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Introduction 

 

This dissertation is focused on the Crimean city of Cherson. The area of Cherson has been 

excavated very extensively and its state of preservation is amazing. The archaeological 

sources are therefore rich – even though only one third of the area has been excavated so far. 

On the other hand, written sources on Cherson are quite scarce, especially regarding the 

transitional period between Antiquity and the Middle Ages. The research of the place during 

the 7th – mid-9th centuries is, therefore, difficult and it is necessary to consider both the 

written and the archaeological sources and to complement each other. 

The territory of Crimea has been under excavation mainly by Russian or Ukrainian scholars 

and due to the difficult political situation, the area was not accessible to the Western 

countries´ citizens till 1993. Therefore, most of the books or articles on Cherson were 

published in Russian and have not been spread among western scholars. Recently, though, 

several works on the new research in Cherson have been published in languages different 

from the traditional one. The prevalent majority of the publications, however, are invariably 

published in Russian or Ukrainian and they are not being usually translated into other 

languages. Therefore, the present situation does not differ much from the period before the 

year 1993: in the works of the “western” scholars, Cherson appears only sporadically, while 

the Russian and Ukrainian journals publish ample results of new research in Cherson 

regularly. This situation seems to be very interesting. What are the causes of omitting Cherson 

even from the key English publications? The distance and location just on the edge of the 

Classical world can be one of the causes: the western scholars have usually focused on the 

Mediterranean. The inaccessibility of Crimea before 1993 can also have played its role; 

without any doubt, the language barrier is a great obstacle. 

However, in my opinion, it is just the location on the frontier that should draw the attention. 

As a city on the border with the Barbarian world, Cherson must have been an extremely 

important place for the Byzantine Empire. It is interesting that for example the situation on 

the Byzantine-Arab frontier is described in the western scientific literature thoroughly but to 

get knowledge of the northern border issue the scholar must either hunt for the few 

publications available in the west or to go and visit Russian or Ukrainian scientific libraries. 

In any case, the knowledge of the Ukrainian or Russian language is essential.  
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During the years of studying Cherson I realized that despite the distance from the Capital, 

Cherson belonged to the important cities of the Byzantine Empire. It therefore deserves 

greater attention among the western scholars dealing with the issues of Byzantium, especially 

regarding international policy, trade and economy. Furthermore, Cherson is very suitable for 

studying the issue of development and transformation of cities in the period of Late Antiquity 

and the early Middle Ages. 

 

Content of the Study 

Besides a chapter on the Primary sources, the thesis consists of five other parts. The first two 

of them deal with the Natural conditions and topography (Chapter 1) of Crimea and of the 

territory of Cherson and with the History of research on Cherson (Chapter 2). The main body 

of the thesis is structured chronologically into three parts: 

  

Chapter 3 – Development of Cherson from the 6th to the mid-7th century  

Chapter 4 – The Dark Ages of the Byzantine Empire (mid-7th – mid-9th centuries): 

decline, transformation, continuity?  

Chapter 5 – The new era of prosperity (mid-9th and 10th centuries) 

 

The third chapter will be devoted to the time when the era of Antiquity was slowly coming 

to its end and the development proceeded to the Middle Ages, in this case to the early 

Byzantine period. The fishing industry and fish processing will be discussed because these 

activities which had begun here already in the Roman times continued in the early and middle 

Byzantine period, too. Afterwards, the beginnings and spread of Christianity will be debated.  

The outset of the early Byzantine period is usually connected with the reign of Justinian I. 

This Emperor made efforts to expand the Byzantine territory to match the size of the ancient 

Roman Empire. The development in the northern Pontic area is connected not only with this 

pursuit but also with the movements of the Barbarian tribes just on the northern border, on 

Crimea.  
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This chapter is closed in the mid-7th century when Cherson was undergoing transformation 

into an early medieval town.  

 

  The following questions are dealt with in the third chapter, which focuses on the period of 

transformation between antiquity and the Middle Ages: 

1) the beginnings and development of fish industry in the Roman times and its continuity, 

accompanied by fish products trade, in the early Byzantine period, 

2) the beginnings of Christianity in Cherson, 

3) the development activity in the era of Justinian I and its causes (relationships with the 

neighbouring Barbarian peoples), 

 

The fourth chapter deals with the “Dark Ages”, i.e. the period from the second half of the 7th 

to the mid-9th centuries. 

The turn of the 7th century was the time of prosperity for Cherson; nevertheless, in the second 

half of the 7th century Arab tribes appeared in the Mediterranean and with their arrival a 

decline in the whole Empire began. The decline caused a crisis of town life. Even the 

religious situation was not stable: iconoclasm was declared by the emperor Leo III in the first 

quarter of the 8th century. Opponents of the new regime were persecuted and often exiled. Not 

only iconodouloi came to Cherson: the Pope Martin was relegated here in the second half of 

the 7th century as well as the overthrown emperor Justinian II at the turn of the 8th century.  

The situation began to improve and stabilize thanks to the creation and use of the theme 

system, which improved the defence ability of the Empire. The crisis was surmounted in the 

mid-9th century and the Byzantine Empire could begin to prepare itself for a period of a new 

prosperity.  

 

The following problems are dealt with in the fourth chapter, devoted to the “Dark Ages” 

period: 
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1) the continuity of the fish paste (garum) production and trade, changes in the trade contacts 

after the mid-7th century, 

2) the problem of grain export from Crimea after the loss of Egypt, 

3) the church development at the beginning of the 7th century and Christianity in the Dark 

Ages, 

4) the relationship between the Byzantine and Khazar Empires, the Khazars in Cherson, and 

the condominium issue, 

5) the exiles in Cherson (Pope Martin and his letters, Emperor Justinian II, iconoclasm 

opponents), 

6) the creation of the Cherson theme. 

 

The fifth chapter covers the period from the mid-9th to the end of the 10th centuries. Even 

though the internal situation was set in the second half of the 9th century, fights with enemies 

continued. Thanks to its position on the northern border, Cherson was a meeting point with 

the Pechenegs and the Rus. Particularly the Rus affected Cherson in the second half of the 

10th century. 

On more issue is studied in this chapter. In 860/861, St. Constantine (Cyril) spent a winter in 

Cherson, preparing himself for a mission to the Khazars. Later on, in 863, this saint came with 

his brother Methodius on request of the Prince Rastislav to Great Moravia where they 

contributed significantly to the cultural development, and their legacy continues to be alive in 

the Czech Republic. 

 

The fifth part of the thesis focuses mainly on the external relations with the northern 

neighbours and, furthermore, on the problems discussed in the previous chapters, which 

means the trade and progress of the city in the period after the crisis. The questions for this 

part are as follows: 

1) the trade connections in the second half of the 9th and in the 10th centuries, fish paste 

production and transport till the end of the 10th century, 
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2) the presence of St. Constantine (Cyril) in the city, 

3) the role of Cherson in the relationships between the Byzantine Empire and the Rus, the 

Prince Vladimir I in Cherson, and the question of destruction of Cherson at the end of the 10th 

century, 

4) trade and crafts in Cherson in the 9th and 10th centuries. 

 

Methodology 

Fish Industry, Trade 

Both primary and secondary sources are available for the Late Roman Period. Among the 

primary sources, Ammianus Marcellinus can be named. He described the Northern Pontic 

area in connection with struggles of the Roman army. The fish paste production and trade is 

mentioned by Strabo, from later era there are the Pope Martin´s letters dated to the 7th century, 

or the description of the area by Emperor Constantine VII from the 10th century. The city of 

Cherson has been excavated, there is an extensive evidence of cisterns used for salting fish 

there, and furthermore, transport amphoras have been excavated in Cherson and elsewhere 

(the typology of amphoras suitable for the transport of fish products was suggested by Andrei 

Opait for the Roman period). The continuity of transport in the Byzantine period – the types 

of transport amphoras, trading partners, fish industry development in the Dark Ages and 

thereafter – is the question that, together with the grain export problem, is dealt with using the 

archaeological evidence and primary sources. 

 

Christianity in Cherson 

The archaeological excavations of the first Christian basilicas prove that Christianity spread 

very early in Cherson. The strong position of Christianity can be corroborated by the 

grandiose development of basilical churches, which continued to be constructed to the mid-7th 

century at least. The lists of the Christian bishops, written at councils, constitute a very 

important source from the Dark Ages.  
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Relationships with neighbours, the development 

There is a primary source describing the construction activity in the 6th century: the Buildings 

by Prokopios. The bloom is also corroborated by the evidence of archaeological excavations. 

The causes of this activity remain a question; the town development is also connected with the 

question of the transormation of Cherson from the ancient to the medieval city. 

Regarding the Dark Ages, it is possible to compare Cherson to other Byzantine cities, some of 

which are well excavated. There are also several written sources: the already mentioned 

Letters of Pope Martin and the lists of Church councils. Furthermore, there are later treatises 

by Theophanes and Nikephoros (8th/9th centuries) and reports from the religious refugees.  

The relationship with the neighbours may be studied on the basis of the archaeological 

evidence from other parts of Crimea, where Barbarian peoples were in movement. The 

Khazar question is connected with the town development in the Dark Ages: thanks to both 

archaeological evidence and written sources it is possible to consider the problem of 

condominium as well as the stay of Emperor Justinian II in Cherson. 

