of the European continent. It 
was only under the impact of pax Mongolica that Westerners began to concep-
tualize the existence of an East European area.95

93   Tropin, “O vosstanovleniia.”
94   Brătianu, Actes, pp. 205, 210, 211–12, and 213.
95   Curta, “Introduction,” p. 3.
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ited by Pavel Kouřil, 273–77. Brno: Institute of Archaeology of the Academy of Sci-
ences of the Czech Republic, 2015.

Bartošková, Andrea. “K interpretaci vnejšiího valu na Levém Hradci” [On the inter-
pretation of the outside rampart at Levý Hradec]. Archeologické rozíííy 55 (2003), 
618–24.

Bartošková, Andrea. “Reinterpretace sídelně-historického vývoje raně středověké 
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A.D.), edited by Vladimír Sládek and Jiří Machácek, 133–64. Oxford: BAR Publish-
ing, 2017.

Bernik, France and Janko Kos. Brižinski spomeniki. Znanstvenokritična izdaja [The 
Freising Lists. A critical edition]. Ljubljana: Znanstvenoraziskovalni center SAZU/ 
Institut sa slovensko literaturo in literarne vede, 1993.

Berta, Árpád and András Róna-Tas. “Old Turkic loan words in Hungarian.” Acta Orien-
talia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 55 (2002), 43–67.

Bertényi, Iván. “L’escut dels reis hongaresos del casal d’Árpád i el de Catalunya-Aragó” 
[The coat of arms of the kings of Hungary from the house of Árpád and of those 
of Catalonia-Aragon]. In Princeses de terres llunyanes. Catalunya i Hongria a l’edat 
mitjana, edited by Ferenc Makk, Marina Miquel, Ramon Sarobe and Csaba Tóth, 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   768 3/21/2019   5:08:50 PM



769Bibliography

191–99. Barcelona/Budapest: Generalitat de Catalunya, Departament de Cultura i 
Mitjans de Comunicació/Okatási és kulturális minisztérium, 2009.

Beshevliev, Veselin. “Beobachtungen über die protobulgarischen Runeninschriften bei 
Basarabi (Murfatlar).” Izvestiia na Narodniia muzei Varna 13 (1977), 49–55.

Beshevliev, Veselin. Die protobulgarischen Inschriften. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1963.
Beshevliev, Veselin. “Grăcki nadpis s data ot starobălgarskiia manastir pri Ravna” [A 

Greek, dated inscription from the Old Bulgarian monastery in Ravna]. Izvestiia na 
Narodniia muzei Varna 18 (1982), 118.

Beshevliev, Veselin. Părvobălgarski nadpisi [Bulgar inscriptions]. Sofia: Izdatelstvo na 
Bălgarskata Akademiia na Naukite, 1992.

Beshevliev, Veselin. “Tri prinosa kăm bălgarskata srednovekovna istoriia” [Drei Beiträge 
zur mittelalterlichen Geschichte Bulgariens]. In Izsledvaniia v chest na Marin S. Dri-
nov, edited by Aleksandăr Burmov, Dimităr Angelov and Ivan Duichev, 283–300. 
Sofia: Izdatelstvo na Bălgarskata Akademiia na Naukite, 1960.

Bessmertnyi, Iu. L. “‘Feodal’naia revoliuciia’ X–XI vekov” [The “feudal revolution” of 
the tenth and eleventh centuries]. Voprosy istorii (1984), no. 1, 52–67.

Betti, Maddalena. “The foundation of Sancta Ecclesia Marabensis: letters of Pope 
John VIII (872–882).” In The Cyril and Methodius Mission and Europe. 1150 Years Since 
the Arrival of the Thessaloniki Brothers in Great Moravia, edited by Zdenka Kosarová 
and Jana Gryc, 212–15. Brno: Institute of Archaeology of the Academy of Sciences of 
the Czech Republic, 2014.

Betti, Maddalena. The Making of Christian Moravia (858–882). Papal Power and Political 
Reality. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2013.

Betti, Maddalena. “Una chiesa romana per la Moravia. Fonti e linguaggi di un progetto 
papale.” Bullettino dell’Istituto storico italiano per il Medio Evo 115 (2013), 23–43.

Beuc, Ivan. “Statut zadarske komune iz 1305. godine.” Vjesnik Državnog arhiva u Rijeci 
2 (1954), 491–781.

Bevilacqua, Livia. “Committenza aristocratica a Bisanzio in età macedone: Leone pro-
tospatario e la Panagia di Skripou (873–874).” In Medioevo: i committenti. Atti del 
Convegno internazionale di studi, Parma, 21–26 settembre 2010, edited by Arturo 
Carlo Quintavalle, 411–20. Milan: Electa, 2011.

Bezuglov, Sergei I. and Svetlana A. Naumenko. “Kazár kori kurgán az Alsó-Donnál” 
[Barrow-grave of Khazar age on the Lower Don]. Móra Ferenc Múzeum Evkönyve. 
Studia Archaeologica 5 (1999), 397–407.

Białoskórska, Krystyna. “Święty Chrystian—primus episcopus Prussiae i jego misyjne 
biskupstwo: kilka uwag o perspektywach i potrzebie dalszych badań” [St. Christian, 
primus episcopus Prussiae and his missionary bishopric: some remarks on the pros-
pects and the need for further research]. Nasza przeszłość 96 (2001), 425–46.

Bibikov, Mikhail V. Byzantinorossica. Svod vizantiiskikh svidetel’stv o Rusi [Byzanti-
norossica. A collection of Byzantine sources on the Rus’]. Moscow: Iazyrki slavian-
skoi kul’tury, 2004.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   769 3/21/2019   5:08:50 PM



770 Bibliography

Bibikov, Mikhail V. “Relikvite na Svetata zemia i ruskite poklonnici v Palestina” [The 
relics of the Holy Land and the Rus’ pilgrims to Palestine]. Godishnik na Sofiiskiia 
Universitet—Centăr za slaviano-vizantiiski prouchvaniia “Ivan Duichev” 93 (2007), 
no. 12, 45–50.

Bibikov, Mikhail V. “‘Skify’ v vizantiiskoi tradicii” (Russian: [“Scythians” in the Byzan-
tine tradition]). In Skifiia: obraz i istoriko-kul’turnoe nasledie. Materialy konferencii 
26–28 oktiabria 2015 goda, edited by Tat’iana N. Dzhakson, Irina G. Konovalova and 
Aleksandr V. Podosinov, 13–16. Moscow: Institut vseobshchei istorii RAN, 2015.

Bideleux, Robert and Ian Jeffries. A History of Eastern Europe. London/New York:  
Routledge, 1998.

Biedroń, Adam, Teresa Rodzińska-Chorąży, Tomasz Węcławowicz and Klementyna 
Żurowska. “Wczesnopiastowskie budowle kamienne na Ostrowie Lednickim” [The 
early Piast stone building in Ostrów Lednicki]. In Przeszłość regionu Ostrowa Led-
nickiego i jego perspektiwy, edited by Zofia Kurnatowska, 43–48. Poznań: Poznańskie 
Towarzystwo Przyaciół Nauk, 1993.

Bieniak, Janusz. “Autor Rocznika dawnego” [The author of the Old Annals]. In Kul-
tura średniowieczna i staropolska. Studia ofiarowane Aleksandrowi Gieysztorowi w 
pięćdziesięciolecie pracy naukowej, edited by Danuta Gawinowa, 427–42. Warsaw: 
Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1991.

Bieniak, Janusz. “Jak Wincenty rozumiał i przedstawiał ustrój państwa polskiego” [The 
way Vincent Kadłubek understood and represented the political system of Poland]. 
In Onus Athlanteum. Studia nad Kroniką biskupa Wincentego, edited by Andrzej 
Dąbrówka and Witold Wojtowicz, 39–46. Warsaw: Instytut Badań Literackich, 2009.

Bieniak, Janusz. Państwo Miecława. Studium analityczne [Miecław’s state. An analytical 
study]. Warsaw: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1963.

Bieniak, Janusz. “Polityczne okoliczności śmierci księcia Leszka Białego” [The politi-
cal circumstances surrounding the death of Prince Leszek the White]. In Gąsawa 
w pamięci w zwiąku z 620. rocznicą lokacji miasta, edited by Dariusz Karczewski, 
35–60. Inowrocław: Polskie Towarzystwo Historyczne, Oddział Inowrocław, 2009.

Bieniak, Janusz. “Polska elita polityczna XII wieku (część III B. Arbitrzy książąt—
trudne początki)” [The Polish political elite of the twelfth century. Part 3 B]. In 
Spoleczeństwo Polski średniowiecznej. Zbior studiów, edited by Stefan K. Kuczyński, 
11–44. Warsaw: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1996.

Bieniak, Janusz. “Polska elita polityczna XII wieku (część III D. Arbitrzy książąt—
zmierzch)” [The Polish political elite in the 12th century (part 3 D. The arbiters of 
princesses—the decline)]. In Społeczeństwo Polski średniowiecznej, 9. Zbiór studiów, 
edited by Stefan K. Kuczyński, 9–53. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo DiG, 2001.

Bieniak, Janusz. “Polska elita polityczna XII wieku (część IV A. Dwa możnowładztwa—
wobec jedności państwa) (I)” [The Polish political elite in the twelfth century 
(part 4.A: Two magnates—towards the unity of state) (I)]. In Społeczeństwo Polski 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   770 3/21/2019   5:08:50 PM



771Bibliography

średniowiecznej—Zbiór studiów, V/10, edited by Stefan K. Kuczyński, 19–46. Warsaw: 
Wydawnicto DiG, 2004.

Biermann, Felix. “Co-existing space conceptions of Slavs and Germans in the medieval 
eastern colonisation period.” In Parallele Raumkonzepte, edited by Svend Hansen 
and Michael Meyer, Berllin/Boston: Walter de Gruyter, 2013.

Biermann, Felix. “Der Brunnenbau des 7./8. bis 11./12. Jahrhunderts bei den nördli-
chen Westslawen (Polen und Ostdeutschland)” Ethnographisch-archäologische 
Zeitschrift 42 (2001), 211–64.

Biermann, Felix. “Early medieval richly furnished burials in the south of the Baltic—
symbols of ethnic identity or expressions of social elites under pressure?” In Vers 
l’Orient et vers l’Occident. Regards croisés sur les dynamiques et les transferts culturels 
des Vikings à la Rous ancienne, edited by Pierre Bauduin and Aleksandr E. Musin, 
61–69. Caen: Presses universitaires de Caen, 2014.

Biermann, Felix. “Kommentar zum Aufsatz von Florin Curta: Utváření Slovanů (se 
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Charvátová, Kateřina. Dějiny cisterckého řádu v Čechách, 1142–1420. I. Fundace 12. století 
[History of the Cistercian Order in Bohemia, 1142–1420. The Twelfth-Century Foun-
dations]. Prague: Karolinum, 1998.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   806 3/21/2019   5:08:54 PM



807Bibliography
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Brno: Univerzita J.E. Purkyně, Fakulta filozofická, 1980.

Dokont, N.G. “Kochevnicheskoe pogrebenie XI v. u s. Mirnoe” [A nomadic burial in 
Mirnoe]. In Arkheologicheskie issledovaniia severo-zapadnogo Prichernomor’ia. 
Sbornik nauchnykh trudov, edited by V.P. Vanchugov, G.O. Dzys-Raiko, Petr O.  
Karyshkovskii, Isaak B. Kleiman and V.N. Stanko, 193–96. Kiev: Naukova Dumka, 
1978.

Dola, Kazimierz. “Religijność rycerstwa śląskiego i mieszczan w XIII wieku” [The re-
ligiosity of the Silesian knights and townspeople in the 13th c.]. In Bitwa legnicka: 
Historia i tradycja, edited by Wacław Korta, 333–51. Wrocław: Oficyna Wydawnicza, 
1994.
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matrimony in the 9th-century Slavonic milieu on the example of Great Moravia 
legal documents and its Byzantine models archetypes]. Synergie 5 (2009), no. 2, 
5–26.

Havrda, Jan and Jaroslav Podliska. “Hutnictví kovů v podhradí Pražského hradu” [Met-
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z rokov 1000–1301” [Der Unterschied zwischen Armen und Reichen aufgrund der 
schriftlichen Quellen aus den Jahren 1000–1301]. Archaeologia historica 29 (2004), 
239–46.

Hunyadi, Zsolt. “Hungary and the Second Crusade.” In The Second Crusade. Holy War 
on the Periphery of Latin Christendom, edited by Jason T. Roche and Janus Møller 
Jensen, 55–65. Turnhout: Brepols, 2008.

Hunyadi, Zsolt. “Maiores, optimates, nobiles: semantic questions in the early history 
of the Hungarian nobility.” Annual of Medieval Studies at the CEU 4 (1996–1997), 
204–11.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   922 3/21/2019   5:09:09 PM



923Bibliography

Hunyadi, Zsolt. “The formation of the territorial structure of the Templars and Hospi-
tallers in the medieval kingdom of Hungary.” In Die geistlichen Ritterorden in Mit-
teleuropa. Mittelalter, edited by Karl Borchardt and Jan Libor, 183–97. Brno: Matice 
moravská, 2011.

Hunyadi, Zsolt. “The Hospitallers in the Kingdom of Hungary: commanderies, person-
nel, and a particular activity up to c. 1400.” In The Crusades and the Military Orders. 
Expanding Frontiers of Medieval Latin Christianity, edited by Zsolt Hunyadi and 
József Laszlovszky, 253–68. Budapest: Department of Medieval Studies, Central  
European University, 2001.

Hunyadi, Zsolt. The Hospitallers in the Medieval Kingdom of Hungary, c. 1150–1387.  
Budapest: Magyar Egyháztörténeti Enciklopédia Munkaközössége, 2010.

Hunyadi, Zsolt. “The Teutonic Order in Burzenland (1211–1225): recent reconsidera-
tions.” In L’ordine teutonico tra Mediterraneo e Baltico. Incontri e scontri tra reli-
gioni, popoli e cultura, edited by Hubert Houben and Kristjan Toomaspoeg, 151–72.  
Galatina: M. Congedo, 2008.

Hupalo, Vira. “Archeologiczne świadectwa pielgrzymowania mieszkańców 
Dźwinogrodu” [Archaeological evidence of pilgrimage among the residents of 
Zvenigorod]. In Od Bachórza do Światowida ze Zbrucza. Tworzenie się słowiańskiej 
Europy w ujęciu źródłoznawczym. Księga jubileuszowa Profesora Michała Parczews-
kiego, edited by Barbara Chudzińska, Michał Wojenka and Marcin Wołoszyn, 625–
32. Cracow/Rzeszów: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Rzeszowskiego, 2016.

Hurbanič, Martin. “Byzancia a avarský kaganát v rokoch 623–634” [Byzantium and the 
Avar qaganate between 623 and 634]. Historický časopis 55 (2007), no. 2, 229–48.

Hurbanič, Martin. Konstantinopol 626. Poslední bitva antiky [Constantinople, 626: the 
last battle of Antiquity]. Academia: Prague, 2016.

Hurbanič, Martin. “What did the patriarch Photius believe in regards to missionary 
activity?” In Byzantium, New Peoples, New Powers: the Byzantino-Slav contact zone, 
from the Ninth to the Fifteenth Century, edited by Miliiana Kaimakamova, Maciej  
Salamon and Małgorzata Smorąg Różycka, 71–76. Cracow: Towarzystwo Wydawnic-
ze “Historia Iagellonica”, 2007.

Iakovleva, E.A. “New burial finds in central Pskov from the time of Princess Olga.” In 
Olga & Ingegerd. Vikingafurstinnor i öst, 18–20. Stockholm: Statens historiska mu-
seum, 2004.

Iamanov, V.E. “Rorik Iutlandskii i letopisnyi Riurik” [Rorik of Jutland and Riurik of the 
chronicles]. Voprosy istorii (2002), no. 4, 127–37.

Iambor, Petre. “Archaeological contributions to the study of the early medieval town of 
Cenad (Timiş County).” Transylvanian Review 10 (2001), no. 2, 98–111.

Iambor, Petre and Nicolae Edroiu. Aşezări fortificate din Transilvania (sec. IX–XIII) 
[Ninth- to thirteenth-century hillforts in Transylvania]. Cluj-Napoca: Argonaut, 
2005.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   923 3/21/2019   5:09:09 PM



924 Bibliography

Ianeva, Daniela. “Bonifacio I di Montferrato e la quarta crociata, l’Impero latino 
d’Oriente, il regno di Tessalonica e la Bulgaria.” Rivista di storia, arte, archeologia per 
le province di Allessandria e Asti 109 (2000), 121–52.

Ianeva, Petia. “Notions of fate, happiness and unhappiness in Byzantine and Old  
Bulgarian cultural environment (based on materials from the Symeonic Florilegium 
and its corresponding Greek anthologies).” In Srednovekovna khristiianska Evropa. 
Iztok i Zapad. Cennosti, tradicii, obshtuvane, edited by Vasil Giuzelev and Anisava 
Miltenova, 586–93. Sofia: Gutenberg, 2002.

Ianin, Valentin L. “Berestianye gramoty” [The birchbark letters]. In Ocherki istorii 
kul’tury slavian, edited by V.K. Volkov, Vladimir Ia. Petrukhin, Aleksandr I. Rogov, 
S.M. Tolstaia and Boris N. Flor’ia, 319–22. Moscow: Indrik, 1996.

Ianin, Valentin L. “Fürst oder Bojaren: wer hatte die Macht im Staat Novgorod? Die sta-
atliche Organisation Novgorods.” In Novgorod. Das mittelalterliche Zentrum und sein 
Umland im Norden Russlands, edited by Michael Müller-Wille, Valentin L. Ianin, 
Evgenii N. Nosov and Elena A. Rybina, 125–32. Neumünster: Wachholtz, 2001.

Ianin, Valentin L. “Mitteilungen auf ungewöhnlichem ‘Papier’. Die Birkenrinden-
dokumente von Novgorod.” In Novgorod. Das mittelalterliche Zentrum und sein 
Umland im Norden Russlands, edited by Michael Müller-Wille, Valentin L. Ianin, 
Evgenii N. Nosov and Elena A. Rybina, 109–20. Neumünster: Wachholtz, 2001.

Ianin, Valentin L. Novgorod i Litva. Pogranichnye situacii XIII–XV vekov [Novgorod and 
Lithuania. The frontier situation, 13th to 15th centuries]. Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Mos-
kovskogo universiteta, 1998.

Ianin, Valentin L. “Novgoroder Birkenrindenurkunden.” Archiv für Diplomatik, Schrift-
geschichte, Siegel- und Wappenkunde 41 (1995), 211–37.