The significance of Cherson in the relationship between the Byzantine Empire and the Rus 

can be seen in various written sources as well as from the archaeological evidence: in addition 

to the legend of the baptism of St. Vladimir, there is the question of destruction of Cherson at 

the turn of the 11th century.  
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Sources of research on the early and middle Byzantine Cherson 

 

Researching Cherson, one must be prepared to go through an extensive number of sources, 

both primary and secondary. Regarding primary sources, literary and material sources are 

available. 

Literary sources 

 

The number of surviving narrative sources mentioning Cherson is not negligible. The 

exception is comprised by the sources from the period between the mid-7th and mid-9th 

centuries; the lack of written sources from this era was the cause of calling it “Dark Ages”. 

The primary sources include writings of historians (chronicles), hagiographic texts and letters; 

furthermore lists of bishops (Notitiae episcopatuum ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae) and 

records from synods. Moreover, various other texts survived, as e. g orations, Prokopios’ of 

Caesarea De Aedificiis or the books compiled at the command of or written by Emperor 

Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus.  

Numerous narrative sources relating to Cherson were arranged by Sergej Borisovič Soročan 

into the Anthology of the narrative sources (Aнтология письменных источников), which 

constitute the last part of his voluminous study on Cherson.1 Soročan focused rather on the 

historiographical works and hagiography; in his work, the narrative sources were translated 

into Russian and published without the original texts. The most recent and excellent piece of 

work Quellen zur Geschichte der byzantinischen Krim by Stefan Albrecht2 represents in my 

opinion the most extensive, extremely useful and hopefully complete aggregate of the Sources 

on History of the Byzantine Crimea. 

In my summary of the narrative sources I will focus on the works that are in particular 

important for the topic of the thesis (agriculture, economy, trade and policy of Cherson; exiles 

to Cherson and partly also the Cherson Church). The summary is divided into a few groups as 

follows:  

                                                                 
1 SOROČAN (2005) 1232-1552. 
2 ALBRECHT (2012). 
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1. Chronicles, historic texts, geographic texts, descriptions, pieces of advice (in 

chronological order) 

2. Hagiographic texts 

3. Letters and orations 

4. Synods, notitiae episcopatuum 

Except for specified cases, the translations or paraphrasing of the texts are mine. 

 

1. Chronicles, historic texts, geographic texts, descriptions, pieces of advice 

(in chronological order) 

 

Ammianus Marcellinus 

Ammianus Marcellinus (330 – after 392) mentioned Crimea in his chronicle Res gestae in 

connection with agriculture:  

 

Sed Maeotidos lateri laeuo Cherronesus est propinqua, coloniarum plena Graecarum. Unde 
quieti sunt homines et sedati, adhibentes uomeri curam et prouentibus fructuariis uictitantes.3 

On the left side of Maeotis lies Chersonesus, which is full of Greek colonies. Here the people 
are quiet, involved in agriculture and feeding on yields of their fields. 

 

The name Chersonesus meant the whole peninsula here, not only the city.4 This notice is 

important regarding economy and political situation in Crimea at that time. Furthermore, 

Ammianus also mentioned Chersonesus as the place of deportation. 

 

…Phronemius Cherronesum deportatur…5 

…Phronimius6 was deported to Chersonesus…  
                                                                 
3 Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae, eds. Seyfahrt, Jacob-Karau, Ullmann, XXII, 8. 32. 
4 ALBRECHT (2012) 10. 
5 Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae, eds. Seyfahrt, Jacob-Karau, Ullmann XXVI, 10. 6. 
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The Phronimius’ deportation was commanded by Emperor Valentinian I (364 – 375). As we 

shall see, deportation to Cherson was never an unusual thing and it is possible to find quite a 

few pieces of information on this topic in the narrative sources. 

Codex Theodosianus 

Codex Theodosianus was issued by Emperor Theodosios II in 438. The extract concerning 

Cherson illustrates problems of the region with the Barbars; also the Cherson’s bishop is 

named. 

 

419 MONAXIO ET PLINTA VV CC CONSS 

E 762. CTh 9.40.24 (Monaxio pr.pr. d. 24 Sept/28 Aug 419 Const.) His, qui conficiendi naves 
incognitam ante peritiam barbaris tradiderunt propter petitionem viri reverentissimi 
Asclepiadis Chersonensitanae civitatis episcopi imminenti poena et carcere liberates capital 
tam ipsis quam etiam ceteris supplicium proponi decernimus si quid simile fuerit in posterum 
perpetratum.7 

Those who revealed to the Barbars the knowledge of shipbuilding unknown to them until 
then, and those who in danger of a penalty or a jail were set free at request of the most 
reverend man Asklepiades, the bishop of the city of Cherson, we decided them to face up to 
the death penalty, and both them and the others, if they would begin something similar in 
future.  

 

Theodoros Anagnostes 

Another exile to Cherson is mentioned in Historia Ecclesiastica compiled by Theodoros 

Anagnostes (died 530?). 

 

Ὁ Αἴλουρος ἐξωρίσθη εἰς Γάγγραν• ἐκεῖ δέ ἀπελθών ἐποίει παραβαπτίσµατα καὶ 
παρασυνάγµατα, ἅπερ ἀναγαγόντος τοῦ Γαγγρῶν ἐπισκόπου βασιλεῖ καὶ Γενναδίῳ µετετέθη εἰς 
Χερσῶνα.8 

                                                                                                                                                                                                        
6 JONES (1971) 701. 
7 Codex Theodosianus, eds. Mommsen, Meyer, 9.40.24 
8 Theodoros Anagnostes, ed. Hansen, 380. 
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Ailuros was banished to Gangra. When he came there, he made false baptisms and held false 
gatherings. When the bishop of Gangra informed the emperor and Gennadios, he was 
banished to Cherson. 

 

Timotheos Ailuros was the patriarch of Alexandria in the second half of the 5th century. His 

exile followed from his religious opinions. Timotheos’ exile is mentioned also in letters: in 

the letter sent to Pope Simplicius by patriarch Akakios,9 in the letter of Pope Hormisdas I to 

the Old Epiros Synod,10 in the Justinian’s letter to the monks of Alexandria.11  

Jordanes 

The city of Cherson is named twice in the compiled work Historia Romana et Getica by 

Jordanes (died 552?), in both cases in connection with trade. Jordanes enumerated cities of 

Pontos… 

 

…Boristhenide, Olbia, Callipolida, Chersona, Theodosia, Careon, Myrmicion et Trapezunta, 
quas indomiti Scytharum nationes Grecis permiserunt condere, sibimet commercia 
prestaturos.12 

…Boristhenes, Olbia, Kallipolis, Chersona, Theodosia, Kareon, Myrmikion and Trapezunt, 
which the wild Scythians had by the Greeks founded, so that they could do business with 
them.  

 

Further in the text we read: 

 

…iuxta Chersonam Altziagiri, quo Asiae bona avidus Mercator importat…13 

… Altziagirs (live) next to Cherson, where the active Asian merchants bring the goods… 

 

                                                                 
9 Patrologia Latina 56, ed. Migne, 612C-614A. 
10 Epistulae Imperatorum Pontificum, ed. Guenther, Ep. 120, 529-532. 
11 Drei dogmatische Schriften Iustinians, ed. Schwarz. 
12 Iordanis Romana et Getica, ed. Mommsen, V, 32 (p. 62). 
13 Iordanis Romana et Getica, ed. Mommsen, V, 37 (p. 63). 
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These are only the fragments concerning Cheson; the work of Jordanes however belongs to 

the important sources concerning the Black Sea trade connections between the Byzantine 

Empire and Asia in the 6th century.14 

 

Prokopios of Caesarea 

Prokopios of Caesarea (500? – 562?) was the most significant historian of the 6th century. His 

work includes eight books of The Wars, describing victories of the Byzantines over the 

Persians, the Vandals and the Goths, The Buildings, describing building development of the 

Justinian´s era and The Secret History (Anecdota), where Prokopios gave a description of the 

lives of Justinian and his wife Theodora. Cherson is mentioned several times by Prokopios; in 

most cases in connection with the presence of the Barbarians in Crimea; once the 

reconstruction of the city walls by Justinian is mentioned.15 

 

ἔστι δὲ πόλις ἐπιθαλασσία ἡ Bóσπορος ἐν ἀριστερᾷ µὲν ἐσπλέοντι τὸν Εὔχεινον καλούµενον 
πόντον, Χερσῶνος δὲ πώλεος, ἣ γῆς τῆς ᾿Ρωµαίων ἐσχάτη ἐστὶν, ὁδῷ διέχουσα ἡµερῶν 
εἴκοσιν. (8.) ὧν δὴ τὰ ἐν µέσῳ ἅπαντα Οὖννοι ἔχουσιν.16 

This Bosporus is a city by the sea, on the left as one sails into the so-called Euxine Sea, 
twenty days´ journey distant from the city of Cherson, which is the limit of the Roman 
territory. Between these cities everything is held by the Huns. 

 

ἐκ δὲ Βοσπόρου πόλεως ἐς πόλιν Χερσῶνα ἰόντι, ἣ κεῖται µὲν ἐν τῇ παραλίᾳ, ᾿Ρωµαίων δέ 
καὶ αὐτὴ κατήκοος ἐκ παλαιοῦ ἐστι, βάρβαροι, Οὐννικὰ ἔθνη, τὰ µεταξύ ἅπαντα ἔχουσι.17 

From the city of Bosporus to the city of Cherson, which is situated on the coast and has 
likewise been subject to the Romans from of old, all between is held by barbarians, Hunnic 
nations. 