Ianin, Valentin L. Novgorodskie akty XII–XV vv. Khronologicheskii kommentarii [The 
acts of Novgorod, 12th to 15th cc. Chronological commentaries]. Moscow: Nauka, 
1991.

Ianin, Valentin L. “Novgorodskii skriptorii rubezha XI–XII vekov. Lazarev monastyr’” 
[Novgorod scriptoria of the late eleventh and early twelfth century. The Lazarus 
Monastery]. Arkheograficheskii ezhegodnik 25 (1981), 52–63.

Ianin, Valentin L. “O nachale Novgoroda” [The origins of Novgorod]. In U istokov russ-
koi gosudarstvennosti. Istoriko-arkheologicheskii sbornik. Materialy mezhdunarod-
noi nauchnoi konferencii 4–7 oktiabria 2005 g., Velikii Novgorod, Rossiia, edited by 
Evgenii N. Nosov and Aleksandr E. Musin, 205–12. St. Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 
2007.

Ianin, Valentin L. “The wooden seals of tribute collectors.” In Wood Use in Medieval 
Novgorod, edited by Mark A. Brisbane and Jon G. Hather, 203–08. Oxford: Oxbow 
Books, 2007.

Ianin, Valentin L. and Petr G. Gaidukov. Aktovye pechati drevnei Rusi. X–XV vv. [Docu-
ment seals of ancient Rus’, 10th to 15th cc.]. Moscow: Intrada, 1998.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   924 3/21/2019   5:09:09 PM



925Bibliography

Ianin, Valentin L. and Andrei A. Zalizniak. “Novgorodskaia psaltyr’—novonaidennyi 
kodeks pervoi chetverti XI veka” [The Novgorod Psalter, a new manuscript dated 
to the first half of the eleventh century]. Novgorod i novgorodskaia zemlia. Istoriia i 
arkheologiia 15 (2001), 47–52.

Ianin, Valentin L. and Andrei A. Zalizniak. Novgorodskie gramoty na bereste (iz raskop-
ok 1984–1989 gg.) [Birchbark letters from Novgorod (the excavations of 1984–1989)]. 
Moscow: Nauka, 1993.

Ianin, Valentin L. and Andrei A. Zalizniak. Novgorodskie gramoty na bereste (iz raskop-
ok 1990–1996 gg.) [Birchbark letters of Novgorod (the excavations of 1990–1996)]. 
Moscow: Russkie slovari, 2000.

Ianin, Valentin L., Andrei A. Zalizniak and Artemii V. Arcikhovskii. Novgorodskie 
gramoty na bereste (iz raskopok 1977–1983 gg.). Kommentarii i slovoukazatel’ k ber-
estianym gramotam (iz raskopok 1951–1983 gg.) [Birchbark letters of Novgorod (the 
excavations of 1977–1983). Commentaries and index for the birchbark letters from 
the excavations of 1951–1983]. Moscow: Nauka, 1986.

Ianin, Valentin L., Andrei A. Zalizniak and A.A. Gippius. Novgorodskie gramoty na ber-
este (iz raskopok 1997–2000 gg.) [Birchbark letters from Novgorod (the excavations 
of 1997–2000)]. Moscow: Russkie slovari, 2004.

Ianina, S.A. “Novye dannye o monetnom chekane Volzhskoi Bolgarii X v.” [New data 
on the mint of Volga Bulgaria in the 900s]. In Trudy Kuibyshevskoi arkheologiches-
koi ekspedicii, edited by Aleksandr P. Smirnov, vol. 4, 179–204. Moscow: Izdatel’stvo 
akademii nauk SSSR, 1962.

Iashaeva, Tat’iana I. “Gorodskie monastyri vizantiiskogo Chersona (k postanovke prob-
lemi)” [The city monasteries of Byzantine Cherson]. Materialy po arkheologii, istorii 
i etnografii Tavrii 13 (2007), 197–215.

Iatsenko, B.I. “Ob avtore ‘Slova o polku Igoreve’ (problemy poiska)” [On the author of 
the Lay of the Host of Igor]. Trudy Otdela drevnerusskoi literatury 48 (1993), 31–37.

Ibsen, Timo. “On Prussians and Vikings. New excavation results from the early me-
dieval Viking-Age site Wiskiauten/Mohovoe in the Kaliningrad region, Russia.” In 
Arkheologiia Baltiiskogo regiona, edited by Nikolai A. Makarov, Anna V. Mastykova 
and Aleksandr N. Khokhlov, 241–49. Moscow/St. Petersburg: Institut Arkheologii 
RAN/Nestor-Istoriia, 2013.

Ievlev, Mikhail M. “A remarkable 10th century warrior burial from the tumulus on the 
territory of Prince Volodymyr’s town in Kyiv, Ukraine.” In Byzantine Coins in Central 
Europe Between the 5th and 10th Century. Proceedings from the Conference Organized 
by the Polish Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Institute of Archaeology of the 
University of Rzeszów under the Patronage of Union Académique International (Pro-
gramme No. 57 Moravia Magna), Kraków, 23–26 IV 2007, edited by Marcin Wołoszyn, 
659–66. Cracow: Institute of Archaeology University of Rzeszów, 2009.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   925 3/21/2019   5:09:09 PM



926 Bibliography

Ievlev, Mikhail M. and Arkadii A. Kozlovskii. “Zabudova tsentral’noi chastyny ‘mista 
Iaroslava’ poblyzu Sofiys’kogo soboru v XI st.” [The buildings in the central part of 
Yaroslav’s Town around the St. Sophia Church during the 11th century]. Ruthenica 
8 (2009), 138–50.

Ignat, Ioan-Cosmin. “Romanesque ecclesiastical architecture on the periphery of the 
Catholic world. Round churches and basilicas in Transylvania.” Studia Universitatis 
Cibinensis Historica. Seria Historica 13 (2016), 169–99.

Iliadis, I. “The Panagia Kosmosoteira at Pherai (Vira): the natural lighting of the katho-
likon.” Jahrbuch der österreichischen Byzantinistik 55 (2005), 229–46.

Iliev, Iliia G. “Edin pogled kăm pouchitelnite i pokhvalnite slova na Kliment Okhridski 
(po povod 1100-godishninata ot negovata konchina)” [On the encomia and sermons 
of St. Clement of Ohrid (a point of view on the occasion of the 1100th anniversary 
of his assumption)]. In Prof. d-r Boris Borisov uchenici i priiateli, edited by Boris Bor-
isov, 859–66. Veliko Tărnovo: IVIS, 2016.

Iliev, Ivan. “Edin prenebregnat izvor za văzstanoviavaneto na bălgarskata patriarshiia 
prez 1235 g.” [A neglected historical source regarding the restoration of the Bulgar-
ian patriarchate in 1235]. In “Bălgariia, zemia na blazheni …” In memoriam Profes-
soris Iordani Andreevi. Mezhdunarodna konferenciia v pamet na Prof. d. i. n. Iordan 
Andreev. Veliko Tărnovo, 29–31 oktomvri 2009 g., edited by Ivan Lazarov, 364–74. Ve-
liko Tărnovo: IVIS, 2009.

Iliev, Ilia G. Okhridskiiat arkhiepiskop Dimităr Khomatian i bălgarite [Demetrius Cho-
matenos, the archbishop of Ochrid, and the Bulgarians]. Sofia: Izdatelska kăsta “An-
ubis”, 2010.

Iliev, Ilia G. “Ot manastira Polikhron do stolicata Pliska—30-godishnoto pătuvane na 
slavianskata pismenost kăm srednovekovna Bălgariia” [From the Polychron monas-
tery to the capital Pliska: the 30-year long voyage of the Slavic alphabet to medieval 
Bulgaria]. In Ottuka zapochva Bălgariia. Materiali ot vtorata nacionalna konferen-
ciia po istoriia, arkheologiia i kulturen turizăm “Pătuvane kăm Bălgariia”. Shumen, 
14–16 mai 2010 g., edited by Vasil Giuzelev, 265–75. Shumen: 2011.

Iliev, Ilia G. “Records of Bulgarian folk dances and rituals in Byzantine documents from 
the beginning of the 13th century.” Bulgaria Mediaevalis 3 (2012), 115–25.

Iliev, Ilia G. Sv. Kliment Okhridski. Zhivot i delo [St. Clement of Ochrid. Life and activity]. 
Plovdiv: Bălgarsko istorichesko nasledstvo, 2010.

Iliev, Ilia G. “Sveti Kliment Okhridski i car Simeon Veliki” [St. Clement of Ohrid and 
Emperor Symeon the Great]. In Bălgarskiiat zlaten vek. Sbornik v chest na car Sime-
on Veliki (893–927), edited by Vasil Giuzelev, Ilia G. Iliev and Kiril Nenov, 131–48. Plo-
vdiv: Fondaciia—Bălgarsko Istorichesko Nasledstvo, 2015.

Iliev, Ilia G. “The first two centuries of the Archbishopric of Ohrid.” In State and Church. 
Studies in Medieval Bulgaria and Byzantium, edited by Vasil Giuzelev and Kiril  
Petkov, 237–52. Sofia: American Research Center, 2011.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   926 3/21/2019   5:09:09 PM



927Bibliography

Ilieva, Aneta and Mitko Delev. “Sclavonia and beyond: the gate to a different world in 
the perception of crusaders (c. 1104–c. 1208).” In From Clermont to Jerusalem. The 
Crusades and Crusader Societies 1095–1500. Selected Proceedings of the International 
Medieval Congress, University of Leeds, 10–13 July 1995, edited by Alan V. Murray, 153–
71. Turnhout: Brepols, 1998.

Ilieva, Gergana. “Novi svedenie za Preslav” [New information from Preslav]. Preslav. 
Sbornik 7 (2013), 76–84.

Ilieva, Lili. “Antichniiat logicheski paradoks ‘krokodilăt’ i korespondenciiata na car 
Simeon” [The ancient “crocodile” logical paradox and the correspondence of Tsar 
Simeon]. In Něstǐ ǔchenikǔ nadǔ uchitelemǐ svoimǔ. Sbornik v chest na prof. dfn Ivan 
Dobrev, chlen-korespondent na BAN i uchitel, edited by Anna-Mariia Totomanova 
and Tatiana Slavova, 198–200. Sofia: Universitetsko izdatelstvo “Sv. Kliment Okhrid-
ski”, 2005.

Ilieva, Liuba. “Bulgarian contribution to the economics and culture of the Byzantine 
Empire. Bulgarian territories in the end of 11th–12th centuries.” Bulgaria Mediaevalis 
2 (2011), 563–66.

Ilieva, Liuba. “Ikonomicheskoto razvitie na iugozapadnite bălgarski zemi ot kraia na 
XI–nachaloto na XII vek” [The economic development of the lands in southwest-
ern Bulgaria during the late 11th and early 12th c.]. In Srednovekovniiat bălgarin i 
“drugite”. Sbornik v chest na 60-godishninata na prof. d.i.n. Petăr Angelov, edited by 
Georgi N. Nikolov and Angel Nikolov, 187–95. Sofia: Universitetsko izdatelstvo “Sv. 
Kliment Okhridski”, 2013.

Ilievski, Petar Khr. “Grafitite vrz gradezhen materijal od crkvite vo Krupishte i Bar-
gala” [Graffiti on building materials of the Krupishte and Bargala churches]. In 
Starokhristijanskata arkheologija vo Makedonija. Prilozi od nauchen sobir, edited by 
Blaga Aleksova, Krum Tomovski and Cvetan Grozdanov, 41–57. Skopje: Makedonska 
Akademija na Naukite i Umetnostite, 2003.

Ilievski, Petar Khr. “Idejata na Konstantin Filosof za ramnopravnost na jazicite” [Con-
stantine’s ideas about the multiplicity of languages]. Prilozi. Makedonska Akademija 
na Naukite i Umetnostite. Oddelenie za lingvistika i literaturna nauka 21 (1996), no. 2, 
17–37.

Ilievski, Petar Khr. Pojava i razvoj na pismoto so poseben osvrt kon pochetocite na sloven-
skata pismenost [Origin and development of writing with special regard to the be-
ginnings of Slavonic literacy]. Skopje: Makedonska Akademija na Naukite i Umet-
nostite, 2001.

Ilinikina, Vania. “Nov izvor za văzcariavaneto na car Roman-Simeon (Gavril-Radomir)” 
[A new source of evidence of Tsar Roman Simeon’s (Gavril Radomir) ascension to 
the throne]. In Prinosi kăm bălgarskata arkheologiia. Dekemvriiski dni bălgarskata 
arkheologiia “Prof. d-r. Stancho Vaklinov”, edited by Dimităr Ovcharov and Irina 
Shtereva, vol. 2, 170–87. Sofia: Arges, 1993.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   927 3/21/2019   5:09:09 PM



928 Bibliography

Ilisch, Peter. “Die Pfennigströme aus dem römisch-deutschen Reich im Spiegel der 
Funde aus Pommern, Masowien und Großpolen (ca. 980–1050).” In Fernhändler, Dy-
nasten, Kleriker. Die Piastische Herrschaft in kontinentalen Beziehungsflächen vom 10. 
bis zum frühen 13. Jahrhundert, edited by Dariusz Adamczyk and Norbert Kersken, 
55–66. Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 2015.

Ilisch, Peter. “Zum Schatzfund von Turwia in Grosspolen.” In Moneta mediaevalis. 
Studia numizmatyczne i historyczne ofiarowane Profesorowi Stanisławowi Suchodol-
skiemu w 65. rocznicę urdozin, edited by Ryszard Kiersnowski, Stefan K. Kuczyński, 
M. Męclewska, M. Mielczarek and Borys Paszkiewicz, 81–87. Warsaw: DiG, 2002.

Ilisch, Peter and Stanisław Suchodolski. “Eine Erweiterung der Münzserien Bolesław 
Chrobrys.” Wiadomości Numizmatyczne 47 (2003), no. 1, 97–104.

Il’iukov, L.S. and V.M. Kosianenko. “Rannesrednevekovyi kompleks iz Bol’shoi Orlovki” 
[The early medieval assemblage in Bol’shaia Orlovka]. In Srednevekovye drevnos-
ti Dona, edited by Iurii K. Guguev, 85–113. Moscow/ Jerusalem: Mosty kul’tury/   
Gesharim, 2007.

Ilko, Krisztina. “The artistic connections of the Romanesque wall paintings in 
Kostoľany pod Tribečom (Slovakia).” Hortus Artium Medievalium 22 (2016), 283–94.

Illáš, Martin. “K typu predrománskych okien v kaplnke sv. Margity Antiochijskej v 
Kopčanoch” [On the type of pre-Romanesque windows in the chapel of St. Margaret  
of Antioch in Kopčany]. Ars 46 (2013), no. 1, 104–22.
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century archer graves in County Somogy]. In … in nostra lingua Hringe nominant. 
Tanulmányok Szenpéteri József 60. születésnapja tiszteletére, edited by Csilla Balogh, 
Zsolt Petkes, Balázs Sudár and Zsuzsanna Zsidai, 167–200. Budapest/Kecskemét: 
MTA Bölcsészettudományi Kutatóközpont/Kecskeméti Katona József Múzeum, 
2015.

Költő, László, József Szentpéteri, Zsolt Bernert and Ildikó Pap. “Families, finds and 
generations: an interdisciplinary experiment at the early medieval cemetery of 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   988 3/21/2019   5:09:18 PM



989Bibliography

Vörs-Papkert B.” In Mensch, Siedlung und Landschaft im Wechsel der Jahrtausende 
am Balaton, edited by Orsolya Heinrich-Tamáska and Péter Straub, 361–90.  
Budapest/ Leipzig/Keszthely/Rahden: Verlag Marie Leidorf, 2014.

Koltsida-Makri, Ioanna. “He byzantine Thessalonike mesa apo te sigillographike mar-
tyria (8os–10os ai.)” [Thessaloniki seen through a significant historical source: the 
Byzantine lead seals (8th to 10th centuries)]. In To nomisma sto makedoniko khoro. 
Praktika B’ epistemonikes synanteses. Nomismatokopeia, kyklophoria, eikonographia, 
istoria. A rchaioi, byzantinoi kai neoteroi chronoi, edited by Polyxeni Adam-Veleni, 
243–67. Thessaloniki: University Studio Press, 2000.

Komar, Ole ksyi V. “Chernigov i Nizhnee Podesen’e” [Chernihiv and the region of 
the lower Desna]. In Rus’ v IX–X veka. Arkheologicheskaia panorama, edited by 
Nikolai A. Makarov, 334–65. Moscow/Vologda: Drevnosti Severa, 2012.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Do interpretatsii Glodos’kogo kompleksu” [On the interpretation of 
the Glodosy assemblage]. Muzeinyi chytannia (1999), 76–78.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Do problemy datuvannia groshovykh zltykiv kyivs’kogo typu” [Notes 
on the problem of the dating of the Kiev type of monetary ingots]. Naukovyy visnyk 
Natsional’nogo muzeiu istorii Ukrainy 1 (2016), 173–78.