 

ἐκ δὲ Χερσῶνος πόλεως ἐς τὰς ἐκβολὰς ποταµοῦ Ἴστρου, ὃν καὶ ∆ανούβιον καλοῦσιν, ὁδὸς 
µέν ἐστιν ἡµερῶν δέκα, βάρβαροι δὲ τὰ ἐκείνῃ ξύµπαντα ἔχουσιν.18 

                                                                 
14 ALBRECHT (2012) 5. 
15 English translation by H. B. Dewing. 
16 Prokopios, eds. Dewing, Downey, I.  xii. 7-8. 
17 Prokopios, eds. Dewing, Downey,  VIII. v. 27. 
18 Prokopios, eds. Dewing, Downey,  VIII. v. 29. 
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From the city of Cherson to the mouth of the Ister River, which is also called the Danube, is a 
journey of ten days, and barbarians hold that whole region. 

 

Καὶ µὴν καὶ Βοσπόρου καὶ Χερσῶνος πόλεων, αἵπερ κατὰ τὴν ἐκείνῃ ἀκτὴν ἐπιθαλασσίδιαι 
µετὰ λίµνην τε τὴν Μαιώτιδα καὶ τοὺς Ταύρους καὶ Ταυροσκύθας ἐν ἐσχάτῳ οἰκοῦνται τὴς 
᾿Ρωµαίων ἀρχῆς, ποπονικότα παντάπασι τὰ τείχη εὑρὼν ἐς µέγα τι κάλλους τε καὶ ἀσφα- 
λείας κατεστήσατο χρῆµα.19 

 Moreover, in the case of the coastqal cities Bosporus and Cherson, which lie on the shore 
there beyond the Maeotic Lake and the Taurians and Tauroscythians, at the extremity of the 
Roman Empire, he found that the walls had fallen completely into ruin, and he made them 
remarkably beautiful and thourghly safe. 

 

The Venerable Bede 

The English monk the Venerable Bede (673? – 735?) left us interesting notices on Pope 

Martin’s exile and especially on the reign of Justinian II. The 66th chapter in his De ratione 

temporum liber includes history of the world – Chronica maiora, ending in the year 727.20 

The significance of the Bede’s work lies in the fact that the story told by him is slightly 

different from the Theophanes’ and Nikephoros’ versions. First of all, according to Bede 

Justinian II sent against Cherson only one expedition, not three. Furthermore, the reason for 

sending the expedition to Cherson was not the Emperor’s anger but the opposition that rose 

against him in Cherson.   

 

4622 (671 AD)  

(…) Et post haec missus ab imperatore theodorus exarchus tulit martinum papam de ecclesia 
constantiniana, perduxit que constantinopolim, qui post hec religatus cersonam ibidem uitam 
finiuit, multis in eodem loco uirtutum signis usque hodie refulgens. 

(…) Following this, the exarch Theodore, sent by the emperor, carried off Pope Martin from 
the Constantinian basilica and sent him to Constantinople. Afterwards [Martin] was exiled to 
Cherson, where he ended his life, refulgent in many signs of miracles in that place right up to 
today. 

 

 

                                                                 
19 Prokopios, eds. Dewing, Downey, Buildings, III. vii. 10. 
20 Beda Venerabilis, ed. Mommsen, Chronica Minora saec. IV.V.VI.VII (III) 223-356.  
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4649 (698 AD) 

(…) Iustinianus ob culpam perfidiae regni gloria priuatus exul in pontum secedit. 

Because he was guilty of treason, Justinian was deprived of the glory of his kingdom, and 
withdrew to Pontus as an exile. 

 

4665 (714 AD) 

(…) Qui cum exercitum mitteret in pontum multum prohibente papa apostolico ad 
conpraehendendum philippicum, quem ibi religauerat, conuersus omnis exercitus ad partem 
philippici fecit eum ibidem imperatorem.(…)  

When he sent a large army into Pontus in order to overtake Philip[picus], whom he exiled 
there, though the Pope forbade it, the whole army went over to Philip[picus]’ side, and made 
him emperor. 21 

 

Parastaseis syntomoi chronikai 

In the Parastaseis syntomoi chronikai coming probably from the turn of the 9th century (when 

it was compiled) survived another notice indicating Cherson as the place of refuge. This story 

did not survive in any other source.22 

Ἀριστείδης δὲ φιλόσοφος ἐπέθηκεν ὄνοµα τῷ τόπῳ τοιόνδε, ὃ καὶ φαίνεται ἕως τῆς σήµερον, 
΄Γαληνοῦ θηρία, ἀδικία † νενοµένω Ζήνωνι΄. Καὶ τυπώσας τὴν γραφίδα ἀπέδρα ἐν Χερσῶνι, 
καὶ ἐσώθη ἕως τῆς σήµερον.23  

Aristeides the philosopher gave to the place following names, which are visible even today: 
the Galen’s beasts, injustice †, which was made up by Zeno. And when he engraved this 
inscription, he fled to Cherson. 

 

Theophanes the Confessor and Nikephoros both belong to the greatest Byzantine annalists. As 

their works are notoriously known, I will give only a short description of how these writers 

described the events concerning Cherson.  

 

 

                                                                 
21 Translated by F. Wallis. 
22 ALBRECHT (2012) 27. 
23 Parasteisis Syntomoi Chronikai, eds. Cameron, Herrin, 40. (p. 110). 
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Theophanes the Confessor 

Theophanes the Confessor (760 – 817/818) was a monk, a historian and a moderate 

iconodule. He compiled a chronicle, which covers years 284 – 813; for the period 769 – 813 it 

is even the only known written source. The Chronographia is written chronologically, year by 

year and it is considered to be reliable. 

Nikephoros 

Nikephoros (before 758 – 828) was a member of the Byzantine nobility. He was a patriarch of 

Constantinople in the years 806 – 815. Like Theophanes, also Nikephoros was an iconodule 

and wrote many works on defence of icons. Besides that he wrote also two historic works – 

Chronographikon syntomos and Breviarium (Historia syntomos). Especially the latter belongs 

to the most important Byzantine written sources. It covers the period between 602 and 769. 

Unlike Theophanes, Nikephoros emphasized “interesting“ events like battles or palace 

revolutions.  

Both historians described events24 concerning Justinian II banishment to Cherson in 695, his 

escape to the Crimean Goths ten years later after he had declared the desire to gain the throne 

again despite his mutilation and his meeting the Khazars. Not only the Khazar khan received 

Justinian with honour, he even married him to his sister and sent the couple to live in 

Phanagouria. However, these events did not prevent the khagan from intending to betray 

Justinian when the Byzantines came to him and asked to get Justinian dead or alive. This plot 

was nonethless revealed and Justinian escaped to the estuary of Danube. Then he regained the 

throne with help of the Bulgars and became the Emperor again. 

The story continued in the year 711. According to both historians, Justinian did not forget that 

the citizens of Cherson, Bospor and other Crimean areas wanted to betray him and he 

therefore sent a naval expedition to Crimea to punish its inhabitans. The sources say that all 

the people of Cherson were killed, except for small children, who were saved for slavery.The 

most noble men, including Tudun (the governor of Cherson and also the khagan´s 

representative) and Zoilos (apparently the leader of Cherson) were arrested and sent to 

Constantinople. However, the returning fleet sank on heavy sea; 73 000 men were reported to 

die. Justinian nonetheless threatened to send a new expedition to kill all the people in 

                                                                 
24 Theophanes, ed. de Boor, 66 (369) – 76 (380); Nikephoros, ed.Mango, 97 – 111 (40.35 – 45.65). 
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Cherson25 and the other cities at Crimea, therefore the citizens of the threatened cities sent a 

message to Khazaria and asked the khagan for an army to protect them. This rebellion was 

joined by Helias, a spatharios of Cherson, who was originally sent to Cherson by Justinian 

with the first expedition and also by Bardanes, a former exile, who was also a member of the 

expedition. 

 After these events Justinian sent the second expedition to restore Tudun and Zoilos as 

Cherson representatives and to bring Helias and Bardanes to Constantinople. The Chersonites 

let get Justinian’s representatives into the city; however, two of them were killed immediately, 

the third was sent to the khagan but killed on the way there. Afterwards the Chersonites and 

the inhibitants of other Greek cities in Crimea proclaimed Bardanes the Emperor. In response, 

Justinian sent the third expedition, whose soldiers were able to break through two gates of 

Cherson, however, then the Khazar army arrived to Cherson and a truce was declared. The 

members of this expedition were afraid of coming back to Justinian, therefore they also 

proclaimed Bardanes Emperor. However, Bardanes had fled to the Khazars before. The 

khagan demanded a promise that the followers of Bardanes would not betray him and also a 

nomisma from each of them. In return for the promise and the money Bardanes came back to 

Cherson and after a short time he went to Constantinople and became an Emperor under the 

name of Philippikos. 

This story leaves many questions behind. Cherson is described as the place of exile again but 

also as the meeting point with the Khazars and the Goths; moreover, certain effort to revolt 

against the imperial government is apparent. Neither the administration nor the status of 

Cherson (the presence of the Tudun, the Khazar khan’s representative in the city) is fully 

clear. Not only these questions will be discussed later. 

Furthermore, in Theophanes’s work one more notice on Cherson occurs; it concerns again 

banishment.  

 

…τῷ δὲ Μαΐῳ µηνὶ τῆς αὐτῆς ἰνδικτιῶνος διεβλήθη Νικηφόρος, ὁ καῖσαρ καὶ ἀδελφὸς τοῦ 
βασιλέως, τῷ βασιλεῖ ὡς ἐπιβοθλὴν σκεθάυξον κατ΄ αὐτοῦ µετὰ σπαθαρίων τινῶν καὶ 
στρατόρων και ἑτέρων βασιλικῶν ἀνθρώπων•  

(...) 

                                                                 
25 It is clear that some people must have survived the previous expedition. 
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ὁ δὲ βασιλεὺς τοὺς µὲν νεωτερίσαντας δείρας τε καὶ τὰ κλίµατα ὑπο παραφυλακὴν καὶ 
ἀσφάλειαν.26 

In May of the same indiction Nikephoros, kaisar and brother of the emperor was slandered at 
the emperor that he together with some spatharioi, stratores and other people from the 
emperor’s surroundings prepared an assault on him. 

(…) 

The emperor had the conspirators whipped and cut, and then he sent them under guard and 
security measures to Cherson and the Klimata. 

 

Theophanes Continuatus 

Theophanes Continuatus is the term for a group of chronicles covering the period 813 – 961.  

The section, where Cherson is mentioned, narrates about the Byzantine-Khazar cooperation 

on the building of the Khazar fort Sarkel at the end of 830’s; moreover, the birth of the Thema 

Cherson at the beginning of 840’s is described here.27  

The Chronicle describes (III, 28) that the khagan of Khazaria sent an embassy to the Emperor 

Theophilus in order to ask for help with construction of a fort, which would be called Sarkel 

and which would lie at the river Tanais, where the Pechenegs were threatening the Khazar 

territories.  

Emperor Theophilus granted the request and sent an expedition headed by 

spatharokandidatos Petronas Kamateros. The journey led through Cherson, where the 

expedition changed from the war boats (chelandia) to merchant boats and continued to 

Tanais. There the new fort was quickly built by the Byzantine expedition that afterwards went 

back to Constantinople. Back home, Petronas Kamateros advised the emperor to appoint a 

strategos in Cherson because the city was administrated by little trustworthy locals. Therefore 

the Emperor sent Petronas Kamateros as the strategos to Cherson; the local authorities were 

subordinated to the strategos.    

The coexistence of the Chersonites and the appointed strategos was probably not easy 

because in another part of the Chronicle (VI, 10) it was recorded that the then strategos 

Symeon was killed by the inhabitants of Cherson.28 

                                                                 
26 Theophanes, ed. de Boor, 10-21 (697). 
27 Theophanes Continuatus, ed. Bekker, III, 28 (p. 122-124); VI, 10 (p. 360).  
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Leo the Deacon 

The History of Leo the Deacon (about 950 – about 1000) covers the period of the second half 

of the 10th century. Particularly interesting and also polemic is the short passage describing 

the conquest of Cherson by the Rus’ (Tauroscythians). In fact, this Chronicle is the only 

Byzantine source mentioning the event.29 

 

(…) καὶ γὰρ οὗτοι τήν τε συµβᾶσαν πρὸς τῶν Ταυροσκυθῶν τῆς Χερσῶνος ἅλωσιν 
παρεδήλουν, καὶ τήν τῆς Βεῤῥοίας κατάσχεσιν παρὰ τῶν Μυσῶν.30 

For they announced the conquest of Cherson by the Tauroscythians and the capture of 
Berrhoia by the Mysians. 

 

Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus 

The works De administrando imperio, De thematibus and De ceremoniis come from the 

Emperor Constantine VII era; the Emperor himself participated on writing.  

In De administrando imperio, the set of pieces of advice to Constantine’s son Romanos, the 

whole chapter 53 deals with Cherson. This part was probably taken from an older source, the 

dating is not clear though.31 Moreover, chapters on the Pechenegs and the Rus’ were included.  

 

In De thematibus, which was finished in 94432, Cherson is named between the other themes of 

the Empire.  

De ceremoniis aulae byzantinae is one of the most important sources regarding the Byzantine 

imperial organization and structure. In this source, the strategos of Cherson is named between 

other strategoi at the last position, because the Cherson theme was the latest established one. 

Furthermore, the work comprises also the list of autocephalous archbishoprics: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                        
28 This happened in 896. See ALBRECHT (2012) 47. 
29 ALBRECHT (2012) 56. 
30 Leo the Deacon, ed. Hase, X, 10, 9-11. 
31 Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, De administrando imperio, eds. Jenkins, Moravcsik, chapter 53 (p. 258-
287). On the dating of the chapter see ALBRECHT (2012) 261. Various proposals when the events described in the 
chapter 53 happened include 47 BC, the end of the 3rd and in the 4th centuries, or the first half of the 6th century. 
32 Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, De thematibus, ed. Pertusi, ∆ωδέκατον θέµα Χερσῶνος (p. 98). 
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(…) κδ´, ἐπαρχίας Ζηχίας ὁ Χερσῶνος [archbishop]· κε΄, ἐπαρχίας Ζηχίας ὁ Βοσπόρου· κϚ΄, 
ἐπαρχίας τῆς αὐτῆς ὁ Νικόψεως·33 

24. in the eparchy of Zechia the one of Cherson; 25. in the eparchy of Zechia the one of 
Bosporos; in the same eparchy the one of Nikopsis; (…) 

 

Ioannes Scylitzes 

The building of Sarkel and the appointment of the strategos is mentioned also in the 

Chronicle of Ioannes Scylitzes (after 1045 – first quarter of the 12th century). The event is 

described almost identically as in Theophanes Continuatus.34 In both sources the office of 

proteuon as the head of the Cherson local administration appears; Theophanes Continuatus 

moreover adds the offices of archon and pater tes poleos. 

The other mention of Cherson by Scylitzes concerns the Byzantine – Rus relations during the 

reign of Nikephoros II Phocas (963 – 969) who needed to solve the threat represented by the 

Bulgars crossing constantly the Danube and destroying Byzantine cities. Therefore… 

…τὸν τοῦ ἐκ Χερσῶνος πρωτεύντος υἱὸν ὁ Νικηφόρος τὸν Καλοκυρὸν πατρικιότητι τιµήσας 
πρὸς τὸν ἂρχοντα ᾿Pωσίας ἐκπέµπει Σφενδοσθλάβον, δωρεῶν ὑποσχέσεσι καὶ φιλοτιµιῶν οὐκ 
ὀλίγων ἀναπείθων ἐκστρατεῦσαι κατὰ Βουλγάρον.35 

… Nicephorus sent Kalokyros, the son of the proteuon of Cherson, who was graced with 
dignities of a Patrikios, to Sphendosthlav, the ruler of the Rhos, with the promise of gifts and 
not little honour so that he wage war on the Bulgars. 

 

Only this Chronicle states that Kalokyros was from Cherson.36 Sending Kalokyros to the 

important mission to Sviatoslav, the Prince of the Rus indicates that the office of proteuon 

still existed in Cherson and that Cherson could also have interest or even a reason in 

negotiations with the Rus’. 

 

 

                                                                 
33 Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, De Ceremoniis aulae byzantinae, ed. Reiske, II, 54).  
34 Ioannes Scylitzes, ed. Thurn, 22. 76-91 (p. 73).  
35 Ioannes Scylitzes, ed. Thurn, 20. 27-31 (p. 277). 
36 Kalokyros’ mission to Sviatoslav is recorded also by Leo the Deacon, ed. Hase, IV, 6. 
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The Primary Chronicle 

Pověsť vremennykh lět – the Primary Chronicle37 is the oldest Chronicle of the Rus’. The first, 

not preserved version was compiled in Kiev in 1113; later it was re-edited a few times. The 

main sources in which the Chronicle was preserved are the Laurentian Codex from 1377, the 

Hypatian Codex from 1408 or the Chlebnikovskaja Manuscript from the beginning of the 16th 

century. 

The Chronicle describes St. Andrew’s journey to Rome through the Black Sea (from Sinope 

to Cherson and then along the river Dniepr as far as to the future place of Kiev), however, for 

our purposes it is in particular important concerning the process of Christianization of the 

Rus’, in which Cherson played an important role. It is above all the Cherson legend, 

describing the Vladimir´s attack on Cherson and his marriage to the Byzantine Princess Anna. 

 

Constantine Manasses 

The World Chronicle (Chronike synopsis) by Constantine Manasses (about 1130 – about 

1187) also includes a description of the story of Justinian II.38 Although it did not bring any 

new information, as it was compiled from older sources, the theme was composed in a little 

different way – in this story Justinian did not run away from Cherson because of his desire to 

seize the throne again; he fled because the people of Cherson were extremely hostile to him.39  

 

Periplus Ponti Euxini 

The geography of the Black Sea Periplus Ponti Euxini was compiled most probably around 

the year 600.40 The text states the distances between the single Pontic cities; furthermore, 

some of the cities are described in more detail. For example, in case of Cherson it is the 

harbour that is mentioned: 

 

                                                                 
37 The Russian Primary Chronicle is also called the Nestor’s Chronicle after the alleged author, the monk Nestor 
Iskander. Nonetheless, at present the authorship of the Chronicle is considered as questionable and not 
detectable. Russian Primary Chronicle, eds. Ostrowski, Birnbaum, Lunt. For more information on the editions of 
the Chronicle see e. g. MÜLLER (1977-2001); CROSS, SHERBOWITZ-WETZOR (1953); ALBRECHT (2012) 62. 
38 Constantine Manasses, ed.Lampsidis, 208-219. 
39 ALBRECHT (2012) 58. 
40 ALBRECHT (2012) 235. 
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Ἀπὸ δὲ Συµβούλου λιµένος εἰς Χερρόνησον πόλιν ἤτοι Χερσόνισον τῆς Ταυρικῆς, ἄποικον 
Ἡπακλεωντῶν τῶν ἐν τῷ Πόντῷ, σταδ ρπ´, µιλ κδ´. Ἐνταῦθα ὅρµος καὶ λιµένες καλοί.41 

From the harbor of Symbolon to the city of Chersonese or Tauric Chersonese, the colony of 
the Heraclea Pontica, it is 180 stadia, 24 miles. There is an anchor place and a good bay.  