Komar, Ole ksyi V. “‘Dokhristians’ka’ monumental’na arkhitektura Starokyivs’koi gori 
(problemy datuvannia ta atributsii)” [“Pre-Christian” architecture of the Staroky-
ivska Hill  (problems of dating and attribution)]. Opus mixtum (2013), no. 1,  
106–21.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Drevnie mad’ary Etel’keza: perspektivy issledovanii” [Magyars in 
Etelköz: perspectives of research]. In Madiary v seredn’omu Podniprov’i, edited by 
Petro P. Tolochko, 21–78. Kiev: Instytut arkheolohiï NAN Ukrainy, 2011.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “K diskusii o khronologii rannesrednevekovykh kochevnicheskikh 
pamiatnikov srednego Povolzh’ia” [On the discussion concerning the early medi-
eval nomadic assemblages on the Middle Volga]. In Kul’tury evraziiskikh stepei vtoroi 
poloviny I tysiacheletiia n. e. Voprosy mezhetnicheskikh kontaktov i mezhkul’turnogo 
vzaimodeistviia, edited by Dmitrii A. Stashenkov, 169–206. Samara: OOO Ofort,  
2010.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Khozars’kyy kaganat i rann’oseredn’ovichna nomadistika: zaversh-
ennia epokhi” [The Khazar kaganate and the study of the early medieval nomads: 
the end of an era]. In Problemy davn’orus’koi ta seredn’ovichnoi arkheologii, edited by 
Glib Iu. Ivakin, 137–43. Kiev: Instytut arkheologii NAN Ukrainy, 2010.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Kiev i Pravoberezhnoe Podneprov’e” [Kiev and Right-Bank Ukraine]. 
In Rus’ v IX–X veka. Arkheologicheskie panorama, edited by Nikolai A. Makarov, 300–
33. Moscow/Vologda: “Drevnosti Severa”, 2012.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Kochevniki Vostochnoi Evropy VI–IX vv.” [East European nomads, 
6th–9th cc.]. In Euraziidaghy turk murasy VI–VIII gh.gh., edited by Aiman Dosym-
baeva, 192–216. Astana: Kul Tegin, 2008.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   989 3/21/2019   5:09:18 PM



990 Bibliography

Komar, Oleksyi V. “‘Kubrat’ i ‘Velyka Bulgariia’: problemy dzhereloznavchogo analizu” 
[“Kubrat” and “Great Bulgaria”: problems of the analysis of the facts]. Skhodoznavst-
vo (2001), nos. 13–14, 133–55.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Mechi Dneprostroia (k istorii nakhodki 1928 g.)” [Swords from 
Dnieprostroi (on the history of a find made in 1928)]. In Rus’ v IX–XII vekakh. Ob-
shchestvo, gosudarstvo, kul’tura, edited by Nikolai A. Makarov and Andrei E. Leont’ev, 
47–61. Moscow/Vologda: Drevnosti Severa, 2014.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Mesto gibeli kniazia Sviatoslava: poiski, legendy, gipotezy, mistifi-
kacii” [Where did Prince Sviatoslav die? Investigations, legends, hypotheses, and 
mystification]. Stratum+ (2014), no. 5, 235–56.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Monogramy pereshchepins’kogo kompleksu.” Skhidnyi svit (2000), 
no. 1, 123–31.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Pereshchepinskii kompleks v kontekste osnovnykh problem istorii i 
kul’tury kochevnikov Vostochnoi Evropy VII–nach. VIII v.” [The Pereshchepyne as-
semblage in the context of the main problems of the history and culture of the sixth- 
to eighth-century East European nomads]. In Stepi Evropy v epokhu srednevekov’ia, 
edited by A.V. Evgelevskii, vol. 5, 7–244 and 413–32. Doneck: Izdatel’stvo Donetskogo 
gosudarstvennogo universiteta, 2006.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Pogrebenie nachala VIII v. u sela Oktiabr’skoe v severo-vostochnom 
Priazov’e.” [Early 8th-century burial near Oktyabrskoe village in the northeast-
ern region of the Sea of Azov. In Stepi Evropy v epokhu srednevekov’ia, edited by 
A.V. Evgelevskii, 5, 399–402. Donetsk: Izdatel’stvo Donetskogo gosudarstvennogo 
universiteta, 2006.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Poiasnye nabory IX–X vv. s ‘mifologicheskimi’ siuzhetami” [Ninth- 
to tenth-century belt fittings with “mythological” scenes]. In Zwischen Byzanz und 
der Steppe. Archäologische und historische Studien für Csanád Bálint zum 70. Geburt-
stag, edited by Ádám Bollók, Gergely Csiky and Tivadar Vida, 545–56. Budapest:  
Institute of Archaeology, 2016.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Predsaltovskie i rannesaltovskoi gorizonty Vostochnoi Evropy 
(voprosy khronologii)” [Pre-Saltovo and early Saltovo archaeological horizons in  
Eastern Europe (questions of chronology)]. Vita antiqua (1999), no. 2, 111–36.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Saltovskaia i ‘saltovidnaia’ kul’tury v Podneprov’e” [The Saltovo 
culture in the Dnieper region and other related cultures]. In Prichernomor’e, Krym, 
Rus’ v istorii i kul’ture. Materialy II Sudakskoi mezhdunarodnoi nauchnoi konferencii 
(12–16 sentiabria 2004 g.), edited by N.M. Kukoval’skaia, A.M. Fabrei, S.D. Krizhyts’kyi 
et al., vol. 3, 87–91. Kiev/Sudak: Akademiperiodika, 2004.

Komar, Oleksyi V. “Sbirnyk i zlatnyk u systemi groshovogo rakhunku Rusi” [Prince 
Vladimir’s silver and gold coins in the monetary system of Rus’]. Opus mixtum 
(2015), no. 3, 37–68.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   990 3/21/2019   5:09:18 PM



991Bibliography

Komar, Oleksyi V. and Vladimir M. Khardaev. “Zachepilovskii (‘Novosanzharskii’) kom-
pleks rubezha VII–VIII vv.” [The Zachepilovka (“Novosanzhary”) assemblage of 
the late seventh and early eighth century]. In Stepi Evropy v epokhu srednevekov’ia. 
Khazarskoe vremia. Sbornik nauchnykh trudov, edited by A.V. Evgelevskii, 243–96. 
Donetsk: Doneckii Nacional’nyi universitet, 2012.

Komar, Oleksyi V. and Vitaliy K. Koziuba. “Brats’ki mogyly 1240–1241 rokiv bilia Desi-
atynnoi tserkvy” [Mass graves near the Church of the Tithe from 1240–1241]. Opus 
mixtum (2016), no. 4, 122–38.

Komatarova-Balinova, Evgeniia. “Asparukhovite bălgari i severite—arkheologicheski 
sreshtu istoricheski svidetelstva” [Asparukh’s Bulgars and the Severeis: archaeologi-
cal vs. written sources]. In In honorem professoris Stanislav Stanilov ad multos annos, 
edited by Boni Petrunova, Andrei Aladzhov and Valeri Grigorov, 97–116. Sofia:  
Nacionalen Arkheologicheski Institut s Muzei, 2016.

Komatarova-Balinova, Evgeniia. “Decata v obshtestvoto na srednovekovnite bălgarite 
(po danni ot ezicheskite nekropoli)” [Children in the society of medieval Bulgaria 
(on the basis of the material from the pre-Christian cemeteries)]. In Eurika. In hon-
orem Ludmilae Donchevae-Petkovae, edited by Valeri Grigorov, Metodi Daskalov and 
Evgeniia Komatarova-Balinova, 185–98. Sofia: Nacionalen Arkheologicheski Institut 
s Muzei, 2009.

Komatina, Ivana. “Istorijska podloga chuda Sv. Simeona u Zhitiju Simeonovom od Stefa-
na Prvovenchanog” [The historical basis for the miracles performed by St. Symeon 
in the Life of Symon by Stefan Prvovenčani]. Zbornik radova Vizantološkog Instituta 
51 (2014), 111–34.

Komatina, Ivana. “Srpski vladara u Aleksijadi—khronoloshki okviri delovanja” [Serbi-
an rulers in the Alexiad—some chronological notes]. Zbornik radova Vizantološkog 
Instituta 52 (2015), 173–94.

Komatina, Predrag. “O prvom pomenu monashtva na Atonu” [On the first mention of 
monasticism on Mount Athos]. In Περιβολος I. Mélanges offerts à Mirjana Živojinović, 
edited by Dejan Dželebdžić and Bojan Miljković, 27–34. Belgrade: Institut d’études 
byzantines, 2015.

Komatina, Predrag. “Osnivanje patraske i atinske mitropolije i sloveni na Peloponezu” 
[The creation of the metropolitan sees of Patras and Athens and the Slavs of Pelo-
ponnesos]. Zbornik radova Vizantološkog Instituta 46 (2009), 27–52.

Komatina, Predrag. “Pojam bugarske u XI i XII veku i teritorija Okhridske arkhi-
episkopije” [The term Bulgaria in the 11th and 12th centuries and the territory 
of the Archbishopric of Ochrid]. In Vizantijski svet na Balkanu, edited by Bojana 
Krsmanović, Ljubomir Maksimović and Radivoj Radić, vol. 1, 41–56. Belgrade: Vizan-
toloshki Institut SANU, 2012.

Komatina, Predrag. “Settlement of the Slavs in Asia Minor during the rule of Justinian II 
and the bishopric των Γορδοσερβων.” Beogradski istorijski glasnik 5 (2014), 33–42.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   991 3/21/2019   5:09:18 PM



992 Bibliography

Komendová, Jitka. “‘Letopis’ Monakha Savaskogo’ i Kievskaia letopis’: sravnenie 
metodov istoriopisaniia” [The Chronicle of the Monk of Sázava and the Kievan 
Chronicle: a comparison of the historiographical method]. Slověne (2017), no. 1, 
256–72.

Komech, Aleksei I. “Arkhitektura Vladimira 1150–1180-kh gg. Zhudozhestvennaia 
priroda i genezisa ‘Russkoi romaniki’” [The architecture of Vladimir, 1150–1180]. In 
Drevnerusskoe iskusstvo. Rus’ i strany vizantiiskogo mira XII vek, edited by Olga E.  
Etingof, 231–54, 564. St. Petersburg: Dimitrii Bulanin, 2002.

Komech, Aleksei I. “Dmitrievskii sobor v Vladimire kak itog razvitiia arkhitekturnoi 
shkoly” [St. Demetrius Cathedral in Vladimir as a result of the evolution of the ar-
chitectural school]. In Dmitrievskii sobor vo Vladimire, k 800-letiiu sozdaniia, edited 
by Engelina S. Smirnova, 10–20. Moscow: Modus graffiti, 1997.

Komech, Aleksei I. Kamennaia letopis’ Pskova XII–nachala XVI v. [Pskov’s chronicle 
in stone, twelfth to the early sixteenth century]. Moscow: Severnyi palomnik,  
2003.

Komech, Aleksei I. “Piatinefnye cerkvi v vizantiiskoi i drevnerusskoi arkhitekture” 
[Five-aisled churches in Byzantine and Rus’ architecture]. In Vizantiiskii mir: 
iskusstvo Konstantinopolia i nacional’nye tradicii k 2000-letiiu khristianstva. Pamiati 
Ol’gi Il’inichny Podobedovoi (1912–1999), edited by Maria A. Orlova, 7–12. Moscow: 
Severnyi Polomnik, 2005.

Kornienko, Viacheslav V. Korpus grafiti Sofii Kyivs’koi (XI–pochatok XVIII st.) [The 
collection of graffiti in the Church of St. Sophia in Kiev, 11th–early 18th cc.]. Kiev: 
Natsional’nyi zapovidnyk “Sofiia Kyivs’ka”, 2010.

Kompa, Andrzej. “Kto i dlaczego zabił Papatzysa i Balgitzisa? Glosa do dziejów Bi-
zancjum i Chazarów w początkach VIII w.” [Who killed Papatzys and Balgitzis and 
why? A note on the history of Byzantium and the Khazars in the early 8th c.]. In 
Byzantina Europaea. Księga jubileuszowa ofiarowana Profesorowi Waldemarowi 
Ceranowi, edited by Maciej Kokoszko and Mirosław Jerzy Leszka, 265–77. Łódź: 
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Łódzkiego, 2007.

Konakliev, Angel and Stela Doncheva. “Patriarsheska chast na carskiia dvorec văv Ve-
liki Preslav” [The patriarchal part of the imperial court at Preslav]. Arkheologicheski 
otkritiia i razkopki (2011), 398–400.

Konakliev, Angel and Stela Doncheva. “Patriarsheska chast na carskiia dvorec văv 
Veliki Preslav” [The patriarchal part of the palatial compound in Preslav]. Arkheo-
logicheski otkritiia i razkopki (2012), 379–81.

Konakliev, Angel and Stela Doncheva. “Patriarsheska chast na carskiia dvorec—Veliki 
Preslav” [The patriarchal part of the royal court—Veliki Preslav]. Arkheologicheski 
otkritiia i razkopki (2013), 462–64.

Kondé, Zsófia. “Egy kút élete—avar kori településrészlet Tiszabura-Bónishát 
lelőhelyről” [The life of a well: an Avar-age settlement in Tiszabura-Bónishát]. In 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   992 3/21/2019   5:09:19 PM



993Bibliography

Beatus homo qui invenit sapientiam. Ünnepi kötet Tomka Péter 75. születésnapjára, 
edited by Teréz Csécs and Miklós Takács, 337–52. Győr: Lekri Group Kft., 2016.

Kondor, Katherine. “Dental pathology in two Arpadian-age cemeteries at Visegrád: evi-
dence for diet and social stratification.” Annual of Medieval Studies at the CEU 13 
(2007), 51–74.

Kondova, Neli and Slavcho Cholakov. “Antropologichni danni za fizicheskiia tip, 
prodălzhitelnostta na zhivota i zabolevaemostta na edna srednovekovna popula-
ciia ot Dobrudzha” [Anthropological data on the physical type, life expectation and 
diseases of a medieval population from Dobrudja]. Bălgarska etnografiia 4 (1993), 
no. 3, 45–64.

Koneckii, Vladimir Ia. “Nekotorye voprosy izucheniia drevneishikh pakhotnykh orudii 
Novgorodskoi zemli” [Some issues in the study of the earliest agricultural tools in 
use in the Novgorod lands]. Novgorod i novgorodskaia zemlia. Istoriia i arkheologiia 
14 (2000), 239–60.

Konečný, Martin. “Priebeh vojny Normanov s Byzanciou v rokoch 1081–1085” [The 
war between the Normans and Byzantium, 1081–1085]. Konštantínove listy 4 (2011), 
54–76.

Koniavskaia, L.E. “Obraz polovcev v rannem letopisanii” [The image of the Cumans in 
the early chronicles]. In Vostochnaia Evropa v drevnosti i srednevekov’e. Iazychestvo i 
monoteizm v processakh politogeneza. XXVI Chteniia pamiati chlena-korrespondenta 
AN SSSR Vladimira Terent’evicha Pashuto. Moskva, 16–18 aprelia 2014 g. Materialy 
konferencii, edited by Elena A. Mel’nikova, Tat’iana M. Kalinina and A.S. Shchavelev, 
129–33. Moscow: Institut vseobshchei istorii RAN, 2014.

Könighaus, Waldemar. Die Zisterzienserabtei Leubus in Schlesien von ihrer Gründung bis 
zum Ende des 15. Jahrhunderts. Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 2004.

Kon’kov, Z. “First church jurisdictional change of Bulgaria between Constantinople 
and Rome (864–870): principles, motives, interests and expectations.” In Interna-
tional Scientific Conference “Cyril and Methodius: Byzantium and the World of the 
Slavs”, Thessaloniki 2015, edited by Antonios-Emilios N. Tachiaos, 649–54. Thessa-
loniki: Dimos, 2015.

Kononovich, A. Iu. “Podveski-obrazki s izobrazheniem Bogomateri voploshchenie” 
[Pendants-icons bearing the image of Our Lady of Incarnation]. Zhurnal Instituta 
istorii material’noi kul’tury 12 (2015), 210–22.

Konovalov, E.V. “Formy social’nogo protesta v Novgorodskoi zemle v X–nachale XII vv.” 
[Forms of social protest in the Novgorod lands (10th–12th cc.)]. In Proshloe Novgoro-
da i Novgorodskoi zemli. Materialy nauchnoi konferencii, 16–18 noiabria 2004 goda, 
edited by V.F. Andreev, 49–53. Velikii Novgorod: Novgorodskii gosudarstvennyi uni-
versitet im. Iaroslava Mudrogo, 2005.

Konovalova, Irina G. “Drevniaia Rus’ i Volzhskaia Bulgariia: torgovlia i politika v 
vospriiatii drevnerusskikh letopiscev” [Kievan Rus’ and Volga Bulgharia: trade 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   993 3/21/2019   5:09:19 PM



994 Bibliography

and politics through the eyes of the Rus’ chroniclers]. In Vostochnaia Evropa v 
drevnosti i srednevekov’e. Kontakty, zony kontaktov i kontaktnye zony. XI Chteniia 
pamiati chlena-korrespondenta AH SSSR Vladimira Terent’evicha Pashuto. Moskva, 
14–16 aprelia 1999 g. Materialy k konferencii, edited by Elena A. Mel’nikova, 75–81. 
Moscow: Institut vseobshchei istorii Rossiiskoi Akademii Nauk, 1999.

Konovalova, Irina G. “K voprosu o datirovke soobshcheniia Ibn Khordadbekha o pu-
tiakh kupcov-rusov” [On the dating of ibn Khurdadbih’s information about the 
routes of the Rus’ merchants]. In Vostochnaia Evropa v drevnosti i srednevekov’e. X 
chteniia k 80-letiiu chlena-koreespondenta, edited by Elena A. Mel’nikova, Moscow: 
Institut rossiiskoi istorii, 1998.

Konovalova, Irina G. “Pokhod Sviatoslava na Vostok v kontekste bor’by za ‘khazarskoe 
nasledstvo’” [Sviatoslav’s expedition to the East in the context of the struggle for the 
Khazar succession]. Stratum+ (2000), no. 5, 226–35.

Konovalova, Irina G. “Pokhody rusov na Kaspii i russko-khazarskie otnosheniia” [The 
Rus’ raids into the Caspian region and the Rus’-Khazar relations]. In Vostochnaia 
Evropa v istoricheskoi retrospektive. K 80-letiiu V.T. Pashuto, edited by Tat’iana N.  
Dzhakson and Elena A. Mel’nikova, 111–20. Moscow: Iazyki russkoi literatury, 1999.

Konrád, Miklós. “Zsidók magyar nemzete. A nemzeti múlt zsidó tudományos ábrázo-
lása, különös tekintettel a kazárelméletre” [The Hungarian nation of the Jews. Jew-
ish scientific description of the Hungarian national past, with special regard to the 
Khazar theory]. Századok 150 (2016), no. 3, 631–65.

Konstantakopoulou, Angeliki. “Repentant or dead: East and West attitudes towards 
late-medieval heretics.” In Srednovekovna khristianska Evropa: iztok i zapad. Cen-
nosti, tradicii, obshtuvane, edited by Vasil Giuzelev and Anisava Miltenova, 456–74. 
Sofia: Gutenberg, 2002.

Konstantinov, Konstantin. “Za arkhitekturniia oblik na Goliamata bazilika v Pliska v 
perioda 893–971” [The architectural appearance of the Great Basilica of Pliska be-
tween 893 and 971]. In Quadrivium. Iubileen sbornik v chest na 60-godishninata na 
prof. d-r Veselin Panaiotov, edited by Zvetanka Ianakieva, 566–75. Shumen: Faber, 
2016.

Kontny, Irena. “Pomiędzy Małopolską a Śląskiem. Rozważania o grupie romańskich 
kościółków na pograniczu” [Between Little Poland and Silesia. Remarks on a group 
of Romanesque churches on the border]. In Argenti fossores et alii. Znaczenie gospo-
darcze wschodnich części Górnego Śląska i zachodnich krańców Małopolski w późnej 
fazie wczesnego średniowiecza (X–XII wiek). Praca zbiorowa, edited by Piotr Boroń 
and Dariusz Adamczyk, 327–50. Wrocław: Wydawnictwo Chronicon, 2013.