 

2. Hagiographic texts42 

Lives of bishops of Cherson 

The Lives of the first saints of Cherson have been preserved in a few exemplars. All of them 

have been discussed in detail in the recent publication Žitija episkopov Chersonskich v 

kontekste istorii Chersoněsa Tavričeskovo written by a group of authors;43 this book offers 

editions and translations of the Greek, Latin, Church Slavonic, Georgian and Armenian texts 

of the Lives of bishops of Cherson (Part I), moreover, the chronology and historical 

interpretation of the Lives are discussed (Part II). The Lives were previously edited by 

Latyšev, who also translated the source into Russian at the beginning of the 20th century, and 

by Halkin in 198444; Soročan45 published a new Russian translation in 2005. The story was 

preserved also in Synaxaria or compilations of hagiographies. The Synaxarium ecclesiae 

Constantinopolitanae46 was put in writing probably during the reign of Constantine VII 

Porphyrogenitus (913 – 959), while the Christ Church Synaxarium47 dates back to the mid-

12th century. Well-known is the Menologium Basilii48, compiled either after 979 or at the 

beginning of the 11th century49, as it contains 430 miniatures.   

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
41 Periplus Ponti Euxini, ed. Diller, 102-146. 
42 Since the hagiographical works usually do not accord with the main themes of the thesis, I did not include 
English translation. For selected original texts see the chapter Primary sources. 
43 Lives of bishops of Cherson, ed. Mogaričev et alii. 
44 Žitija svatych episkopov Chersonskich, ed. Latyšev. 
45 SOROČAN (2005) 1255-1274. 
46 Synaxarium ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae, ed. Delahaye. 
47 Christ Church Synaxarium, ed. Halkin. 
48 Menologium Basilii, Patrologia Graeca 117. 
49 ALBRECHT (2012) 195. 
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Pope Martin 

Hagiographical sources on the Martin’s martyrdom are not sporadic; they nonetheless usually 

just mention that Martin was exiled.50 More interesting are the Narrationes de exilio sancti 

papae Martini51 by Anastasius Bibliothecarius who translated many Greek works into Latin, 

between them also the letters written by Martin in Cherson in 654 or 655.52 The discussion on 

the letters has ever since been long, in particular regarding Martin’s description of poverty 

and lack of food that he experienced in Cherson.  

 

Stephen the Younger 

Stephen the Younger († 765) was one of the first martyrs of ikonodouloi. His Vita53 was 

written in the first half of the 9th century (either in 807/808, alternatively in 809/810 or in 

843). In the Vita, Stephen recommended as the safe refuge place where no heresy 

(iconoclasm) ruled the eparchy of Zichia, created by the cities of Cherson, Bosporos , 

Nikopsis and the Gothic valley.54  

 

John of Gothia 

John of Gothia (717/27 – about 792) was chosen to be the bishop of Gothia after the year 754. 

His Vita55, compiled between the years 815 – 842, is a very important source for the history of 

Crimea, since the 8th century sources are very scarce. Exceptionally significant is the report 

about the fight of the Goths against the Khazars, since this event has not been preserved in 

any other source. Furthermore, the work is significant by giving information of the Church 

organization in Crimea. 

 

                                                                 
50 e. g. Libri Pontificalis pars prior, ed. Mommsen; DEVRESSE (1935); PEETRES (1935); Synaxarium ecclesiae 
Constantinopolitanae, ed. Delahaye. 
51 Ed., tr., comm. by BORODIN (1991) 173-190. 
52 ALBRECHT (2012) 156. 
53 Stephen the Younger, ed. Auzépy, 28. 
54 The Gothic valley: on discussion on the phrase Γότθιον Κοίλην see ALBRECHT (2012) 161-162. Mostly it is 
admitted that it concerns the Gothia in Crimea but the exact location does not seem to be absolutely sure; 
moreover, A. G. GERCEN has even argued that the phrase refers to the Danube Goths, see GERCEN (2002).  
55 John of Gothia, ed. Auzépy; Synaxarium ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae, ed. Delahaye; Menologium Basilii, 
Patrologia Graeca 117; Christ Church Synaxarium, ed. Halkin. 
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Georgios of Mytilene56 

According to the Acta Graeca ss. Davidis, Symeonis et Georgii Mitylenae in insula Lesbo,57 

Georgios of Mytilene was another exile sent to Cherson. That happened briefly after 813 

during the reign of Leo V.  

 

John Psychaites 

John Psychaites (755 – about 825) was a monk who came to Cherson for a reason; most 

probably he was not exiled but went to Crimea of his own free will. His life was described in 

Vita Ioannis Psichaïtae58, written 825 – 829.59 

 

Vita Andreae by monk Epiphanios60 

Monk Epiphanios (PmbZ 1590) made his journey to Crimea after the itinerary of the St. 

Andrew’s missionary journey and compiled two editions of the saint’s Vita; they come from 

820’s and 820 – 843. Especially interesting is that also Epiphanios went to Crimea by his own 

choice, he was no exile. 

 

Constantine the Philosopher (Vita Constantini) 

The Life of Constantine the Philosopher (Žitije Konstantina)61 brings information about 

foreign affairs of the Byzantine Empire in the second half of the 9th century, when 

Constantine was sent to the mission to the Khazars. His journey led through Cherson where  

  

                                                                 
56 PmbZ 2160 or 2161. 
57 Georgios of Mytilene, ed. van den Gheyn, 15, 16. 
58 Vita Ioannis Psichaïtae, ed. van den Ven, 8. 
59 ALBRECHT (2012) 180. 
60 Vita Andreae, ed. Vinogradov, BHG 94d, 95b, 95d, 100, 101, 102. 
61 Vita Constantini, ed. Večerka, 57-115; DVORNÍK (1933). 
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he spent a few winter months. There he found the relics of St. Clement, the fourth bishop of 

Rome, who was exiled and martyred in Cherson at the end of the 1st century. The Life of 

Constantine the Philosopher was written in Old Slavonic, several years after the death of St. 

Constantine.  

The life and deeds of Constantine the Philosopher were described in further texts: the Latin 

text Vita Constantini-Cyrilli cum translatione S. Clementis or the Italian legend,62 the letter of 

Anastasius Bibliothecarius to Gauderich, the bishop of Velletri63 and the text Slovo na 

prenesenie moštem sv. Klimenta (Sermon on the Translation of the Relics of St. Clement).64 

In particular the last work, the Slovo, represents a very important piece of information on 

Cherson in 860´s. Describing the procession bringing the Saint’s relics to Cherson, the author 

(most probably Constantine himself) mentioned some important city buildings; therefore it is 

a significant source concerning the topography of Cherson. The Slovo was translated into 

Latin and into Old Slavonic; the latter was preserved in the Russian copies from the 16th 

century.65 

 

Joseph the Hymnographer 

Joseph the Hymnographer (816 – 886) was a priest who was exiled to Cherson in 858 by 

Emperor Michael III. He spent there nine years before could return to Constantinople in 867. 

His Vita was preserved in two versions.66 

 

3. Letters and orations 

Letters 

Theodore the Studite 

Theodore the Studite (759 – 826), from 798 the abbot of the Monastery of Stoudios in 

Constantinople, was one of the leading figures of the iconophiles, therefore he was sent to 
                                                                 
62 Vita Constantini-Cyrilli cum translatione S. Clementis, ed. Ludvíkovský, 120-133. 
63 The letter of Anastasius Bibliothecarius to the bishop Gauderich of Velletri, ed. Bartoňková, 177-181. 
64 Slovo na prenesenie moštem sv. Klimenta, ed. Lavrov, 127-139; ed. and tr. Butler, 22-39.  
65 ČERMÁK (2013) 65. 
66 BHG 944: ed. PAPADOPOULOS-KERAMEUS (1901) 1-14; BHG 946: Joseph the Hymnographer, Patrologia 
Graeca 105; Synaxarium ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae, ed. Delahaye. 
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exile repeatedly. Theodore mentioned Cherson in his letters a few times; all these letters come 

from the first quarter of the 9th century (810 – 821/826).67 Cherson is described as a place 

where iconophiles lived (letters 48 and 112) and also as a place where they were banished 

(letter 435). One of the letters (486) is addressed to the archimandrites of Gothia.  

 

Nicholas I Mysticos 

Nicholas I Mysticos (825 – 925) was the patriarch of Constantinople twice, 901-907 and 912-

925; except for this, he was also the head of the regent council of the underaged Constantine 

VII. The Nicholas’ letters that concerns Cherson come from the years 917 (No. 9), 914/15 or 

919/20 (No. 68) and 920 (No. 106).68 

In the letter No. 9, Cherson is described as an outpost of the Byzantine Empire, which 

watches the steppes and in case of danger gives Constantinople a warning. The letter No. 68 

describes sending the Christian mission to Khazaria, while the letter No. 106 is addressed to the 

archbishop of Cherson. 