Konzal, Václav. “The continuity of Slavic liturgy in Přemyslid Bohemia.” In The Cyril 
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Kouřil, Pavel. “Kirche Nr. 7 in Mikulčice.” In Frühmittelalterliche Kirchen als archäolo-
gische und historische Quelle, edited by Lumír Poláček and Jana Mařiková-Kubková, 
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tut der Akademie der Wissenschaften der Tschechischen Republik, 2005.
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Macháček, Jiří. “Disputes over Great Moravia: chiefdom or state? the Morava or the 
Tisza river?” Early Medieval Europe 17 (2009), no. 3, 248–67.
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Macháček, Jiří. “‘Great Moravian state’—a controversy in Central European medieval 
studies.” Studia Slavica et Balcanica Petropolitana (2012), no. 1, 5–26.
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Maříková-Kubková, Jana, Katarína Mašterová and Katarína Válová. “Prague Castle.” In 
Swords, Crowns, Censers, and Books. Francia Media—Cradles of European Culture, 
edited by Marina Vicelja Matijašić, 187–212. Rijeka: Faculty of Humanities and So-
cial Sciences, University of Rijeka, 2015.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1068 3/21/2019   5:09:30 PM



1069Bibliography
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[Some art historical problems regarding the second cathedral of Kalocsa]. In Kaloc-
sa történetéből, edited by László Koszta, 51–68. Kalocsa: Önkormányzat, 2000.

Marosi, Ernő. Die Anfänge der Gotik in Ungarn. Esztergom in der Kunst des 12.–13. Jahr-
hunderts. Budapest: Akadémiai kiadó, 1984.

Marosi, Ernő. “Esztergomi stílusrétegek 1200 körül” [Style layers in Esztergom around 
1200]. In Pannonia Regia (Müvéset a Dunántulon 1000–1541), edited by Arpád Miko 
and Imre Takacs, 154–58. Budapest: Magyar Nemzeti Galéria, 1994.

Marosi, Ernő. “Még egyszer az esztergomi Porta Speciosáról” [Once again on the 
Porta Speciosa of Esztergom]. In “Lux Pannoniae”: Esztergom, az ezeréves kulturá-
lis metropolis. Konferencia 2000. június 15–16–17., edited by István Horváth, 47–56.  
Esztergom: Balassa Bálint Múzeum Önkormányzat, 2001.

Marosi, Ernő. “Scenes from the legend of Saint Ladislas, Kakaslomnic/Veľká Lomnica, 
parish church.” In On the Stage of Europe. The Millenial Contribution of Hungary to 
the Idea of European Community, edited by Ernő Marosi, 58–60. Budapest: Research 
Institute for Art History of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 2009.

Marosi, Ernő. “The Székesfehérvár chasuble of King Saint Stephen and Queen Gisela.” 
In The Coronation Mantle of the Hungarian Kings, edited by István Bardoly, 110–39. 
Budapest: Hungarian National Museum, 2005.

Marsina, Richard. “Bitka pri Bratislave v roku 907 z pohľadu historických prameňov” 
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Přichystalová, 75–111. Prague: Lidové noviny, 2010.

Milošević, Ante. “Jezik i stil Jelininog epitafa” [The language and style of Helena’s epi-
taph]. In Stota obljetnica otrkića nadgrobnog natpisa hrvatske kraljice Jelene 1898–
1998, edited by Vinko Sanader and Špiro Žižić, 17–22. Solin/Otoka: Župa Gospe/Dom 
kulture Zvonimir, 1998.

Milošević, Ante. Predromanički zvonici u Dalmaciji i ranosrednjovekovnoj Hrvatskoj 
[Pre-Romanesque bell towers in Dalmatia and early medieval Croatia]. Dubrovnik/
Split: Omega Engineering d.o.o., 2011.

Milošević, Ante. “Sarkofag kneza Branimira” [Duke Branimir’s sarcophagus]. Histria 
Antiqua 18 (2009), 555–70.

Milošević, Ante. “Tko je Porin iz 30. glave De administrando imperio?” [Who is Porin in 
the 30th chapter of De administrando imperio?]. Starohrvatska prosvjeta 40 (2013), 
128–32.

Milošević, Ante and Željko Peković. Predromanička crkva Svetoga Spasa u Cetini [The 
pre-Romanesque church of the Savior in Cetina]. Dubrovnik/Split: Omega/Centar 
Studia mediterranea pri Filozofskom fakultetu u Splitu, 2009.

Milošević, Gordana. “Typology of early Christian churches on the Lower Danube be-
tween Singidunum and Durostorum.” In The Lower Danube in Antiquity (VI c. B.C.–
VI c. A.D.). International Archaeological Conference, Bulgaria-Tutrakan, 6.–7.10.2005, 
edited by Liudmil Vagalinski, 321–28. Sofia: NOUS Publishers, 2007.

Milov, L.V. “Vizantiiskaia Ekloga i ‘Pravda Iaroslava’ (k recepcii vizantiiskogo prava 
na Rusi)” [The Byzantine Ecloga and Yaroslav’s Pravda (on the reception of Byz-
antine law in Rus’)]. In Gennadios. 70-letiiu akademika G.G. Litavrina, edited by 
Boris N. Flor’ia, 129–42. Moscow: Indrik, 1999.

Miltenov, Iavor. “A new source for studying the Symeonic Zlatostruy collection (an un-
known collection of Chrysostomian homilies in MS. Voskr. 115-bum.).” Scripta & e-
Scripta 8–9 (2010), 387–404.

Miltenov, Iavor. “Apokrifniiat apokalipsis na Ioan Bogoslov (Komentar i kritichesko 
izdanie na teksta)” [The Apocryphal apocalypse of John the Theologian (Commen-
tary and critical edition of the text)]. Godishnik na Sofiiskiia Universitet—Fakultet po 
slavianskii filologii 96–97 (2007), 91–167.

Miltenov, Iavor. Zlatostrui. Starobălgarski khomiletichen svod, săzdaden po iniciiativa na 
bălgarska car Simeon. Tekstologichesko i izvorovedsko izsledvane [The Zlatostrui—a 
collection of sermons put together at the initiative of the Bulgarian Emperor Syme-
on. Textological and source-critical studies]. Sofia: Avalon, 2013.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1088 3/21/2019   5:09:33 PM



1089Bibliography

Miltenova, Anisava. “Deistvitelnost i mit v starobălgarskite istoriko-apokaliptichni 
săchineniia” [Reality and myth in the Old Bulgarian historical-apocalyptic works]. 
In Starobălgarsko knizhovno nasledstvo, edited by Liliana Grasheva, 153–63. Sofiia: 
Kirilo-Metodievski nauchen centăr, 2002.

Miltenova, Anisava. “Littérature apocryphe bogomile et pseudo-bogomile dans la Bul-
garie médiévale.” Slavica Occitania 16 (2003), 37–53.

Miltenova, Anisava. “Erotapokriseis in medieval Slavonic literature: exegesis or cate-
chesis?” In On the Fringe of Commentary. Metatextuality in Ancient Near Eastern and 
Ancient Mediterranean Cultures, edited by Sidney H. Aufrère, Philip S. Alexander 
and Zlatko Pleše, 379–403. Leuven/Paris/Walpole: Uitgeverij Peeters en Departe-
ment Oosterse Studies, 2014.

Minasian, R.S. “Lit’e vikingskikh oval’nykh fibul” [Casting of Viking oval brooches]. In 
Dialog kul’tur i narodov srednevekovoi Evropy. K 60-letiiu so dnia rozhdeniia Evgeniia 
Nikolaevicha Nosova, edited by Aleksandr E. Musin and Nataliia V. Khvoshchinskaia, 
256–61. St. Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 2010.

Minasian, R.S. “Popytka trezvo ocenit’ uroven’ ranneslavianskogo metalloobrabatyvai-
ushchego proizvodstva” [An attempt at assessing the level of the Slavic metal-
working]. In Slaviane vostochnoi Evropy nakanune obrazovaniia drevnerusskogo 
gosudarstva. Materialy mezhdunarodnoi konferencii, posviashchennoi 110-letiiu so 
dnia rozhdeniia Ivana Ivanovicha Liapushkina (1902–1968), 3–5 dekabria 2012 g., 
Sankt-Peterburg, edited by Ol’ga A. Shcheglova and Valentina M. Goriunova, 281–84.  
St. Petersburg: SOLO, 2012.

Mincheva, Angelina. “Starobălgarskiiat knizhoven ezik v Simeonoviia sbornik po 
prepisa ot 1073 g.” [The Old Bulgarian literary language in Symeon’s Miscellany ac-
cording to the manuscript of 1073]. In Simeonov sbornik (po Svetoslavskiia prepis 
ot 1073 g.), edited by Angelina Mincheva and Rumiana Pavlova, vol. 1, 162–81. Sofia: 
Izdatelstvo na Bălgarskata Akademiia na Naukite, 1991.

Mingazov, Khamil R. Kubrat, pravitel’ Velikoi Bolgarii i Ketrades, personazh Ioanna Ni-
kiusskogo [Kubrat, the leader of Great Bulgaria and Ketrades, a character in the 
chronicle of John of Nikiu]. Kazan’: Izdatel’stvo “IAZ”, 2012.

Minchev, Georgi. “Liturgia w okresie misji cyrylo-metodiańskiej” [The liturgy in the 
Cyrillo-Methodian circle]. In Środkowoeuropejskie dziedzictwo cyrylo-metodiańskie. 
Międzynarodowa konferencja naukowa, edited by Antoni Barciak, 123–34. Katowice: 
Societas Scientiis Favendis Silesiae Superioris—Instytut Górnóśląski, 1999.

Minczew, Georgi. “Remarks on the letter of the Patriarch Theophylact to Tsar Peter 
in the context of certain Byzantine and Slavic anti-heretic texts.” Studia ceranea 3 
(2013), 113–30.

Mininkova, L.V. “Dar v tradicii domongol’skoi Rusi: kul’turno-simvolicheskoe napol-
nenie i politicheskoie soderzhanie” [Gifts in the traditions of pre-Mongol Rus’: 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1089 3/21/2019   5:09:33 PM



1090 Bibliography

cultural-symbolic content and political meaning]. Drevniaia Rus’ vo vremeni, v li-
chnostiakh, v ideiakh 4 (2015), 18–30.

Minorsky, Vladimir. A History of Sharvan and Darband. Cambridge: Heffer, 1958.
Mircheva, Elka. “Boriloviiat sinodik—prevod, interpolacii, redakcii” [Boril’s synod—

translation, interpolations, and redactions]. In Tărnovska knizhovna shkola 9. 
Tărnovo i ideiata za khristiianskiia universalizăm XII–XV vek. Deveti mezhdunaroden 
simpozium. Veliko Tărnovo, 15–17 oktomvri 2009, edited by Dimităr Kenanov, 248–66. 
Veliko Tărnovo: Universitetsko izdatelstvo “Sv. sv. Kiril i Metod”, 2011.

Mirnik, Ivan. “Two recent finds of medieval seals.” Folia archaeologica Balcanica 1 
(2006), 479–84.

Mironova, T.L. “Slavianskie azbuki glagolica i kirillica kak tvorcheskoe nasledie Kiril-
la Filosofa” [The Slavic Glagolitic and Cyrillic letters as creation of St. Cyril]. Ger-
menevtika drevnerusskoi literatury 10 (2000), 6–17.

Mischke, Wojciech. “Emocje wokół Zjazdu Gnieźnieńskiego—świadectwa źródeł i 
spory historyków” [Emotions about the Gniezno Summit—proofs of the sources 
and the historians’ dispute]. In Cor hominis. Wielkie namiętności w dziejach, źródłach 
i studiach nad przeszłością, edited by Stanisław Rosik and Przemysław Wiszewski, 
37–60. Wrocław: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, 2007.

Mišeska-Tomić, Olga. Balkan Sprachbund: Morpho-Syntactic Features. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006.

Mishin, Dmitrii E. “Ibrahim ibn-Ya’qub at-Turtushi’s account of the Slavs from the mid-
dle of the tenth century.” Annual of Medieval Studies at the CEU (1994–1995), 184–99.

Mishin, Dmitrii E. “Information on the Vlachs in medieval Islamic literature (Arabic 
and Persian).” Romanian Civilization 6 (1997), no. 2, 41–47.

Mišić, Siniša. “Srpsko-bugarski odnosi na kraju 13. veka” [Serbian-Bulgarian relations 
in the late 13th century]. Zbornik radova Vizantološkog instituta 46 (2009), 333–40.

Mitev, Nikolai. “Oshte vednăzh za monetosecheneto na Micho Asen” [Once again on 
the coinage of Micho Asen]. Istorikii 4 (2011), 207–11.

Mitrea, Bucur. “Două tuburi dintr-o conductă de apă din epoca feudală timpurie de-
scoperite la Căscioarele” [Two early medieval water pipes from Căscioarele]. Studii 
şi cercetări de istorie veche 11 (1960), no. 2, 435–39.

Mitrea, Bucur. “Le trésor de Priseaca et la monnaie byzantine du VII-e siècle en Rou-
manie.” In Actes du XIV-e Congrès international des études byzantines. Bucarest, 
6–12 septembre 1971, edited by Mihai Berza and Eugen Stănescu, vol. 3, 197–202.  
Bucharest: Editura Academiei RSR, 1976.

Mitrea, Bucur. “Unele probleme în legatură cu necropola prefeudală de la Izvorul-
Giurgiu” [Some problems concerning the early medieval cemetery in Izvorul]. Stu-
dii şi cercetări de istorie veche 18 (1967), no. 3, 443–61.

Mitrea, Ioan. Așezarea medievală timpurie de la Ștefan cel Mare-Gutinaș, județul Bacău 
[The early medieval settlement in Ștefan cel Mare-Gutinaș, district of Bacău]. 
Onești: Muzeul Municipal de Istorie, 2015.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1090 3/21/2019   5:09:33 PM



1091Bibliography

Mitrea, Ioan. Comunităţi săteşti la est de Carpaţi în epoca migraţiilor. Aşezarea de la 
Davideni din secolele V–VIII [Village communities in the eastern Carpathian region 
during the Great Migration. The fifth- to seventh-century settlement site in Davide-
ni]. Piatra Neamţ: Muzeul de Istorie, 2001.

Mitrea, Ioan. “Estimări paleodemografice privind spaţiul est-carpatic al României” 
[Ancient population estimates for the East-Carpathian region of Romania]. Carpica 
20 (1989), 315–35.

Mitreski, Goran. “Okhrid vo vremeto na carot Samuil” [Ohrid in the time of King 
Samuel]. In Samuilovata drzhava vo istoriskata, voenopolitichkata, dukhovnata i kul-
turnata tradicija. Zbornik na trudovi, edited by Iliia Velev and Vasil Djorgiev-Likin, 
187–99. Strumica: NU Zavod za zashtita na spomenicite na kulturata i Muzej, 2015.

Mitrev, Georgi. “Samuilovata krepost-dema v Kliuchkata klisura—novi terenni 
prouchvaniia i nabliudeniia” [Samuil’s fortress-dema in the Kleidion Pass area—
new field surveys and observations]. In Evropeiskiiat iugoiztok prez vtorata polovina 
na X–nachaloto na XI vek. Istoriia i kultura. Mezhdunarodna konferenciia, Sofiia, 5–6 
oktomvri 2014 g., edited by Vasil Giuzelev and Georgi N. Nikolov, 432–50. Sofia: Izda-
telstvo za Bălgarskata Akademiia na Naukite, 2015.

Mitsou-Talon, Geneviève. “Le commerce et l’industrie de la soie à Thèbes du 8ème au 
14ème siècle.” Epeteris tes Hetaireias Boiotikon Meleton 2 (1995), 775–82.

Mladenov, Momchil. “Staroplaninskiiat region i pokhodăt na imperator Isak II Angel 
prez 1190 g.” [The region of Stara Planina and Emperor Isaac II Angelos invasion of 
1190]. Izvestiia na regionalen istoricheski muzei—Gabrovo 2 (2014), 78–89.

Mladenov, Stefan. “Pechenezi i uzi-kumani vă bălgarskata istoriia” [The Pechenegs and 
the Oghuz-Cumans in Bulgarian history]. Bălgarska istoricheska biblioteka 4 (1931), 
no. 1, 115–36.

Mladenović, Aleksandar. “Filoloshke napomene o Karejskom tipiku Svetoga Save” 
[Philological comments on St. Sava’s typikon for Karyes]. In Sveti Sava u srpskoj isto-
riji i tradiciji, edited by Sima M. Čirković, 117–26. Belgrade: Srpska Akademija Nauka 
i Umetnosti, 1998.

Mladjov, Ian. “Between Byzantium and Rome: Bulgaria and the West in the aftermath 
of the Photian schism.” Byzantine Studies 4 (1999), 173–81.

Mladjov, Ian. “Bulgarians and Magyars as allies and rivals across the early medieval 
frontier.” In Evropeiskiiat iugoiztok prez vtorata polovina na X–nachaloto na XI vek. 
Istoriia i kultura. Mezhdunarodna konferenciia, Sofiia, 5–6 oktomvri 2014 g., edited by 
Vasil Giuzelev and Georgi N. Nikolov, 63–84. Sofia: Izdatelstvo za Bălgarskata Aka-
demiia na Naukite, 2015.

Mladjov, Ian. “Monarchs’ names and numbering in the Second Bulgarian state.” Studia 
ceranea 5 (2015), 267–310.

Mladjov, Ian. “The crown and the veil: titles, spiritual kinship, and diplomacy in tenth-
century Bulgaro-Byzantine relations “ History Compass 13 (2015), no. 4, 171–83.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1091 3/21/2019   5:09:34 PM



1092 Bibliography

Modzelewski, Karol. “Comites, principes, nobiles. The structure of the ruling class as 
reflected in the terminology used by Gallus Anonymus.” In The Polish Nobility in 
the Middle Ages. Anthologies, edited by Antoni Gąsiorowski, 177–206. Wrocław/ 
Warsaw/Cracow/Gdańsk/Łódż: Ossolineum, 1984.

Modzelewski, Karol. “Czy opole istniało?” [Did the neighborhood exist?] Przegląd His-
toryczny 92 (2001), no. 2, 160–85.

Modzelewski, Karol. “L’organisation de l’opole (vicinia) dans la Pologne des Piastes.” 
Acta Poloniae Historica 57 (1988), 43–76.

Modzelewski, Karol. “Organizacja opolna w Polsce piastowskiej” [The neighborhood 
organization in Piast Poland]. Przegląd Historyczny 77 (1986), 177–220.

Mogarichev, Iurii M. “K voprosu o prebyvanii Konstantina Filosofa v Krymu” [On the 
issue of Constantine the Philosopher’s visit to Crimea]. In Problemy istorii i arkhe-
ologii Ukrainy. Materialy X Mezhdunarodnoi nauchnoi konferencii, posviashchen-
noi 125-letiiu professora K.E. Grinevicha, 4–5 noiabria 2016 goda, 61. Kharkiv: OOO 
“NTMT”, 2016.

Mogarichev, Iurii M. Peshchernye cerkvi Tavriki [The rock-cut churches of Crimea]. 
Simferopol: Tavriia, 1997.

Mogarichev, Iurii M. “Rock architecture in mountainous Crimea: main periods of de-
velopment.” Antichnaia drevnost’ i srednie veka 29 (1998), 254–64.

Mogarichev, Iurii M. and Vadim V. Maiko. “Fuly i Krymskaia Khazariia: eshche raz o 
lokalizacii Ful’skoi eparkhii” [Fulla and Crimean Khazaria: once again on the loca-
tion of the Fulla diocese]. In Laurea I. Antichnyi mir i Srednie veka. Chteniia pamiati 
professora Vladimira Ivanovicha Kadeeva. Materialy, edited by S.I. Posokhov and 
Sergei B. Sorochan, 130–34. Kharkiv: OOO “NTMT”, 2015.

Mogarichev, Iurii M. and Aleksandr K. Shaposhnikov. “Zhitie Ioanna Gotskogo: dva 
etapa formirovaniia istochnika” [On the vita of St. John of Gothia: two stages in the 
source’s formation] Khazarskii al’manakh 4 (2005), 74–95.

Mogarichev, Iurii M. and Aleksandr K. Shaposhnikov. “Zhitie Ioanna Gotskogo iz mi-
nologiia Vasiliia II” [The Life of St. John of Gothia in the Menologion of Basil II]. 
Khazarskii al’manakh 12 (2014), 103–17.

Mogarichev, Iurii M., Andrei V. Sazanov and Aleksandr K. Shaposhnikov. Zhitie Ioan-
na Gotskogo v kontekste istorii Kryma “khazarskogo period” [The Life of St. John of  
Gothia within the context of the Crimean history during the Khazar period]. Sim-
feropol: Antiqua, 2007.

Mogil’nikov, V.A. “K probleme iskhodnoi territorii migracii protomad’ar” [On the prob-
lem of the territorial limits of the Magyar migration]. In Novoe v srednevekovoi arkhe-
ologii Evrazii, edited by Vera B. Kovalevskaia, 170–72. Samara: Istoriko-kul’turnaia 
associaciia “Artefakt”, 1993.

Molchanov, Arkadii A. “Die Zeichen der Rjurikiden: die altrussischen Fürstenwap-
pen.” In Die Rus’ im 9.–10. Jahrhundert. Ein archäologisches Panorama, edited by 
Nikolai A. Makarov, 444–55. Mainz: Wachholtz Murmann, 2017.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1092 3/21/2019   5:09:34 PM



1093Bibliography

Mollov, Ivan. Mit, epos, istoriia. Starobălgarskite istoriko-apokaliptichni skazaniia (992–
1092–1492) [Myth, epos, and history. The Old Bulgarian historical-apocalpytic ac-
counts (992–1092–1492)]. Veliko Tărnovo: Universitetsko izdatelstvo “Sv. sv. Kiril i 
Metodii”, 1997.

Molnár, Erzsébet. “Local settlements of the royal residence of Esztergom and the land-
owning system of the Arpadian age (11th–13th centuries).” In Ruralia II. Conference 
Ruralia II, Spa, 1st–7th September 1997, edited by Jan Klápště, 205–12. Prague: Insti-
tute of Archaeology, Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, 1998.

Molnár, Ferenc. “Az Árpád-kori Kolon (Balatonmagyaród) település vassalak-
depójának anyagvizsgálata: a technológia és a nyersanyageredet kérdése” [Study 
of a slag-dump from the Árpádian period of Kolon settlement (Balatonmagyaród): 
technology and origin of raw materials]. Zalai Múzeum 15 (2006): 281–94.

Molnár, István and Carmen Sipos. “A középkori talajvíz-szint változására utaló jelek 
a balatonlelle-rádpusztai Árpád-kori telepen” [The indication of changing in the 
medieval groundwater level by exploring Balatonlelle-Rádpuszta, a settlement 
from the Arpadian era]. In Fiatal Középkoros Régészek IV. Konferenciájának Tanul-
mánykötete. A Kaposváron 2012. november 22–24. között megrendezett Fiatal Közép-
koros Régészek IV. Konferenciájának tanulmányai, edited by Máté Varga, 19–32.  
Kaposvár: Rippl-Rónai Múzeum, 2013.

Momchilov, Dimcho. “Roliata na Ankhialo i Markeli pri voennite konflikti mezhdu 
Bălgariia i Vizantiia prez perioda na Părvoto bălgarsko carstvo” [The role of Anchi-
alos and Markeli in the military confrontations between early medieval Bulgaria 
and Byzantium]. In Velikotărnovskiiat universitet “Sv. sv. Kiril i Metodii” i bălgarskata 
arkheologiia, edited by Boris Borisov, vol. 1, 437–48. Veliko Tărnovo: Universitetsko 
izdatelstvo “Sv. sv. Kiril i Metodii”, 2010.

Moncheva, Lila. “Poslaniiata na apostol Pavel v ‘Beseda protiv bogomilite’ na Prezviter 
Kozma” [St. Paul’s Epistles in the Sermon Against the Bogomils by Cosmas the Pres-
byter]. Preslavska knizhovna shkola 6 (2002), 204–09.

Montgomery, James E. “Arabic sources on the Vikings.” In The Viking World, edited by 
Stefan Brink and Neil Price, 550–61. London/New York: Routledge, 2008.

Montgomery, James E. “Ibn Fadlan and the Rusiyyah.” Journal of Arabic and Islamic 
Studies 3 (2000), 1–25.

Montgomery, James E. “Ibn Rusta’s lack of ‘eloquence’, the Rus and Samanid cosmogra-
phy.” Edebiyât 12 (2001), 73–93.

Montgomery, James E. “Travelling autopsies: Ibn Fadlan and the Bulghār.” Middle East-
ern Literatures 7 (2004), no. 1, 4–32.

Montinaro, Federico. “Byzantium and the Slavs in the reign of Justinian: comparing 
the two recensions of Procopius’s Buildings.” In The Pontic-Danubian Realm in the 
Period of the Great Migration, edited by Vujadin Ivanišević and Michel Kazanski, 
89–114. Paris/Belgrade: Centre de Recherche d’Histoire et Civilisation de Byzance/
Arheološki Institut, 2012.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1093 3/21/2019   5:09:34 PM



1094 Bibliography

Moora, Harri. Pirmatnēja kopienas iekārta un agra feodalā sabiedrība Latvijas PSP 
territorijā [The primitive commune structures and the early feudal society on the 
territory of Latvia]. Riga: Latvijas valsts izdevniecība, 1952.

Moora, Harri and Herbert Ligi. Khoziaistvo i obshchestvennoi stroi narodov Pribaltiki v 
nachale XIII veka. K voprosu o vozniknovenii feodal’nykh otnoshenii [The economy 
and social level of the Baltic peoples in the early 1200s. The question of the rise of 
feudal relations]. Tallinn: Eesti Raamat, 1969.

Moravcsik, Gyula. Az Arpád-kori magyar történet bizánci forrásai [The Byzantine 
sources of the Hungarian history during the Arpadian age]. Budapest: Akadémiai 
kiadó, 1984.

Morawiec, Jakub. “Anonimowy poemat Liđsmannaflokkr i problem jego odbiorcy. 
Ślady pobytu córki Mieszka I, matki Kanuta Wielkiego, w Anglii?” [The anonymous 
poem Liđsmannaflokkr and the problem of its addressee: traces of Mieszko I’s 
daughter, the mother of Canute the Great, in England?]. Studia źródłoznawcze 47 
(2009), 17–34.

Morawiec, Jakub. “Wolin/Jómsborg w średniowiecznej literaturze skandynawskiej”  
[Wolin/Jómsborg in the medieval Scandinavian literature]. In Wolin wczesnośred-
niowieczny. Część I, edited by Błażej Stanisławski and Władysław Filipowiak, 304–
20. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Trio, 2013.

Mordovin, Maxim. “A normann-elmélet Oroszországban a kezdetektől napjainkig” 
[The Norman theory in Russia from its beginnings to present]. Korall. Társadalom-
történeti folyóirat 24–25 (2006), no. 7, 118–62.

Mordovin, Maxim. “Templomok az ispánsági várakban” [Churches in early royal cas-
tles]. In Népék és kultúrák a Kárpát-medencében. Tanulmányok Mesterházy Károly 
tiszteletére, edited by László Kovács and László Révész, 777–94. Budapest: Magyar 
Nemzeti Múzeum, 2016.

Mordovin, Maxim. “The building history of Zalavár-Récéskút church.” Annual of Medi-
eval Studies at the CEU 12 (2006), 9–32.

Móré, Suzana Heitel. “Despre biserica lui Ahtum de la Morisena (Cenad)” [On Ach-
tum’s church in Morisena (Cenad)]. Studii şi materiale de istorie medie 23 (2005), 
9–21.

Móré, Suzana Heitel. “Monostorok a Maros mentén” [Monasteries along the River 
Mureş]. In Paradisum plantavit. Bencés monostorok a középkori Magyarországon. 
Kiállítás a Pannonhalmi Bencés Főapátságban 2001. március 21-től november 11-ig, ed-
ited by Imre Takacs, 267–74. Pannonhalma: Pannonhalmi Bencés Főapátság, 2001.

Moreva-Arabova, Rosica, Ivan Dukov and Zaprianka Krăsteva. “Arkheologicheski 
prouchvaniia na Asenova krepost” [Archaeological excavations in the Asenovgrad]. 
Arkheologicheski otkritiia i razkopki (2012), 435–37.

Morgunov, Iu. Iu. “K problematike izucheniia iuzhnorusskikh zmievykh valov” [On 
the problems of the research on the dikes in southern Rus’]. In Rus’ v IX–XIV vv. 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1094 3/21/2019   5:09:34 PM



1095Bibliography

Vzaimodeistvie severa i iuga, edited by Nikolai A. Makarov, Aleksei V. Chernecov, 
V. Iu. Koval’ and I.N. Kuzina, 253–68. Moscow: Nauka, 2005.

Morgunov, Iu. Iu. “O pogranichnom stroitel’stve Vladimira Sviatoslavicha na Pere-
iaslavskom levoberezh’e” [The defense works built by Vladimir Sviatoslavich in Left 
Bank Ukraine around Pereiaslavl’]. Rossiiskaia Arkheologiia (1999), no. 3, 69–78.

Morgunov, Iu. Iu. “Torcheskoe rasselenie Pereiaslavskoi zemli” [The Oghuz population 
in the Pereiaslavl’ lands]. In Stepi Vostochnoi Evropy v srednie veka. Sbornik pamia-
ti Svetlany Aleksandrovny Pletnevoi, edited by Igor L. Kyzlasov, 304–26. Moscow:  
Avtorskaia kniga, 2016.

Moriakov, V.I. Istoriia Rossii IX–XVIII vv. [History of Russia, 9th–18th cc.]. Moscow/
Rostov na Donu: Filologicheskoe obshchestvo/Feniks, 2004.

Moroz, Iosif. “K voprosu o detoubiistve u slavian” [On the infanticide among the Slavs]. 
Godishnik na Sofiiskiia Universitet—Centăr za slaviano-vizantiiski prouchvaniia 
“Ivan Duichev” 90 (2000), no. 9, 33–46.

Morozova, L.E. “O prichine goloda v Novgorode v XIII v.” [What caused famine in 
Novgorod in the 13th c.?]. In Proshloe Novgoroda i novgorodskoi zemli. Materialy 
nauchnoi konferencii, 17–18 noiabria 2011 g., edited by V.F. Andreev, 67–71. Novgorod: 
Izdatel’stvo Novgorodskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, 2013.

Morris, Rosemary. Monks and Laymen in Byzantium, 843–1118. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995.

Morshakova, E.A. “Krest-enkolpion s obrazami sviatykh Borisa i Gleba” [An engolpion 
with the images of the Sts. Boris and Gleb]. In Khristianskie relikvii v Moskovskom 
Kremle, edited by Aleksei M. Lidov, 198–200. Moscow: Radunica, 2000.

Mortensen, Lars Boje. “Sanctified beginnings and mythopoietic moments. The first 
wave of writing on the past in Norway, Denmark, and Hungary, c. 1000–1230.” In The 
Making of Christian Myths in the Periphery of Latin Christendom (c. 1000–1300), edit-
ed by Lars Boje Mortensen, 247–73. Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006.

Moser, Michael. “Stereotipy Litvy i svedeniia o nei v drevneishikh vostochnoslavian-
skikh letopisiakh Novgorodskaia I, Lavrentievskaia i Ipatievskaia letopisi—do 
konca XIII v.” [Stereotypes about Lithuania and information about the country in 
the earliest East Slavic chronicles (Novgorod I, Laurentian and Hypatian) up to the 
late 13th c.]. Studia Slavica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 49 (2004), 229–80.

Moskov, Mosko. Imennik na bălgarskite khanove (novo tălkuvane) [The List of the Bul-
garian Princes: a new interpretation]. Sofia: Dărzhavno izdatelstvo “Petăr Beron”, 
1988.

Moszyński, Leszek. “Czy misja cyrylometodejska dotarla do Małopolski” [Did the 
Cyrillo-Methodian mission reach Little Poland?]. Dzieje Podkarpacia 5 (2001), 23–34.

Motsia, Oleksandr P. “Drevnerusskie monastyri srednego Podneprov’ia (X–XIII vv.)” 
[Rus’ monasteries in the Middle Dnieper region (10th–13th cc.)]. In La vie quoti-
dienne des moines et chanoines réguliers au Moyen Age et temps modernes. Actes 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1095 3/21/2019   5:09:34 PM



1096 Bibliography

du Premier Colloque International du L.A.R.H.C.O.R. Wrocław-Książ, 30. nov.–4. 
dec. 1994, edited by Marek Derwich, vol. 2, 741–52. Wrocław: Institut d’histoire de 
l’Université de Wrocław, 1995.

Motsia, Oleksandr P. “‘Embrionnyy’ etap formuvannia davn’orus’kykh mist” [The 
embryonic stage of the Rus’ city formation] Arkheologiia i davnia istoriia Ukrainy 
(2016), no. 4, 7–11.

Motsia, Oleksandr P. “Le rôle des élites guerrières dans la formation des centres ur-
bains de la Rus’ kiévienne, d’après la fouille des tombes.” In Les centres proto-urbains 
russes entre Scandinavie, Byzance et Orient. Actes du colloque international tenu au 
College de France en octobre 1997, edited by Michel Kazanski, Anne Nercessian and 
Constantin Zuckerman, 267–82. Paris: P. Lethielleux, 2000.

Motsia, Oleksandr P. and A.L. Kazakov. Davn’orus’kyi Chernihiv [Rus’ Chernihiv]. Kiev: 
Starodavniy Svit, 2011.
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způsobu bydlení starých Slovanů” [The inventing of the Slavs or inventive Slavs? 
About the ideological and dwelling system of the Old Slavs]. Archeologické rozhledy 
61 (2009), 331–36.

Pleterski, Andrej. The Invisible Slavs. Župa Bled in the “Prehistoric” Early Middle Ages. 
Ljubljana: Inštitut za arheologijo ZRC SAZU, 2013.

Pleterski, Andrej. Župa Bled, nastanek, razvoj in prežitki. Ljubljana: Slovenska akademi-
ja znanosti in umetnosti, 1986.

Pletneva, Svetlana A. Drevnosti chernykh klobukov [The assemblages of the Black Caps]. 
Moscow: Nauka, 1973.

Pletneva, Svetlana A. “Goroda kochevnikov” [The towns of the nomads]. In Ot dokla-
ssovykh obshchestv k ranneklassovym, edited by Boris A. Rybakov, 198–212. Moscow: 
Nauka, 1987.

Pletneva, Svetlana A. “Goroda v khazarskom kaganate (doklad k postanovke prob-
lemy)” [Towns in Khazaria (a mise-au-point)]. Khazarskii al’manakh (2002), no. 1, 
110–24.

Pletneva, Svetlana A. Kochevniki iuzhnorusskikh stepei v epokhu srednevekov’ia, IV–XIII 
veka. Uchebnye posobie [The nomads of the south Russian steppe land during the 
Middle Ages (4th to 13th cc.)]. Voronezh: Izdatel’stvo Voronezhskogo gosudarstven-
nogo universiteta, 2003.

Pletneva, Svetlana A. Kochevniki srednevekov’ia. Poiski istoricheskikh zakonomernostei 
[The medieval nomads. In search for historical patterns]. Moscow: Nauka, 1982.

Pletneva, Svetlana A. Ot kochevyi k gorodam: saltovo-maiackaia kul’tura [From camps 
to towns: the Saltovo-Mayaki culture]. Moscow: Nauka, 1967.

Pletneva, Svetlana A. “Pechenegi, torki i polovcy v iuzhnorusskikh stepiakh” [Pech-
enegs, Oguz, and Cumans in the southern Russian steppes]. In Trudy Volgo-Donskoi 
arkheologicheskoi ekspedicii, edited by Mikhail I. Artamonov, vol. 1, 151–226.  
Moscow/Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1958.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1155 3/21/2019   5:09:44 PM



1156 Bibliography

Pletn’ov, Valentin. “Eparkhiite v severoiztochnite bălgarski zemi v izvorite ot X–XII 
vek” [Dioceses in northeastern Bulgaria according to 10th- to 12th-century sources]. 
In Prof. d-r Boris Borisov uchenici i priiateli, edited by Boris Borisov, 593–604. Veliko 
Tărnovo: IVIS, 2016.

Pletn’ov, Valentin. Varna prez srednovekovieto [Varna in the Middle Ages]. Varna:  
Zograf, 2008.

Pleterski, Andrej. “Die altslawische župa—der Staat vor dem Frühstaat.” In Kraje 
słowiańskie w wiekach średnich. Profanum i sacrum, edited by Hanna Kóčka-Krenz 
and Władysław Łosiński, 79–81. Poznań: Wydawnictwo Poznańskiego Towarzystwa 
Przyjaciół Nauk, 1998.

Pleterski, Andrej. Nevidna srednjeveška Evropa. Župa Bled [Invisible medieval Europe. 
Župa Bled]. Ljubljana: Založba ZRC, ZRC SAZU, 2011.

Pleterski, Andrej. The Invisible Slavs. Župa Bled in the “Prehistoric” Early Middle Ages 
Ljubljana: Inštitut za arheologijo ZRC SAZU, 2013.