 

Orations 

Themistios 

Themistios was a high official in Constantinople in the second half of the 4th century. Besides 

being the prefect of the Capital, he also taught philosophy. Among his orations one is 

interesting for us (No. 27). In this oration, Cherson is named between the cities where it is 

possible to get some corn. 

Or. 27 (…) ἀλλ΄ ὄψει τοὺς σιταγωγοῦντας, ὅτι ἐπ΄ Αἴγυπτον πλέουσι καὶ Θρᾴκην καὶ 
Βόσπορον καὶ Χερρόνησον.69 

(…) you will note that grain dealers sail to Egypt and Thrace and the Bosporus and the 
Chersonese [to procure grain].70  

 

                                                                 
67 Theodori Studitae Epistulae, ed. Fatouros; ALBRECHT (2012) 216. 
68 Nicholas Mysticos, eds. Jenkins, Westerink. On the discussion about the dating of the letter No. 68 see 
ALBRECHT (2012) 221 and ZUCKERMAN (2006) 201-230. 
69 Themistios, eds. Downey, Schenkl, Disc. XXVII. 
70 Translated by R. J. Penella. 



30 

 

 

 

 

4. Councils, notitiae episcopatuum 

Councils 

The lists of participants of the councils, comprising names and locations of the present 

bishops, have been preserved for all the councils. The official list of the first council in Nikaia 

in 352 however misses the bishop of Cherson; only bishop Theophilus of Gothia and bishop 

Kadmos of Bosporos were named. The mention of the bishop of Cherson, Philip, is 

apocryphal and appeared in a later Greek edition and in an Arabic version of the list.71 

According to the lists, bishop Aetherius was present in the council of Constantinople in 381.72 

The council of Chalcedon in 451 was not visited either by bishop Longinus from Cherson or 

by bishop Eudoxios from Bospor, which is a little strange, as this important council was 

attended by a lot of bishops, however, both of the Crimean bishops were present at the synod 

in Constantinople in 448 and at the “Robber Council” in Ephesos in 449.73 They both declined 

the ideas of Monophysitism at these synods anyway and it is possible they were either ill or – 

in case of Longinus – even dead, or they did not want to go through the journey.74 The second 

council of Constantinople in 553 was not attended by bishop Stephen of Cherson, who 

however signed the acts of the council. He might have come to Constantinople too late or the 

acts could have been sent to him.75 At the third council of Constantinople in 680 – 681, 

Deacon David from Bospor was present as the deputy of bishop Andreas.76 The third council 

of Constantinople, called in Trullo or Quinisextum, was held in 691 – 692. The acts were 

signed also by the archbishop of Χερσῶνος τῆς ∆όραντος (Gothia) called Georgios77. 

Nonetheless, recent research on the Patmos Manuscript78 has brought new findings and 

probably more questions than answers, as the passage in question in this manuscript says: 

                                                                 
71 ALBRECHT (2012) 291. 
72 Ecclesiae occidentalis monumenta iuris antiquissima, ed. Turner, 462f. 
73 Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum 2, 1, 1, ed. Schwartz. 
74 ALBRECHT (2012) 293. 
75 Die Bischofslisten des V. Ökumenisches Konzils, ed. Chrysos, (553); ALBRECHT (2012) 303. 
76 Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum, I-II, 2, 2, ed. Riedinger. 
77 PmbZ 1990; Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum II. 2, 4, ed. Ohme. 
78 FLOGAUS (2009) 25-64. 
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ΓΕΟΡΓΙΟΣΕΠΙΣΚΟ-ΧΕΡΣΟΝΗΣΟΥΤΗ∆ΟΠΑΝΤΟΣ ΚΑΙ ΤΟΥΖΤΑΡ∆ΥΝΩΝ.  

Although the author of the research offers more different explanations, mostly proposing 

Turkic origins of the newly found word ΤΟΥΖΤΑΡ∆ΥΝΩΝ, more research of this issue will be 

necessary.  

The second council of Nikaia was held in 787. The acts of the council include the names of a 

monk Kyrillos and of Niketas (or Ioannes), the deputy of bishop of Gothia.79 At the next 

council in 879/880 in Constantinople, the name of the archbishop Paulus from Cherson has 

been preserved.80 

 

Notitiae episcopatuum ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae  

The Notitiae episcopatuum include lists of eparchies and their autocephalous archbishops.81 

The Notitia 1 should come from the 7th century; among other eparchies the eparchy of 

Zekchia is named, with archbishoprics in Cherson, Bosporos and Nikopsis. In the Notitia 2, 

coming from the 806 – 815 the latest, the same eparchy with the same archbishoprics is 

mentioned. The Notitia 3, compiled between 802 and 805 includes the eparchy of Gothia with 

the metropolis Doros under Constantinople, while the eparchy of Zekchia with the cities 

Cherson, Bosporos and Nikopsis are registered as autocephalous. The Notitia 4, written down 

around 869 and the Notitia 5, coming from around 879 both mention the autocephalous 

eparchy of Zekchia with the cities of Cherson, Bosporos and Nikopsis. The Notitia 7 was 

written down probably after 920 and the Notitia 8 between 920 and 980; both of them 

mention the archbishops of Cherson, Bosporos, Gothia, Sugdia and Phulloi.   

Material Sources  

Cherson and its neighboring territory is an excellent place for archaeological excavations. The 

reason for that is simple: the city does not suffer from the problem of modern house building, 

which archeologists in other cities have been usually confronted with. Cherson has been 

excavated since 1827; therefore the material sources of all kinds are innumerable. First of all, 

the architectonic plan of the city was preserved; the house walls are still in existence 

                                                                 
79 The issue of these Acts is complex; for more information on this topic see LAMBERZ (2004); idem (2008, 
2012). 
80 Sacrorum Conciliorum nova et amplissima collectio 17, ed. Mansi, 512.  
81 Notitiae episcopatuum ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae, ed. Darrouzes. 
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approximately to the height of about one meter. Also several portion of the city walls 

remained well preserved. The architectural monuments indicate well the past glory of 

Cherson.82 

Among other archaeological finds, in particular seals and pottery meet the topic of my work. 

Seals belong to the most significant sources for learning about the Byzantine history and 

culture. The seals can help us to understand the role of the city within the Byzantine Empire, 

to research the cultural and trade connection both between the Byzantine cities and between 

Byzantium and other territories. Information that is given by seals includes the iconography of 

the depicted figures, the language of inscriptions and their style and also the names of owners 

of the seals, therefore sigillography is indispensable also for prosopography. Studying trade, 

special attention must be paid to mollybdobouloi or lead seals, which were used also to seal 

traded goods. A few seals of the officials of the theme of Cherson (with the ranks or titles of 

strategos, protospatharios, spatharocandidatos and kommerkiarios) were included into the 

Sigillographie de l’Empire Byzantin by Gustave Schlumberger.83More recently, the seals of 

Cherson have been researched e. g. by Irina V. Sokolova or Nikolaj P. Lichačev but above all 

by Nikolaj Aleksejenko. Furthermore, the Catalogue of Byzantine Seal at Dumbarton Oaks 

and in the Fogg Museum of Art brings useful information on seals. New finds have been 

published in the periodical Studies in Byzantine Sigillography (SBS). 

  

                                                                 
82 The architecture of Cherson is discussed in chapter 3.2.2. 
83 SCHLUMBERGER (1884) 235-238. 
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1. Natural Conditions and Topography 

 

1.1 Natural environment of the Crimean peninsula 

 

Crimean peninsula forms the southernmost part of Ukraine.84 It is situated on the northern 

coast of the Black Sea and creates the most distinctive promontory of its coast. Its expanse is 

about 27 000 km2. Being almost an island, Crimea is connected to the continent at the north 

only by the narrow isthmus of Perekop. All the other sides of the peninsula are surrounded by 

sea: the Black Sea baths the Crimean coast from the northwest, west, south and southeast 

while at the northeastern coast lies the Azov Sea, which is connected to the Black Sea by the 

narrow Kerč Strait. This significant strait separates the most eastern promontory of Crimea 

(the Kerč peninsula) from the Taman peninsula; the latter is a part of today´s Russian 

continent. (Fig. 1) 

Crimean coastline is quite indented and creates some deep bays, especially in its northeastern 

and southwestern part. Regarding the latter, the best known and also the most important bay is 

the Sevastopol bay, the best natural harbour of the northern Black Sea.  

The landscape of Crimea is created mainly, but not exlusively by plains, which make up about 

72% of the area. However, the northwestern part – the Tarchankut peninsula – is hilly. 20% of 

Crimea is covered by mountains, the remaining 8% are lakes and other waters. 85 

The plains represent the southern part of Pontic steppes, stretching to the north of the isthmus 

of Perekop. The flat lands spread out from the north to the southeast of Crimea, where the 

landscape changes from steppes into mountains. The steppe part of Crimea is poor in water, 

since the rivers of the area dry up in summer. However, the earth of the steppes is very fertile. 