Pleterski, Andrej. Župa Bled, nastanek, razvoj in prežitki [The Bled žup: its creation, 
development, and remains]. Ljubljana: Slovenska akademija znanosti in umetnosti, 
1986.

Plezia, Marian. Kronika Galla na tle historiografii XII w. [The chronicle of Gallus in the 
twelfth-century historiography]. Cracow: Naklad Polskiej Akademii Umiejetnośći, 
1947.

Plezia, Marian. “Nowe studia nad Gallem Anonimem” [New studies of Gallus Anony-
mus]. In Mente et litteris. O kulturze i społeczeństwie wieków średnich, edited by  
Helena Chłopocka, Jadwiga Krzyżaniakowa, Gerard Labuda, Bohdan Lapis and 
Jerzy Strzelczyk, 111–20. Poznań: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu im. Adama 
Mickiewicza w Poznaniu, 1984.

Pliakov, Zdravko. “The city of Melnik.” Bulgarian Historical Review 23 (1995), no. 4, 
74–90.

Plisiecki, Piotr. “The parochial network and the tithes system in the medieval diocese 
Cracow.” In Pfarreien im Mittelalter. Deutschland, Polen, Tschechien und Ungarn im 
Vergleich, edited by Nathalie Kruppa and Leszek Zygner, 223–34. Göttingen: Van-
denhoeck and Ruprecht, 2008.

Płocha, Józef. “La plus ancienne histoire de l’abbaye des bénédictins à Mogilno en 
Grande Pologne.” In Il monachesimo e la riforma ecclesiastica 1049–1122: Atti della 
quarta Settimana internazionale di studio Mendola, 23–29 agosto 1968, edited 416–22. 
Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1971.

Płóciennik, Tomasz. “Inskrypce na ‘tabliczkach’ z Podebłocia” [Inscriptions on the 
“tablets” from Podebłocie]. Światowit 1 (1999), 197–99.

Plokhov, Aleksei V. “O sviazi nizhnego Povolkhov’ia s zapadnoi Evropy po keramiches-
kim materialam” [The rleations between the Lower Volkhov region and Western 
Europe according to the ceramic material]. In Severnaia Rus’ i narody Baltiki, edited 
by Evgenii N. Nosov, 18–44. St. Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 2007.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1156 3/21/2019   5:09:44 PM



1157Bibliography

Plontke-Lüning, Annegret. “Christianisierung am Rande des Imperiums: die Krim.” In 
Christianisierung Europas: Entstehung, Entwicklung und Konsolidierung im archäol-
ogischen Befund. Internationale Tagung im Dezember 2010 in Bergisch-Gladbach, 
edited by Orsolya Heinrich-Tamáska, Niklot Krohn and Sebastian Ristow, 343–62. 
Regensburg: Schnell & Steiner, 2012.

Plukavec, Lina Slavica. “Restauracija plašta kralja Ladislava iz riznice zagrebačke kate-
drale” [The restoration of King Ladislas’s mantle in the Cathedral of Zagreb]. Peristil 
39 (1996), 13–24.

Plumtree, James. “Forming the First Crusade: the role of the kingdom of Hungary in 
western crusading discourse.” M.A. Thesis, Central European University. Budapest, 
2010.

Pluskowski, Aleksander. The Archaeology of the Prussian Crusade. Holy War and Coloni-
sation. London/New York: Routledge, 2013.

Pobóg-Lenartowicz, Anna. “Księżniczki śląskie wobec śląskich klasztorów kanoni-
ków regularnych” [Relations between Silesian duchesses and Silesian Augustinian 
houses]. In Klasztor w państwie średniowiecznym i nowożytnym, edited by Marek  
Derwich and Anna Pobóg-Lenartowicz, 57–63. Wrocław: Larhcor, 2005.

Pochekaev, R. Iu. Batyi. Khan, kotoryi ne byl khanom [Batu: the khan who was not a 
khan]. Moscow/St. Petersburg: Ast Moskva/Evraziia, 2007.

Pochekaev, R. Iu. Khany Zolotoi Ordy [The Khans of the Golden Horde]. St. Petersburg: 
Evraziia, 2010.

Podgórska-Czopek, Joanna. Grodzisko Dolne, stanowisko 22—wielokulturowe stanow-
isko nad dolnym Wisłokiem. Część II. Okres rzymski i wczesnosłowiański [Grodzisko 
Dolne 22, part II: the Roman-age and early Slavic settlements]. Rzeszów: Instytut 
Archeologii Uniwersytetu Rzeszowskiego, 2009.

Podleś, Antoni. “Il Pontificale Plocense del XII secolo.” Studi medievali 25 (1984), no. 2, 
833–37.

Podliska, Jaroslav. “Herstellung und Bearbeitung von Eisen in der vorlokationszeitli-
chen Siedlungsagglomeration von Prag. Ein archäologischer Beitrag zur Kenntnis 
der nichtagrarischen Produktion des 9.–13. Jahrhunderts.” In Das wirtschäftliche 
Hinterland der frühmittelalterlichen Zentren, edited by Lumír Polaček, 165–78. Brno: 
Archeologický ústav AV ČR, 2008.

Podliska, Jaroslav. “Nové poznatky o kostele sv. Jana křtitele Na Zábradlí na Starém 
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Doležel and Martin Wihoda, 197–208. Brno: Archeologický ústav Akademie věd 
České republiky, Brno, v.v.i., 2012.

Prohászka, Péter. “VII. Mikhaél Dukas bizánci császár ólombullája Dunaföldvárról” 
[The leaden seal of the Byzantine emperor Michael VII Dukas found in Dunaföld-
vár]. A Wosinsky Mór Múzeum Evkönyve 26 (2004), 207–12.

Prohászka, Péter. “Bemerkungen zum byzantinischen Münzverkehr der ungarischen 
Landnahmezeit und der Staatsgründung im Karpatenbecken.” In Die Archäologie 
der frühen Ungarn. Chronologie, Technologie und Methodik. Internationaler Work-
shop des Archäologischen Instituts der Ungarischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 
und des Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums Mainz in Budapest am 4. und 5. 
Dezember 2009, edited by Bendeguz Tobias, 67–88. Mainz: Verlag des Römisch-
Germanischen Zentralmuseums, 2012.

Prohászka, Péter. “Die awarischen Oberschichtgräber von Ozora-Tótipuszta (Kom. 
Tolna, H).” In Byzanz—das Römerreich im Mittelalter. Teil 3. Peripherie und Nach-
barschaft, edited by Falko Daim and Jörg Drauschke, 188–276. Mainz: Verlag des 
Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums, 2010.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1175 3/21/2019   5:09:47 PM



1176 Bibliography

Prohászka, Péter. “Észrevételek a Kárpát-medence honfoglalás és államalapítás kori 
bizánci éremforgalmához” [Reflections on the circulation of the Byzantine coins in 
Hungary during the 10th and 11th centuries]. In A honfoglalás kor kutatásának legú-
jabb eredményei. Tanulmányok Kovács László 70. szúletésnapjára, edited by László 
Révész and Mária Wolf, 471–92. Szeged: Szegedi Tudományegyetem Régészeti Tan-
szék, 2013.

Prokhorov, G.M. “Glagolica sredi misionerskikh azbuk” [The Glagolitic alphabet among 
mission scripts]. Trudy Otdela drevnerusskoi literatury 45 (1992), 178–99.

Prolović, Jadranka. “The early period of illuminations in Serbian manuscripts.” In 
Sacral Art of the Serbian Lands in the Middle Ages, edited by Dragan Vojvodić and 
Danica Popović, 183–92. Belgrade: Institute for Byzantine Studies, Serbian Academy 
of Sciences and Arts, 2016.

Protase, Dumitru. Cimitirul slav de la Ocna Sibiului (sec. VIII–IX) [The Slavic cemetery 
in Ocna Sibiului (8th to 9th centuries)]. Bucharest: Editura economică, 2005.

Provost, Samuel. “Une réfection des remparts de Philippes sous Michel VII Doukas.” 
Revue des études byzantines 61 (2003), 167–82.

Provost, Samuel and Laurence Foschia. “He ‘oikia ton agrion zoon’ stous Philippos hoi 
nees anaskaphes (2001–2002)” [The “Maison des fauves” in Philippi. New excava-
tions (2001–2002)]. To Archaiologiko ergo ste Makedonia kai Thrake 16 (2002), 107–18.

Prozorov, Vadim. “‘Where he is, thither will the eagles be gathered together.’ The 
metropolitan status of the bishop of Spalato from the decline of Spalato until the 
councils of Spalato in 925 and 928.” In Saintly Bishops and Bishops’ Saints, edited by 
John S. Ott and Trpimir Vedriš, 103–22. Zagreb: Hagiotheca-Humaniora, 2012.

Prudnikov, O.A. “O vremeni stroitel’stva pervogo kamennogo sobora Khutynskogo 
monastyria” [On the date of the first stone church of the Khutynskii Monastery]. 
In Drevnerusskoe iskusstvo. Rus’ i strany vizantiiskogo mira XII vek, edited by Olga E.  
Etingof, 314–21, 566. St. Petersburg: Dimitrii Bulanin, 2002.

Prykhodniuk, Oleg M. “Balkano-dunais’kyi regyon ta starodavni skhydni slov’iany” [The 
Balkan-Danube region and the early Slavs]. In Naselennia pruts’ko-dnistrovs’kogo 
mezhyrichchia ta sumizhnykh terytorii v druhii polovyni I-na pochatku II tysiacholit’ 
n.e. Mizhnarodnyi istoryko-arkheolohichnyi seminar, Chernivtsi, 22–24 veresnia 
1994 roku. Tezy dopovidei ta povidomlen’, edited by Liubomyr P. Mykhaylyna and 
Oleksandr P. Motsia, 9–10. Chernivtsi: Ruta, 1994.

Prykhodniuk, Oleg M. Pen’kovskaia kul’tura: kul’turno-khronologicheskii aspekt issledo-
vaniia [The Penkivka culture. Historical-archaeological studies]. Voronezh: Vorone-
zhskii universitet, 1998.

Prykhodniuk, Oleg M. “Versiia Nestora a rasselenii slavian iz Podunav’ia (opyt khrono-
logicheskoi stratifikacii i istoricheskoi interpretacii)” [Nestor’s version of the Slavic 
migration from the Danube region (an attempt at chronological stratification and 
historical interpretation)]. In Materialy I tys. n.e. po arkheologii i istorii Ukrainy i 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1176 3/21/2019   5:09:48 PM



1177Bibliography

Vengrii, edited by István Erdélyi, Oleg M. Prykhodniuk, A.V. Simonenko and E.N.  
Simonova, 64–79. Kiev: Naukova dumka, 1996.

Prykhodniuk, Oleg M. and L.N. Churilova. “The Korobčino find (Ukraine) and some 
problems of the Hungarian ethnogenesis.” Acta Archaeologica Academiae Scien-
tiarum Hungaricae 53 (2002), nos. 1–3, 183–94.

Pryn’, A.V. “Pogrebenie znatnogo poloveckogo voina iz kurgannogo mogil’nika Alek-
sandrovka II v Donbasse” [The grave of a Cuman nobleman from the Oleksandrivka 
2 barrow cemetery in the Donbass]. Materialy ta doslidzhennia z arkheologii skhid-
noi Ukrainy (2004), no. 2, 306–17.

Przybył, Maciej. “Drogi szarych mnichów. Przyczynek do badań nad podróżami i 
kontaktami handlowymi cystersów łekneńsko-wągrowieckich w średniowieczu” 
[Tracks of Cistercian monks. A contribution to the study of travels and trade con-
tacts of the Cistercians of Łekno in the Middle Ages]. In Cystersi łekneńscy w krajo-
brazie kulturowym ziem polskich w 850 lecie fundacji opactwa cysterskiego w Łeknie 
1153–2003: Materiały z sesji naukowej odbytej w Wągrowcu, w dniu 4 lipca 2003 roku z 
okazji jubileuszu fundacji opactwa cysterskiego w Łeknie, edited by Andrzej Marek 
Wyrwa, 55–68. Łekno: Instytut Historii Uniwersytetu im. Adama Mickiewicza w 
Poznaniu. Ekspedycja Archeologiczna “Łekno”, 2004.

Przybył, Maciej. “Kasztelanie XII i XIII wieku w Wielkopolsce—problemy, stan i per-
spektywy badań” [Castellanies in 12th- and 13th-century Greater Poland: the prob-
lems, the state, and the perspectives of research]. In Funkcje grodów w państwach 
wczesnośredniowiecznej Europy Środkowej. Społeczeństwo, gospodarka, ideologia, 
edited by Krystian Chrzan, Krzysztof Czapla and Sławomir Moździoch, 401–32. 
Wrocław/Głógów: Instytut Archeologii i Etnografii PAN, 2014.

Pryshchepa, B.A. and S.A. Gorbanenko. “Budivli z nishopodibnymy pechami u gospo-
darstvi davnikh slov’ian (za materialamy Peresopnitsi, uroch. Pastivnykh)” [Houses 
with clay ovens carved into the walls in the economy of the early Slavs (on the basis 
of materials from Peresopnitsa)]. Arkheolohiia (2016), no. 3, 106–15.

Ptak, Jan. “Włócznia św. Maurycego—pamiątka roku tysięcznego” [The spear of 
St. Maurice—a memento of the year 1000]. Zeszyty Naukowe Katolickiego Uniwer-
sytetu Lubelskiego 43 (2000), nos. 1–2, 35–39.

Puente, Inés García de la. “The widow princess of Minsk.” In Portraits of Medieval 
Eastern Europe, 900–1400, edited by Donald Ostrowski and Christian Raffensperger, 
15–22. London/New York: Routledge, 2017.

Pugolovok, Iu. A. and Sergei A. Gorbanenko. “Skarb vyrobiv iz zaliza z okolyts’ s. Khyttsi 
u Posulli” [A hoard of iron implements found near the village of Khittsy on the Sula 
river]. Starozhytnosti livoberezhnogo Podniprov’ia (2014), 50–60.

Pushkareva, Natalia L. “Intimnaia zhizn’ russkikh zhenshchin v X–XV vekakh” [The 
intimate life of the Rus’ women (10th to 15th cc.)]. Etnograficheskoe obozrenie (1998), 
no. 1, 55–103.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1177 3/21/2019   5:09:48 PM



1178 Bibliography

Pushkareva, Natalia L. “Russkaia sem’ia X–XVII vv. v ‘novi’ i ‘tradicionnoi’ demogra-
ficheskoi istorii” [The Russian family between the 10th and the 17th cc., and the 
“new” and “traditional” demographic history]. Etnograficheskoe obozrenie (1996), 
no. 3, 66–79.

Pushkina, Tamara A. “Podveska-amulet iz Gnezdova” [An amulet-pendant from Gne-
zdovo]. In Norna u istochnika Sud’by. Sbornik statei v chest’ Eleny Aleksandrovny 
Mel’nikovoi, edited by Tat’iana N. Dzhakson, 313–16. Moscow: Indrik, 2001.

Pushkina, Tamara A. “Viking-period pre-urban settlements in Russia and finds of arte-
facts of Scandinavian character.” In Land, Sea, and Home. Proceedings of a Confer-
ence on Viking-period Settlement at Cardiff, July 2001, edited by John Hines, Alan Lane 
and Mark Redknap, 41–54. Leeds: Maney, 2004.

Pushkina, Tamara A., Natalia V. Eniosova and Veronika V. Murasheva. “Izuchenie Gne-
zdovskogo kompleksa arkheologicheskikh pamiatnikov” [Archaeological excava-
tions in Gnezdovo]. Vestnik Rossiiskogo Gumanitarnogo Nauchnogo Fonda (2015), 
no. 3, 181–94.

Pushkina, Tamara A., Veronika V. Murasheva and Natalia V. Eniosova. “Gnezdovskii 
arkheologicheskii kompleks” [The archaeological complext at Gnezdovo]. In Rus’ 
v IX–X veka. Arkheologicheskaia panorama, edited by Nikolai A. Makarov, 242–73. 
Moscow/Vologda: Drevnosti Severa, 2012.

Püspöki Nagy, Péter. “A plébániaszervezet egyházjogi kereti és azok érvényesülése az 
Arpád-kori Magyarországon” [The parish network and its enforcement in Arpad-
age Hungary]. Honismeret 21 (1993), no. 6, 11–14.

Pusztai, Tamás. “Buzogánnyal, tarsollyal és késtok-merevítővel eltemetett halott a 
muhi csatából” [Mace, knife scabbard and purse mounts buried with those fallen 
in the battle of Muhi]. In “Carmen miserabile”. A tatárjárás magyarországi em-
lékei. Tanulmányok Pálóczi Horváth András 70. születésnapja tiszteletére, edited by  
Szabolcs Rosta and György V. Székely, 141–50. Kecskemét: Kecskeméti Katona József 
Múzeum, 2014.

Putsko, Vasilii G. “Bogosluzhebnyi i bytovyi uklad srednevekovogo russkogo mona-
styria” [The spiritual and daily life in the medieval monasteries of Rus’]. In La 
vie quotidienne des moines et chanoines réguliers au Moyen Age et temps mod-
ernes. Actes du Premier Colloque International du L.A.R.H.C.O.R. Wrocław-Książ, 
30. nov.–4. dec. 1994, edited by Marek Derwich, 2, 721–29. Wrocław: Institut d’histoire 
de l’Université de Wrocław, 1995.

Putsko, Vasilii G. “Emal’ernyi stil’ v khudozhestvennom oformlenii kievskikh rukopi-
sei XI v.” [The enameled style in the artistic development of the eleventh-century 
Kievan manuscripts]. In Knizhnye centry Drevnei Rusi, XI–XVI vv. Raznye aspekty 
issledovaniia, edited by Dmitrii S. Likhachev, 29–45. St. Petersburg: Nauka, 1991.

Putsko, Vasilii G. “Khudozhestvennoe oformlenie Mariinskogo Evageliia—
glagolicheskogo pamiatnika XI v.” [The artistic creation of the Codex Marianus—a 
Glagolitic manuscript of the 11th c.]. Zapiski otdela rukopisei 45 (1986), 11–26.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1178 3/21/2019   5:09:48 PM



1179Bibliography

Putsko, Vasilii G. “Konstantinopol’kie mastera na Rusi nakanune mongolo-tatarskogo 
nashestviia” [Constantinopolitan masters in Rus’ prior to the Mongol invasion]. 
Rossiia i khristianskii vostok 1 (1997), 17–23.

Puzanov, V.V. Drevnerusskaia gosudarstvennost’: genesis, etnokul’turnye sreda i ideo-
logicheskie konstrukty [Early Rus’ statehood: genesis, ethno-cultural milieus, and 
ideological constructs]. Izhevsk: Izdatel’stvo Udmurtskogo gosudarstvennogo uni-
versiteta, 2007.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Bashkyrs’ko-ugors’ka problema (dyskurs dzherel ta stereotypy is-
toriografii)” [The Bashkir-Magyar problem (the discourse of the sources and stereo-
types in historiography)]. Ukrains’kyi istorychnyi zhurnal 18 (2015), 288–300.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Etnosocial’naia istoriia pechenegov IX–XIII vv.” [The social his-
tory of the Pechenegs]. Turk-Global 1–2 (2015), 84–100.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Konstruiruia etnonimy: srednevekovye i sovremennye refleksii 
otnositel’no etnikonov kychakov” [Constructive ethnonyms: medieval and con-
temporary reflections pertaining to the ethnic names of the Cumans]. Materialy po 
arkheologii i istorii Severnogo Kavkaza 14 (2014), 114–23.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Kypchaky ta Rus’ u pershiy polovyni XIII stolittia” [The Cumans 
and the Rus’ during the first half of the 13th century]. Visnyk L’vivs’kogo universtyte-
tu. Seriia filologichna 53 (2011), 135–42.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Kypchats’ke suspil’stvo u konteksti suchasnykh metodychnykh 
kontseptsii” [Kipchak society in the context of the modern methodological con-
cepts]. Visnyk Agrarnoi istorii 11–12 (2015), 166–73.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Mongol’skoe zavoevanie kochevii vostochnykh kipchakov” [The 
Mongol conquest of the lands of the eastern Cumans]. In Tiurkologicheskii sbornik, 
edited by Sergei G. Kliashtornyi, T.I. Sultanov and V.V. Trepavlov, 259–88. Moscow: 
Vostochnye literatury, 2011.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Mongol’skoe zavoevanie vladenii vostochnykh kypchakov i 
Volzhskoi Bulgarii” [The Mongol conquest of the eastern Cumans and of Volga  
Bulgaria]. In Voennoe delo Zolotoi Ordy. Problemy i perspektivy izucheniia. Materialy 
kruglogo stola, provedennogo v ramkakh Mezhdunarodnogo Zolotoordynskogo Foru-
ma, Kazan’, 30 marta 2011 g., edited by I.M. Mirgaleev, 143–56. Kazan’: Filiant, 2011.э.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Oruzhie i zashchitnoe snariazhenie kypchakov” [The weapons 
and protective equipment of the Cumans]. Vestnik Kazakhskogo Nacional’nogo ped-
agogicheskogo universiteta imenia Abaia (2012), no. 4, 26–31.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Pershe mongol’s’ke vtorgnennia u skhidnoeveropeys’ki stepy: 
dyskurs dzherel ta stereotypy istoriografii” [The first Mongol invasion of the steppe 
lands in Eastern Europe]. Skhodoznavstvo 44 (2008), 71–79.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Pervoe vtorzhenie mongolov v Vostochnuiu Evropu 
(1222 g.)” [The first Mongol invasion of Eastern Europe, 1222]. In Stepi Evropy v 
epokhu srednevekov’ia. 10. Poloveckoe vremia, edited by A.V. Evgelevskii, 325–36.  
Donetsk: Doneckii Nacional’nyi universitet, 2012.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1179 3/21/2019   5:09:48 PM



1180 Bibliography

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “‘Poloveckie baby’ kak istochnik po social’noi istorii kypchakov” 
[Cuman statues as a sources for the social history of the Cumans]. Kazakhskaia civi-
lizaciia (2013), no. 3, 57–68.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Poselennia ‘Kypchats’kogo stepu’: kochovi stavky chy mista?” 
[Settlements in Desht-i-Kipchak: nomadic camps or cities?]. Skhodoznavstvo 60 
(2012), 135–55.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Predystoriia vengrov i vengero-permskaia problema” [The pre-
history of the Magyars and the Magyar-Perm problem]. Ekho vekov (2015), nos. 1–2, 
121–32.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Rodyna ta shliub u kypchakiv” [Family and marriage among the 
Cumans]. Naukovi zapysky Kirovograds’kogo derzhavnogo pedagogichnogo univer-
sitetu imeni Volodymyra Vynnychenka 19 (2014), 49–53.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Skol’ko bylo kypchakov? (K voprosu o dostovernosti svedenii is-
tochnikov o kolichestve naseleniia zapadnoevraziiskikh stepei)” [How many Cu-
mans were there? On the trustworthiness of the historical sources concerning the 
size of the population in the West Eurasian steppe lands]. Stratum+ (2014), no. 5, 
257–72.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Zavoevanie mongolami vostochnoevropeiskikh stepei (1237–
1242)” [The Mongol conquest of the steppe lands in Eastern Europe]. Zolotoordyns-
kaia civilizaciia (2011), no. 4, 187–207.

Pylypchuk, Iaroslav. “Zhenshchiny v istorii kypchakov” [Women in Cuman history]. 
Ekho vekov (2014), nos. 1–2, 17–22.

Quak, Arend. “Scandinaviërs in de lijfwacht van de Byzantijnse keizers” [Scandina-
vians as guards of the Byzantine emperors]. Madoc. Tijdschrift over de Middeleeu-
wen 19 (2005), no. 4, 204–11.

Queller, Donald E. and Thomas F. Madden. The Fourth Crusade. The Conquest of Con-
stantinople. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997.

Quéret-Podesta, Adrien. “Les plus anciens contacts entre les souverains hongrois et 
les établissements monastiques français.” In “M’en anei en Ongria”. Relations franco-
hongroises au Moyen Age, edited by Attila Györkös and Gergely Kiss, vol. 2, 73–81. 
Debrecen: Hungary in Medieval Euorpe Research Group, 2017.

Quirini-Popławski, Rafał. “Parę uwag o adriatycko-węgierskiej genezie stylu kapiteli z 
klasztoru benedyktinów w Tyńcu” [A few remarks on the Adriatic-Hungarian gen-
esis of the style of the capitals from the Benedictine abbey of Tyniec]. In Multa 
et varia. Studi offerti a Marta Marcella Ferraccioli e Gianfranco Giraudo, edited by 
Florina Creț Ciure, Viviana Nosilia and Adriano Pavan, 2, 437–60. Milan: Biblion 
Edizioni, 2000.

Quirini-Popławski, Rafał. Rzeźba przedromańska i romańska w Polsce wobec sztuki 
włoskiej [Pre-Romanesque and Romanesque sculpture in Poland in light of Italian 
art]. Cracow: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, 2006.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1180 3/21/2019   5:09:48 PM



1181Bibliography

Raba, Joel. The Gift and its Wages. The Land of Israel and the Jewish People in the Spiri-
tual Life of Medieval Russia. Turnhout: Brepols, 2014.

Rabík, Vladimír. “Nemecké osídlenie na území Zvolenskej župy v stredoveku” [The 
German settlement in the Zvolen county in the Middle Ages]. Historický časopis 49 
(2001), no. 1, 37–61.

Rabinovich, Mikhail G. O drevnei Moskve. Ocherki material’noi kul’tury i byta gorozhan 
v XI–XVI vv. [Early Moscow. Essays on the material culture and daily life of the 
eleventh- to sixteenth-century townspeople]. Moscow: Nauka, 1964.

Rabinovich, Roman A. “Iskushenie ‘voloshskim orekhom’, ili Balkanskie volokhi i 
russkie volkhvy” [The temptation of the “Vlach nut,” or The Balkan Vlachs and the 
Rus’ wizzards]. Stratum+ (2000), no. 5, 262–390.

Rabovianov, Deian. “Kamenniiat val v Dobrudzha v zashtitnata i selishtnata sistema 
na Părvoto bălgarsko carstvo” [The Stone Dike in Dobrudja in the defense and 
settlement system of early medieval Bulgaria]. Izvestiia na Regionalen istoricheski 
muzei—Veliko Tărnovo 22 (2007), 104–18.

Rabovianov, Deian. “Za poiavata na krepostite ot grupata Car Asen” [On the hillforts 
of the Car Asen group]. Problemi na prabălgarskata istoriia i kultura 4 (2007), no. 2, 
349–56.

Rački, Franjo (ed.). Documenta historiae Chroaticae periodum antiquam illustrantia. 
Zagreb: Sumptibus Academiae Scientiarum et Artium, 1877.
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mischen Früh- und Hochmittelalters in de gegenwärtigen tschechischen Mediävis-
tik.” Zeitschrift für historische Forschung 34 (2007), 629–47.

Rymar, Edward. “A jednak pod Cedynią nad Odrą w 972 r.?” [But what of Cedynia on 
the Oder in 972?]. In Civitas Cedene. Studia i materiały do dziejów Cedyni, edited by 
Paweł Migdalski, 125–52. Chojna/Szczecin/Cedynia Stowarzyszenie Historyczno-
Kulturalne “Terra Incognita”, 2014.

Rymar, Edward. “Primogenitura zasadą regulującą następstwo w pryncypat w ustawie 
sukcesyjnej Bolesława Krzywoustego” [The repercussion of the primogeniture prin-
ciple in the act of succession of Bolesław Wrymouth]. Śląski Kwartalnik Historyczny 
Sobótka 49 (1994), nos. 1–2, 1–19.

Rysiewska, Teresa. “Struktury pokrewieństwa utrwalone na cmentarzyskach” [The 
kinship structures in cemeteries]. In Ziemie polskie w X wieku I ich znaczenie w 
kształtowaniu się nowej mapy Europy, edited by Henryk Samsonowicz, 279–301.  
Cracow: Universitas, 2000.

Sabitov, Zhaksylyk M. “K voprosu o dobrovol’nom podchinenii nekotorykh kipchak-
skikh plemen mongolami v 1220–1230” [On the question of the willing submission 
of some Cuman tribes to the Mongols (1220–1230)]. In Ulı Dalanıñ tarïxı: türikter 
men moñğoldar, 67–71. Astana: L.N. Gwmïlev atındağı EUW baspası, 2014.

Sabitov, Zhaksylyk M. “Pereselenie kochevykh plemen v Deshti Kipchak v pervoi po-
lovine XI veka” [The migration of the nomads into Desht-i Kipchak during the first 
half of the 11th century]. Mir nauchnykh issledovanii 7–12 (2014), 17–20.

Sadek, Vladimír. “Medieval Jewish scholars in Prague.” Review of the Society for History 
of Czechoslovak Jews 5 (1992–1993), 135–149.

Sadílek, Josef. Kosmovy stare pověsti ve světle dobových pramenů (antické a biblické 
motywy) [Cosmas’s old legends in the light of contemporary sources (ancient and 
Biblical motifs)]. Prague: Petrklíč, 1997.

Sagaydak, Severin. “Dendrokhronologichni doslidzhennia davn’orus’kogo mogyl’nyka” 
[Dendrochronological studies on the Rus’ cemetery]. Pam’iatky Ukraini (2015), 
nos. 5–6: 62–64.

Sagaydak, Mikhail A. “Dmytriivs’kyy monastyr XI st. u Kyevu: versii interpretatsiy ta 
novi doslidzhennia” [The 11th-century monastery of St. Demetrius in Kiev: versions 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1200 3/21/2019   5:09:52 PM



1201Bibliography

of interpretation and new research]. In Problemy davn’orus’koi ta seredn’ovichnoi 
arkheologii, edited by Glib Iu. Ivakin, 408–12. Kiev: Instytut arkheologii NAN 
Ukrainy, 2010.

Sagaydak, Mikhail A. Velikii gorod Iaroslava [The great city of Iaroslav]. Kiev: Naukova 
dumka, 1982.

Sager, Alexander. “Eastern Europe and the cultural politics of the chivalric tourna-
ment in medieval Germany: Biterolf and Dietlieb, Ottokar von Steiermark’s Öster-
reichische Reimchronik and Ludwig von Eyb’s Turnierbuch.” Germano-Slavica 14 
(2003), 5–24.

Sager, Alexander. “Hungarians as ‘vremde’ in medieval Germany.” In Meeting the For-
eign in the Middle Ages, edited by Albrecht Classen, 27–44. New York: Routledge, 
2002.

Sághy, Marianne. “Aspects de la christianisation des Hongrois aux IXe–Xe siècles.” In 
Early Christianity in Central and Eastern Europe, edited by Przemysław Urbańczyk, 
53–65. Warsaw: Semper, 1997.

Sagvolden, André Wallin. “Korstogene til Øst-Baltikum I det 13. århundre” The cru-
sades to the eastern Baltic in the 13th century]. Middelalderforum 3 (2003), nos. 1–2, 
183–208.

Sakharov, Andrei N. “860 god: nachalo Rusi” [860: the beginning of Rus’]. In Trudy per-
voi mezhdunarodnoi konferencii “Nachala russkogo mira”, 28–30 oktiabria 2010 goda, 
edited by S.V. Cvetkov, 7–17. St. Petersburg: Russko-Baltiiskoii informacionnyi centr 
“BLIC”, 2011.

Saksa, A.I. “Khoziaistvo i remeslo naseleniia Karel’skoi zemli v srednie veka” [Economy 
and crafts in medieval Karelia]. Rossiiskaia Arkheologiia (2006), no. 3, 63–74.

Sălăgean, Tudor. Ţara lui Gelou. Contribuţii la istoria Transilvaniei de nord în secolele 
IX–XI [Gelou’s Land. Contributions to the history of northern Transylvania, 9th to 
11th cc.]. Cluj-Napoca: Argonaut, 2006.

Sălăgean, Tudor. Transylvania in the Second Half of the Thirteenth Century. The Rise of 
the Congregational System. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2016.

Salakhov, D.D. “Zapadnoevropeiskie monety i ikh obrashchenie na zemliakh Volzhskoi 
Bulgarii i sopredel’nykh territorii v konce X–XI vv.” [West European coins and their 
imitations in Volga Bulgaria and the surrounding territories (late 10–11th cc.)]. In 
Srednevekovaia arkheologiia Volgo-Ural’ia. Sbornik nauchnykh trudov k 65-letnemu 
iubileiu doktora istoricheskikh nauk, professora, chlen-korrespondenta AN RT Faiaza 
Sharipovicha Khuzina, edited by Airat G. Sitdikov, 42–45. Kazan’: Institut arkheolo-
gii im. A. Kh. Khalikova, 2016.

Salamon, Maciej. “Konstantyn i Metody—typowi czy nietypowi misjonarze 
bizantyńscy?” [Were Constantine and Methodius typical or atypical Byzan-
tine missionaries?]. In Środkowoeuropejskie dziedzictwo cyrylo-metodiańskie. 
Międzynarodowa konferencja naukowa, edited by Antoni Barciak, 74–91. Katowice: 
Societas Scientiis Favendis Silesiae Superioris—Instytut Górnóśląski, 1999.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1201 3/21/2019   5:09:52 PM



1202 Bibliography

Salatkienė, Birutė. “The reconstruction of wells and lime bark buckets from Lieporiai 1 
settlement.” Archaeologia Lituana 6 (2006), 174–89.

Šalkovský, Peter. Häuser in der frühmittelalterlichen slawischen Welt. Nitra: Archeo-
logicky ústav Slovenskej Akadémie vied, 2001.

Šalkovský, Peter. “Problematika pravokutnih i elipsoidnih zemunica kod Slavena” [The 
problem of the rectangular and oval sunken-featured buildings among the Slavs]. 
Prilozi Instituta za arheologiju u Zagrebu 24 (2008), no. 1, 301–07.

Šalkovský, Peter. “Zur Problematik der Bauarchitektur der gesellschaftlichen Elite der 
frühmittelalterlichen Slawen.” In Die frühmittelalterliche Elite bei den Völkern des 
östlichen Mitteleuropas (mit speziellen Blick auf die großmährische Problematik). Ma-
terialien der internationalen Fachkonferenz, Mikulčice, 25.–26. 5. 2004, edited by Pavel 
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Jiří Prosecký, 207–16. Prague: Oriental Institute, 1996.

Šedivý, Juraj. “Die Anfänge des Pressburger Kapitels.” In East Central Europe at the Turn 
of the 1st and 2nd Millenia, edited by Vincent Múcska, 107–17. Bratislava: Universitas 
Comeniana Bratislavensis, Facultas Philosophica, 2002.

Sedov, Valentin V. Izborsk, protogorod [Izborsk, a proto-town]. Moscow: Institut arkhe-
ologii RAN, 2002.

Sedov, Valentin V. “Izborsk v VIII–IX vekakh” [Izborsk during the eighth and ninth cen-
turies]. In Druzhynni starozhytnosti Tsentral’no-Skhidnoi Evropz VIII–X st. Materyali 
Mizhnarodnogo pol’ovogo arkheologichnogo seminaru, edited by Petro P. Tolochko, 
138–44. Chernihiv: Siverian’ska dumka, 2003.

Sedov, Valentin V. Izborsk v rannem srednevekov’e [Izborsk in the early Middle Ages]. 
Moscow: Rossiiskaia akademiia nauk, Institut arkheologii, 2007.

Sedov, Valentin V. “Mezhdunarodnye kontakty Izborska v IX–nachale X v.” [The in-
ternational contacts of Izborsk in the 9th and early 10th century]. In Norna u 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1209 3/21/2019   5:09:54 PM



1210 Bibliography

istochnika Sud’by. Sbornik statei v chest’ Eleny Aleksandrovny Mel’nikovoi, edited by 
Tat’iana N. Dzhakson, 355–61. Moscow: Indrik, 2001.

Sedov, Valentin V. “Novgorod. Sviatilishche v uroch. Peryn’” [Novgorod. The sanctuary 
discovered in Peryn’]. In Materialy dlia obsuzhdniia. Tipovye ocherki o gorodakh i 
drugikh naselennykh punktakh i tipovye stat’i o pamiatnikakh istorii, arkhitektury, 
monumental’nogo iskusstva i arkheologii, 90–91. Moscow: Nauka, 1984.

Sedov, Valentin V. “O skandinavskikh nakhodkakh v Izborske” [Scandinavian artifacts 
from Izborsk]. In X Vsesoiuznaia konferenciia po izucheniiu istorii, ekonomika, lit-
eratury i iazyka Skandinavskikh stran i Finliandii. Tezisy dokladov, edited 179–80.  
Moscow: Nauka, 1986.

Sedov, Valentin V. “Venedy-slaviane v Iugo-Vostochnoi Pribaltike” [Venedi-Slavs on the 
southeastern shore of the Baltic Sea]. Arkheologiia i istoriia Pskova i Pskovskoi zemli 
(1992), 35–37.