The mountainous part of Crimea extends along the coast from the city of Sevastopol to the 

east as far as to the city of Feodosija. It consists of three mountain ranges, the steepest of 

which lies just at the coast and its highest point, the peak of Roman Koš reaches the hight of 

1545 m above the sea level. The middle mountain range is lower (600-700 m), the lowest one 

                                                                 
84 This thesis was written before the unfortunate events that were taking place in Ukraine in winter and spring 
2014. 
85 ZELENKO (2008), 13. 
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is only 250 m high at most. In the area of the middle and the lowest mountain range, fertile 

zones with chernozem (black soil) suitable for arable farming occur.  

The climate of Crimea varies; in the north it is continental, mild, while in the south the 

climate is Mediterranean. 
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1.2 Chersonesos – Chersones – Cherson 

 

Tauric Chersonesos was founded as a Greek colony of Herakleia Pontike on the southern 

shore of Crimea in the second half of the 5th century BC; far from ancient and medieval 

metropoles. Herakleia Pontike, situated on the southern coast of the Black Sea, was itself a 

colony of the Greek city of Megara. The cause of founding Cherson was the effort to increase 

the Greek influence in the north. Moreover, new lands suitable for agriculture were searched 

for and it was possible to find enough space for the new colony on the northern coast of the 

Black Sea. 

The appropriate location was found at the most western Crimean peninsula, which is called 

the Herakleian peninsula. The centre of ancient Chersonesos was situated on a little peninsula 

at the western side of the Quarantine Bay, which lies to the west of the Sevastopol Bay.  

(Fig. 2) This location at the Quarantine Bay was chosen with respect to suitable natural 

conditions: on the promontory, the city and its port were surrounded by sea from three sides, 

which was very important from the defensive point of view.  

Natural conditions in the vicinity of Chersonesos were very promising, there were large 

pastures, arable lands suitable for growing grapevine and favourable conditions for fishing. 

The place had also great potential to turn into a trade crossroads.  

Despite the distance from other centres of the ancient world and the location at the border 

with Barbarian tribes, Chersonesos/Cherson was continually inhabited for almost two 

thousand years. It was a Greek colony at the beginnings of its existence, then it became a part 

of the Roman Empire. The Romans made efforts to keep the northern Pontic area quiet and 

peaceful, therefore a garrison was situated in Chersonesos. Not only due to Chersonesos, but 

also thanks to other Greek colonies the Black Sea area was under the influence of classical 

civilization from the mid-5th century BC to the collapse of the Roman Empire. Then the Black 

Sea became a part of the sphere of interest of the East Roman Empire, or, as we call it 

nowadays, the Byzantine Empire.  

The reason for the uninterrupted settlement without disasters was, except for the mighty city 

walls, the ability of Cherson to maintain good relationships with superpowers, whether 

Athens, Macedonia, the Roman Empire or the Bosporian Kingdom. The Chersonites were 
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equally successful in negotiations with the Barbarian peoples; Chersonesos was able to 

survive without any harm the turbulent period of the 3rd century AD when many of the former 

Greek colonies of the Black Sea area were destroyed by Barbarian raids.  

When Chersonesos became Byzantine, its importance did not change: as the most northern 

Byzantine outpost, Chersonesos – roughly from the 6th century on called by a shorter name 

Cherson – maintained good relationships with the Barbarians and kept the northern border 

quiet. Crimea was a frontier zone; if the Byzantine foreign policy had failed, only the Black 

Sea would have separated the Capital, Constantinople, from an enemy attack.  

Cherson was destroyed only at the very end of the 13th century by Mongolian hords and it was 

abandoned after another attack some 100 years later. At that time its importance had already 

very diminished, since trade routes to Crimea led more to the East, to the Italian colonies 

Sudak or Kaffa (ancient Theodosia) already for a longer time. 

The geographically strategical location of the Heracleian peninsula was not recognized until 

the era of Empress Catherine the Great (1729-1796), when a place suitable for Russian naval 

bases at the Black Sea was being searched for.  

Except for Odessa, the city of Sevastopol was founded at the excellent bay in close proximity 

to the ruins that used to be the flourishing city of Cherson. Fortunately, thanks to the decision 

to establish Sevastopol next to the ruins, the territory of the ancient and medieval city was not 

so much affected by modern building activities. Cherson is therefore considered as an 

extremly suitable and important place to research where all the aspects of ancient and 

medieval city life can be studied.  
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2. History of Research on Cherson86 

2.1 Beginnings of the archaeology of Cherson –  from 1820s to 1940s  

2.1.1 First excavators. The establishment of the systematic research. (Kruse – 

Uvarov – Koščjuško-Valjužinič – Grinevič – Bělov) 

The first archaeological excavations of Cherson were perfomed in 1827 by lieutenant N. 

KRUSE, who was ordered to find the church, in which St. Vladimir, the founder of Christianity 

in Rus´ had been baptized.87 There are no reports on these excavations, although foundations 

of three churches were found during this campaign. One of these churches, which was 

situated at the place where at present St. Vladimir´s church stands, was considered to be the 

temple of the St. Vladimir´s baptism. Thus Cherson was considered to be a significant holy 

place of Russia and a monastery was established at the central agora of Cherson in 1852.  

The first direct report on research of Cherson is dated back to 1851, when the excavations 

were run by A. S. UVAROV, who was also the founder of the Moscow Archaeological Society. 

The need to introduce systematic research emerged quite early and this issue was being 

considered from 1860s. In 1876 the Odessan Society for History and Antiquity was founded 

and under its leadership the first topographical plan of Cherson was designed. In 1888, 

probably thanks to P. S. UVAROVA, the chief of the  Moscow Archaeological Society, the 

systematic research of Cherson was officially established. N. P. KONDAKOV, the prominent 

scholar of the Byzantine art of that time, was appointed as the research director. The job was, 

however, performed by his deputy K. K. KOŠČJUŠKO-VALJUŽINIČ.  

KOŠČJUŠKO-VALJUŽINIČ belongs among the most significant personalities of the history of the 

archaeological research in Cherson for his great enthusiasm and efforts to carry on the 

research despite various difficulties. His aims included systematization of the earlier as well 

as the new finds and performing methodical research. Unfortunately, he had to deal with 

serious problems, e.g. he was not paid for his work at the excavations and had to work in a 

bank to earn a living. Moreover, the archaeological works had to be carried out quickly 

because Cherson was a military area. He had also issues with the representatives of the 

Cherson monastery because of excavations within the monastery walls. Therefore, the aims 

                                                                 
86 The history of research is described in detail in ROMANČUK (2007); eadem (2005); SOROČAN (2005); the first 
comprehensive work on this subject was done by JAKOBSON (1959). 
87 According to the Cherson Legend, which is a part of the Russian Primary Chronicle, Prince Vladimir was 
baptized in Cherson. Scholars nowadays do not consider this theory to be right, see chapter 5.1. 
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were not completely fulfilled: although KOŠČJUŠKO-VALJUŽINIČ usually kept an excavation 

diary, the finds were neither catalogued nor described. Under his leadership, many sacred 

buildings (which mostly interested the early researches) but also other finds e.g. fish cisterns 

or fragments of amphoras and other pottery were found. After KOŠČJUŠKO-VALJUŽINIČ´S 

death in 1907 the archaeological research was led by R. CH. LEPER, who excavated mainly the 

north-eastern part of Cherson. Unlike his predecessor, LEPER did not make almost any 

documentation of archaeological situations or finds. In the period from 1888 to 1914 the 

research was performed in the north-eastern area, around the southern and western walls and 

in the necropolis. The excavations, interrupted by the WW I were begun again in 1924 by the 

Leningrad University Professor K. E. GRINEVIČ. In 1927, a conference on the occasion of 100 

years of  research took place in Cherson. The aims of the conference were to summarize the 

existing results of the research and to establish a new plan of excavations. GRINEVIČ, the then 

director of the Museum of Cherson, emphasised that it was necessary to carry out a systematic 

and methodical research. This principle began to be observed from 1931, when regular 

excavating works were begun under the leadership of G. D. BĚLOV. Between the years 1920 

and 1940 it was difficult to perform the Byzantine archaeology, because, in the eyes of the 

new regime, Byzantine studies were dangerously connected to the Orthodox Church and 

Tsarism alike. Life of the scholars researching Byzantium got hard and some of them went to 

exile, including N. KONDAKOV, A. VASILIEV, D. OBOLENSKI, G. OSTROGORSKI. During 

excavations it was however impossible to excavate ancient artefacts without excavating the 

Byzantine ones and so the research of medieval Cherson continued.88 

 

2.1.2 Czech traces in Cherson  

 

Czech scholars, especially teachers of classical philology, were coming to the Russian 

territory mostly at the turn of the 20th century. At that time, Russian internal politics 

underwent changes, which had been initiated by the educational reform declared in 1871. This 

reform introduced lessons in ancient Greek and Latin to high schools but Russia lacked 

teachers of classical languages. Therefore, the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy was asked for 

help with this issue and the graduates in classical languages from the Prague University were 

                                                                 
88 JAŠEVA (2011) 74. 
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offered jobs in Russia. As it was usual that time, these scholars were not engaged only in 

languages, but were educated (or educated themselves in Russia) in other fields connected 

with antiquity.89 Two of the Czech philologists who came to Russia to teach classical 

languages were living directly in Crimea. They were ALOIS KAŠPAR and LADISLAV ŠKORPIL.  

Professor ALOIS KAŠPAR, who had studied  at the Faculty of Theology and Philosophy in 

Prague, was teaching classical philology at a high school in St. Petersburg from 1872. 