Sedov, Vladimir V. “Cerkov’ Nikoly na Lipne i novgorodskaia arkhitektura XIII v. vo 
vzaimosviazi s romano-goticheskoi tradiciei” [The Church of Saint Nicholas on 
Lipno and the architecture of Novgorod in the 1200s]. In Drevnerusskoe iskusstvo. 
Rus’, Vizantiia, Balkany XIII vek, edited by Olga E. Etingof, 393–412, 83–84. St. Peters-
burg: Dimitrii Bulanin, 1997.

Sedov, Vladimir V. “Sintez romanskikh i drevnerusskikh form v khramakh Rostovo-
Suzdal’skoi zemli serediny XII veka” [The synthesis of Romanesque and Rus’ 
forms in the churches of Rostov-Suzdal’ built in the mid-12th c.]. In Polska-Rosja: 
sztuka i historia, edited by Jerzy Malinowski, Irina Gavrash and Natalia Mizerniuk-
Rotkiewicz, 45–54. Warsaw/Toruń: Polski Instytut Studiów nad Sztuką Świata/ 
Wydawnictwo Tako, 2013.

Sedova, Maria V. Suzdal’ v X–XV vekakh [Tenth- to twelfth-century Suzdal’]. Moscow: 
Russkii mir, 1997.

Sedykh, Valerii N. “Jaroslavl Volga area in the system of international relations dur-
ing the early medieval epoch.” In Scandinavia and the Balkans. Cultural Interactions 
with Byzantium and Eastern Europe in the First Millennium AD, edited by Oksana 
Minaeva and Lena Holmquist, 174–86. Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars, 2015.

Sedykh, Valerii N. “O proiavleniiakh kul’ta medvedia v Iaroslavskom Povolzh’e v epokhu 
rannego srednevekov’ia” [The manifestations of the bear cult in the Iaroslavl’ re-
gion of the Volga during the early Middle Ages]. In Slaviane i inye iazyci … K iubileiu 
Natal’i Germanovny Nedoshivinoi, edited by N.I. Astashova, 159–70. Moscow: Gosu-
darstvennyi Istoricheskii Muzei, 2014.

Sedykh, Valerii N. “Riurikovo gorodishche i Timerevo: obshchee i osobennoe skvoz’ 
dannye istorii i arkheologii” [Rurik’s Stronghold and Timerevo: their common and 
peculiar characteristics according to the historical and archaeological evidence]. 
In U istokov russkoi gosudarstvennosti. Istoriko-arkheologicheskii sbornik. Materialy 
mezhdunarodnoi nauchnoi konferencii 4–7 oktiabria 2005 g., Velikii Novgorod, Rossiia, 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1210 3/21/2019   5:09:54 PM



1211Bibliography

edited by Evgenii N. Nosov and Aleksandr E. Musin, 195–98. St. Petersburg: Dmitrii 
Bulanin, 2007.

Sedykh, Valerii N. “Skandinavy, finno-ugry i slaviane v Timereve” [Scandinavians, Finno-
Ugrians and Slavs in Timerevo]. In Slaviane i finno-ugry. Kontaktnye zony i vzaimode-
istvie kul’tur. Doklady Rossiisko-Finliandskogo simpoziuma po voprosam arkheologii 
i istorii, Pushkinskie Gory, 7–10 oktiabria 2004 g., edited by Anatolii N. Kirpichnikov, 
Evgenii N. Nosov and A.I. Saksa, 153–60. St. Petersburg: Izdatel’stvo “Nestor-Istoriia”, 
2006.

Sedykh, Valerii N. “Timerevo—un centre proto-urbain sur la grande voie de la Volga.” 
In Les centres proto-urbains russes entre Scandinavie, Byzance et Orient. Actes du 
colloque international tenu au College de France en octobre 1997, edited by Michel  
Kazanski, Anne Nercessian and Constantin Zuckerman, 173–97. Paris: P. Lethiel-
leux, 2000.

Šefčáková, Alena. “Archeozoologické nálezy z včasnostredovkých sídliskových objek-
tov z Lábu, okr. Malacky” [Archaeo-zoological finds in settlement buildings in Láb, 
Malacky district]. Zborník Slovenského Národného Múzea 108 (2014), 187–96.

Šefčáková, Alena, Eugen Strouhal, Alena Němečková, Milan Thurzo and Danica 
Staššíková-Štukovská. “Case of metastatic carcinoma from end of the 8th–early 9th 
century Slovakia.” American Journal of Physical Anthropology 116 (2001), 216–29.

Šefčáková, Alena, Milan Thurzo, Jakub Likovský, Jaroslav Brůžek and Dominique 
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Simeonova, Liliana. “Tărgovishte Rūs/Rhōs (sredata na VIII-40–te godini na XI 
vek). Preorientiraneto im ot Evraziia kăm Konstantinopol i prinosăt im v rusko-
vizantiiskata tărgoviia” [The merchants Rus/Rhos (mid-8th century to the 840s). 
Their reorientation from Eurasia to Constantinople and their contribution to the 
Rus’-Byzantine trade]. In Almanakh “VIA EVRASIA” 1 (2012). Rusiia v otrazheniiata 
na istoriiata. V pamet na prof. Emil Mikhailov, edited by Darina Grigorova, 30–53. 
Sofia: Universitetsko izdatelstvo “Sv. Kliment Okhridski”, 2012.

Simić, Gordana. “The Byzantine model of a Serbian monastery: construction and 
organisational concept.” In Processes of Byzantinisation and Serbian Archaeology,  
edited by Vesna Bikić, 67–78. Belgrade: Institute for Byzantine Studies, Serbian 
Academy of Sciences and Arts, 2016.

Simonović, Zoran. “Trgovina poljoprivrednim proizvodima u vizantijskom Nishu” [Ag-
ricultural produce trade in Byzantine Niš]. In Niš and Byzantium. Vth symposium, 
Niš, 3.–5. June 2006. The collection of scientific works 5, edited by Miša Rakocija, 537–
43. Niš: NKC, 2007.

Simonyi, Zoltán. Árpád-háziak Bizáncban. III. Béla jegyesei [The Arpadian dynasty in 
Byzantium. Béla III’s brothers]. Budapest: Gabo, 2010.

Simpson, Alicia. “Byzantium’s retreating Balkan frontier during the reign of the Ange-
loi (1185–1203): a reconsideration.” In The Balkans and the Byzantine World Before 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1222 3/21/2019   5:09:56 PM



1223Bibliography

and After the Captures of Constantinople, 1204 and 1453, edited by Vlada Stanković, 
3–22. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2016.

Simpson, Alicia. Niketas Choniates. A Historiographical Study. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2013.

Sindbaek, Søren Michael. “Viking-age Wolin and Baltic Sea trade. Proposals, declines, 
and engagements.” In Across the Western Baltic. Proceeding from an Archaeologi-
cal Conference in Vordingborg, edited by Keld. Møller Hansen and Kristoffer Buck  
Pedersen, 267–81. Vordingborg: Sydsjællands Museum, 2006.

Sindbaek, Søren Michael. “Scandinavian settlement south of the Baltic Sea.” In Vers 
l’Orient et vers l’Occident. Regards croisés sur les dynamiques et les transferts culturels 
des Vikings à la Rous ancienne, edited by Pierre Bauduin and Aleksandr E. Musin, 
167–76. Caen: Presses universitaires de Caen, 2014.

Sindik, Dušan. “Stefan Nemanja i Kotor” [Stefan Nemanja et la ville de Kotor]. In Mezh-
dunarodni nauchni skup “Stefan Nemanja-Sveti Simeon Mirotochivi. Istorija i pre-
danje”. Septembar 1996, edited by Jovanka Kalić, 115–20. Belgrade: Srpska akademija 
nauka i umetnosti, 2000.

Sinkević, Ida. St. Panteleimon at Nerezi. Architecture, Programme, Patronage. Wiesbaden:  
Reichert, 2000.

Sinor, Denis. “Taking an oath over a dog cut in two.” In Altaic Religious Beliefs and Prac-
tices, edited by Géza Bethlenfalvy, 301–05. Budapest: ELTE, 1992.

Sinor, Denis. “The first change of regime in Hungarian history.” Hungarian Studies Re-
view 14 (2000), no. 2, 153–62.

Siomkos, Nikolaos. L’église Saint-Etienne à Kastoria. Etude des différentes phases du 
décor peint (Xe–XIV e siècles). Thessaloniki: Kentro Vyzantinon Ereunon, 2005.

Šišić, Ferdo (ed.). Enchiridion fontium historiae Croaticae. Zagreb: Zemaljska tiskara, 
1914.

Šišić, Ferdo. “Genealoški prilozi o hrvatskoj narodnoj dinastiji” [Genealogical contribu-
tions to the study of the native dynasty]. Vjesnik Hrvatskoga arheološkoga društva 
13 (1913), 1–93.

Sisiou, Ioannis. “The painting throughout the 13th century in Saint Stefanos of Kas-
toria.” In Niš and Bzyantium. Vth Symposium, Niš, 3–5 June 2006. The Collection of 
Scientific Works 5, edited by Miša Rakocija, 393–413. Niš: NKC, 2007.

Sisiou, Ioannis. “The paintings of the 13th century in the temple of Saint Dimitrios in 
Kastoria.” In Niš and Bzyantium. IV Symposium, Niš, 3–5 June 2005. The Collection of 
Scientific Works 4, edited by Miša Rakocija, 265–80. Niš: Prosveta, 2006.

Sitii, Iu. M. “Mogily khristian Chernigova X veka (k postanovke problema)” [Christian 
burials in 10th-century Chernihiv]. In Trudy pervoi mezhdunarodnoi konferencii 
“Nachala russkogo mira”, 28–30 oktiabria 2010 goda, edited by S.V. Cvetkov, 248–65. 
St. Petersburg: Russko-Baltiiskoii informacionnyi centr “BLIC”, 2011.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1223 3/21/2019   5:09:56 PM



1224 Bibliography

Sitzmann, Alexander. “Die skandinavischen Personennamen in den Birkenrindenin-
schriften.” Scando-Slavica 53 (2007), 25–31.

Sizov, V.I. Kurgany Smolenskoi gubernii. I. Gnezdovskii mogil’nik bliz Smolenska. St.  
Petersburg: Tipografiia Glavnago Uprevleniia Udelov, 1902.

Skaltsis, Panagiotis J. “Divine worship during the 9th century in Constantinople and 
Sts. Cyril and Methodios use of it in their missionary activities.” Cyrillomethodi-
anum 20 (2015), 47–60.

Skawran, Karin M. “Peripheral Byzantine frescoes in Greece: the problem of their con-
nections.” In Mosaic. Festschrift for A.H.S. Megaw, edited by Judith Herrin, Margaret 
Mullett and Catherine Otten-Froux, 75–83. London: British School of Athens, 2001.

Skiba, Aleksandra. “Święta Jadwiga, księżna śląska w źródłach i opracowaniach his-
torycznych” [St. Hedwig of Silesia in historical sources and historical literature]. 
Przegląd Zachodniopomorski 17 (2002), no. 3, 129–139.

Skibiński, Edward. Przemiany władzy. Narracyjna koncepcja Anonima tzw. Galla i jej 
podstawy [Transformations of power. The narrative concept of Gallus Anonymus 
and its grounds]. Poznań: Instytut Historii UAM, 2009.

Skibiński, Edward. “The narrative in Vincentius’s Chronicle.” In Writing History in Me-
dieval Poland. Bishop Vincentius of Cracow and the Chronica Polonorum, edited by 
Darius Maria von Güttner-Sporzyński, 99–118. Turnhout: Brepols, 2017.

Skibiński, Edward. “Vindicatio władców Polski w zwierciadle kronik Anonima tzw. Galla 
i mistrza Wincentego” [The vindicatio of Polish rulers in the mirror of the chronicles 
of Gallus Anonymus and Master Vincent]. In Kościół w monarchiach Przemyślidów i 
Piastów. Materiały z konferencji naukowej, Gniezno, 21–24 wrzesnia 2006 roku, edited 
by Jozef Dobosz, 367–73. Poznań: Wydawnictwo Poznańskie, 2009.

Skoblar, Magdalena. Figural Sculpture in Eleventh-Century Dalmatia and Croatia. Pa-
tronage, Architectural Context, History. London/New York: Routledge, 2017.

Skoblar, Magdalena. “Likovna umjetnost i kultura” [Fine arts and culture]. In Nova 
zraka u europskom svjetlu. Hrvatske zemlje u ranome srednjem vijeku (oko 500–
oko 1150), edited by Zrinka Nikolić Jakus, 285–308. Zagreb: Matica hrvatska, 2015.

Skomiał, Jakub. “Z problematyki własności w Kronice polskiej Wincentego zwanego 
Kadłubkiem (ok. 1150–1223)” [On the problem of power in the Chronicle of Master 
Vincent (c. 1150–1223)]. Czasopismo prawno-historyczne 56 (2004), no. 1, 177–83.

Skorobogatov, A.V. and N.N. Rybushkin. “Ugolovno-pravovoe regulirovanie po Russkoi 
Pravde” [Criminal law stipulations in the Russka Pravda]. In Tysiacheletie Pravdy 
Russkoi: istoriia i perspektivy izucheniia drevneishego pamiatnika otechestvennogo 
prava. Sbornik nauchnykh trudov, edited by Mariia A. Novickaia, D.I. Lukovskaia and 
N.V. Dunaeva, 190–202. St. Petersburg: Prezidentskaia biblioteka, 2017.

Škoviera, Andrej. “Svätý Naum Ochridský” [St. Naum of Ochrid]. Konštantinove listy 2 
(2009), 58–65.

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1224 3/21/2019   5:09:56 PM



1225Bibliography

Skowronek, Małgorzata. “Świat cały ma Cię za obrońcę”. Michał Archanioł w kulturze 
Słowian prawosławnych na Bałkanach [“The whole world have their guardian in 
you”. St. Michael the Archangel in the culture of the Orthodox Slavs in the Balkans]. 
Łódź: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Łódzkiego, 2008.

Skripinskaia, N. Iu. “Novye nabliudeniia ob ustroistve ‘Zemlianovo goroda’ Staroi Lado-
gi (po materialam arkheologicheskikh raskopok E.A. Riabinina v 1981–1982 gg.)” 
[New investigations of the “earthen stronghold” structure in Staraia Ladoga (ac-
cording to the records of E.A. Riabinin’s excavation of 1981 and 1982)]. Stratum+ 
(2012), no. 5, 43–50.

Skrzyniarz, Ryszard. “Duszpasterstwo Benedyktynów, Bożogrobców i Dominikanów 
na ziemiach polskich w średniowieczu” [Tne pastoral care of the Benedictines, the 
canons of the Holy Sepulcher, and the Dominicans in the Polish lands during the 
Middle Ages]. Roczniki Humanistyczne 48 (2000), no. 2, 509–23.

Skubiszewski, Piotr. Les cisterciens en Pologne. Warsaw: Ministère de la Culture, 1990.
Skvorcov, Konstantin N. Mogil’nik Mitino V–XIV vv. (Kaliningradskaia oblast’). Po 

rezul’tatam issledovanii 2008 g. [The fifth- to fourteenth-century cemetery in Mitino, 
Kaliningrad oblast’]. Moscow: Izdatel’stvo OAO “Tverskaia oblastnaia tipografiia”, 
2010.

Skvorcov, Konstantin N. “‘The amber coast masters’: some observations on rich burials 
in the Sambian-Natangian culture ca. AD 500.” In Inter Ambo Maria. Northern Bar-
barians from Scandinavia Towards the Black Sea, edited by Igor N. Khrapunov and 
Frans-Arne Stylegar, 352–64. Kristiansand/Simferopol’: Dolya, 2013.

Skwierczyński, Krzysztof. “Centrum i prowincja—rewolucja gregoriańska w Kościele 
powszechnym a reforma gregoriańska w Kościele polskim” [Center and province: 
the Gregorian revolution in the Catholic Church and the Gregorian Reform in the 
Polish Church]. In Kościół w monarchiach Przemyślidów i Piastów. Materiały z kon-
ferencji naukowej, Gniezno, 21–24 wrzesnia 2006 roku, edited by Jozef Dobosz, 181–91. 
Poznań: Wydawnictwo Poznańskie, 2009.

Skwierczyński, Krzysztof. Recepcja idei gregoriańskich w Polsce do początku XIII wieku 
[The reception of the Gregorian ideas in early thirteenth-century Poland]. Wrocław: 
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, 2005.
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Sláma, Jiří. “Antropologie a kníže Spytihněv I” [Anthropology and Prince Spytihněv I]. 
Archeologické rozhledy 53 (2001), 153–54.
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Sommer, Dušan Třeštík and Josef Žemlička, 32–42, 580–81. Prague: Lidové noviny, 
2009.

Strzelczyk, Jerzy. “Zjazd gnieźnieński 1000 roku” [The Gniezno summit in 1000]. In 
Gniezno i Poznań w państwie pierwszych Piastów. Teksty wykładów wygłoszonych na 
sympozjum naukowym zorganizowanym przez Oddział Polskiej Akademii Nauk w 
Poznaniu dnia 8 grudnia 1999 roku, edited by Andrzej Wójtowicz, 77–108. Poznań: 
Ośrodek Wydawnictw Naukowych, 2000.

Strzelczyk, Joanna E. “Badania roślin użytkowanych przez człowieka. Przyczynek 
do rekonstrukcji upraw zbożowych z dwóch wczesnośredniowiecznych grodów 

9789004342576_Curta_text_proof-01.indb   1253 3/21/2019   5:10:02 PM



1254 Bibliography

nadwarciańskich (Spławie i Samarzewo)” [Studies of plants cultivated by men. A 
contribution to the reconstruction of cereal cultivation in two early medieval settle-
ments on the Warta river (Spławie and Samarzewo)]. In Cognitioni gestorum. Studia 
z dziejów średniowiecza dedykowane Profesorowi Jerzemu Strzelczykowi, edited by 
Dariusz Adam Sikorski and Andrzej Marek Wyrwa, 149–62. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo 
DiG, 2006.

Suceveanu, Alexandru and Mircea V. Angelescu. “Nouvelles données concernant His-
tria à l’époque romaine.” Ktema 19 (1994), 195–208.

Suchanek, Drahomir. “Ohlasy a vlivy bojů o investituru v českým prostředí. Biskup Ja-
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Szűcs, Jenő. Az utolsó Arpádok [The last Arpadians]. Budapest: MTA Történettudo-
mányi Intézet, 1993.
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and the first local saints]. In Přemyslovci—budování českého státu, edited by Petr 
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Západočeské muzeum v Plzni, 2005.

Unger, Josef. “Epidemie a války 9. až 20. stol. v archeologických nálezach lidských 
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Čechách (Rozmach a pokles rodů Hrabišicu v 11.–13. století)” [Contribution to the 
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between Constantinople and Rome]. Prague: Vyšehrad, 2013.
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