Because of his wife´s poor health the family moved to Crimea in 1874, where KAŠPAR got a 

job at a high school in Simferopol. Crimea was an ideal place for KAŠPAR´S interest in 

antiquity and archaeology and he spent most of his time at excavations. He was interested in 

particular in Scythian necropolises and became a member of the Russian Archaeological 

Society. However, his most significant archaeological campaign took place in Cherson. This 

campaign was described by a correspondent of the Berlin Archaeological Society in 1899: 

 

“The Russian Archaeological Society has been already performing excavations in the 

Crimean  peninsula for some time, which has just brought a surprising result. At the Tauric 

Chersones, a few miles far from Sevastopol, dr. Kašpar, the chief of the Society, discovered 

entirely the ancient city. 

... 

Evidenced by many coins, which has been found, the finds reach as far as to the Christian 

Byzantine period. There had been a Greek colony around the year 550, which later became 

Roman, then Tatar and, in the end, Russian“.90 

 

In 1899 Professor Alois Kašpar moved back to Czech lands, where he died in 1913.91 

 

Also LADISLAV (VLADISLAV) ŠKORPIL significantly affected the archaeological research as 

well as the cultural life in Crimea. He also left for Russia as a high school teacher of Latin and 

                                                                 
89 SKLENÁŘ (1989) 32-33. 
90 idem, 47-50. Translation by the author. 
91 SKLENÁŘ, SKLENÁŘOVÁ (2005) 279. 
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ancient Greek and just as ALOIS KAŠPAR also ŠKORPIL moved to Crimea after a few years in 

St. Peterburg. He lived in Kerč from 1886. 

The ŠKORPIL family belonged to the significant west Bohemian families regarding education 

and interests in the ancient history. Particularly thanks to the five brothers of the ŠKORPIL´S 

family and their cousin KONSTANTIN JIREČEK, who were all (except for Ladislav) dealing with 

the Bulgarian Black Sea region, the West Bohemian Museum of Plzeň collections include 

artefacts from the Bulgarian Black Sea area and Crimea. The collection contains especially 

pottery, which was considered to be of no value and could have been exported without 

problems. Moreover, also golden jewellery, glass objects and small-sized sculputre belong to 

the collection. 

As a philologist, ŠKORPIL focused on epigraphy; he searched for, translated and explained 

ancient inscriptions. Eventually he started working at archaeological excavations, most often 

of the Crimean burial mounds of the 4th and 3rd centuries BC. His excavations were always 

carefully documented and all the finds were described. ŠKORPIL was interested in inscriptions 

on the grave steles; he focused on the typology of steles.92 Thanks to his scientific 

achievements, Škorpil became a chief of the State Historic-archaeological Museum in Kerč in 

1901; he was also a member of the Odessan Society for History and Antiquity, co-worker of 

the Russian Archaeological Institute in Istanbul and even a member of the Archaeological 

Commision of the Academy of Sciences of St. Peterburg. Škorpil´s name appears in 

connection with Cherson when the research there was led by K. K. KOŠČJUŠKO-VALJUŽINIČ. 

As was already said, KOŠČJUŠKO-VALJUŽINIČ had struggled with many problems; ŠKORPIL, 

apparently due to his membership in the Academy of Sciences wrote a report on the situation: 

 

“The significance of the Cherson  excavations has grown enormously recently, therefore the 

post of the chief should be entrusted to an experienced specialist – an architect or a 

byzantologist… However, to find such a competent and weariless worker, the present 

conditions, in which Koščjučko-Valjužinič has to work, must be entirely changed. Firstly, the 

wage of the chief of excavations should be increased, secondly, the storeroom for finds and 

housing, which reminds  more a shed or a barn than a living space should be completely 

rebuilt. Walls of the low and narrow room are covered with stains, which testifies the unusual 

humidity of the place. After a heavy rain or after melting, water seeps into the dining room 
                                                                 
92 ŠESTAKOV (2003). 
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through the roof; the heater was left in a terrible state. I am convinced that it will be possible 

to find a suitable person only provided that he will have necessary knowledge for this 

important stuff.“93     

 

LADISLAV ŠKORPIL retired in 1912. He did not go back to Czech, on the contrary, he stayed in 

Kerč where he wanted to continue in his research. However, his plans were thwarted by the 

war, which struck Kerč in 1918. In this tough times, on 27th December 1918 LADISLAV 

ŠKORPIL was attacked apparently by tomb raiders, against whom he had fought all his life. 

Before long, Škorpil died of the suffered injuries.94 

 

2.1.3. First Historiographic Works on Early Medieval Cherson  

(Bertier-de-la Garde – Šestakov) 

 

Not only archaeology, but also history of the city was researched. The first influential 

historiographic studies dealing with early medieval Cherson come from the beginning of the 

20th century. In 1907 an article by A. L. BERTIER-DE-LA GARDE was published. The author 

characterised Cherson according to the archaeological finds as a small and poor town without 

any significance within the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. He saw, however, the 

importance of Cherson in the fact that the city had never been built up and it was possible to 

study a Byzantine city and life there.95 A year later, in 1908, S. P. ŠESTAKOV published his 

article on medieval Cherson on the basis of written sources, i. e. Pope Martin´s letters and the 

Theophanes´ and Nikephoros´ Chronicles. ŠESTAKOV noticed that in the mid-7th century the 

salt produce and trade had worked, however, the city had undergone a decline, which 

ŠESTAKOV connected to the wars led by Emperors Herakleios and Constans II. Furthermore, 

the events described in the Chronicles (the expedition sent against Cherson by Emperor 

Justinian II and proclamation of Phillippikos Bardanes) showed among other things an 

increasing number of Chazars and their influence at Crimea at the turn of the 8th century. In 

ŠESTAKOV´S opinion, the fact that Cherson was rather independent and its increasing 
                                                                 
93 ROMANČUK (2005b) 26. Translation by the author. 
94 SKLENÁŘ (1989) 40. 
95 BERTIER-DE-LA GARDE (1907). 
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importance as the centre of trade and economy led to the establishment of the Cherson 

thema.96  

   

                                                                 
96 ŠESTAKOV (1908). 
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2.2 Research of an important city –  scholars of early medieval Cherson 

after the WW II 

 

The aversion against Byzantine studies got reduced during the war years. From that time on, 

Cherson has been considered (at least in Russia) as the most important place for studies of the 

Byzantine city and its life. The research is extensive, therefore I will focuse here on the issues 

of continuity of the city life in the transitional period between late antiquity and the Middle 

Ages, and how has this idea developed since its beginnings, concerning the most significant 

scholars of Cherson. 

 

2.2.1 The Ural State University in Cherson (Surov – Sjuzjumov) 

 

In 1941, when Sevastopol was threatened by events of the War, the most valuable artefacts 

together with books and excavation reports were transported to Sverdlovsk (Yekaterinburg) 

by S. F. STRŽELECKIJ, the then director of the Museum of Cherson. This evacuation meant the 

beginning of the cooperation between the Ural State University (since 2010 Ural Federal 

University) and Cherson that has lasted until today. The first research of the Ural university 

took place in Cherson in 1959 under the leadership of E. G. SUROV, who was in charge till 

1962. With him worked M. JA. SJUZJUMOV, the founder of the Ural school of Byzantology.   

E. G. SUROV focused on the issue of dating fish cisterns; he pointed out that the cisterns that 

were so numerous in Cherson must have been very important for the economy of the city and 

questioned the then common view on the dating of the cisterns’ existence (it was believed that 

the cisterns worked from the 1st to the 3rd /4th centuries).97 M. JA. SJUZJUMOV, who was a 

philologist and a historian, began to study the issue of the Byzantine cities in 1940s, when 

Sverdlovsk turned into the centre of Byzantine studies. Except for the above mentioned 

artefacts from Cherson, also items and scientific departments of the Ermitage from  

St. Petersburg and some Faculties of the University of Moscow were evacuated there. 

SJUZJUMOV argued  for continuity of the urban settlement from antiquity through the Middle 

Ages. Unfortunately, this opinion was in contrast with the official view of the Soviet medieval 
                                                                 
97 SUROV (1961a, b). 
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studies, therefore SJUZJUMOV was considered as a „persona non grata“ in 1960s. Despite this, 

he was able to continue his research and Cherson was an ideal experimental area for him. He 

questioned depopulation of Cherson in the Dark Ages, a theory proposed by the contemporary 

scholar JAKOBSON (see below). According to SJUZJUMOV, the archaeological finds show 

 a crisis, but not an absolute decline.98 He studied the development of the Byzantine provincial 

town for a long time and in his opinion, unlike western Europe cities the Byzantine ones 

maintained their function also in the early Middle Ages.99 SJUZJUMOV´S opinion was 

supported by JOHN SMEDLEY, who argued – on the grounds of archaeological finds – that 

Cherson experienced decline between the end of 6th and the mid-9th centuries, when the new 

period of prosperity started.100 

 

2.2.2 Historiography of Early Medieval Cherson in the second half of the 20th 

century (Jakobson – Talis) 

 

The most remarkable historians of the early Middle Ages in Cherson of the third quarter of 

the 20th century were A. L. JAKOBSON and D. L. TALIS.  

A. L. JAKOBSON belongs to the greatest Soviet scholars of Crimea. His extensive research on 

the peninsula resulted in monographs, which are devoted not only to Cherson but also to other 

early medieval settlements of Crimea.101 His research was, however, strongly influenced by 

the official Marxist ideology that declared that there was deep decline between the end of 

antiquity and the beginning of the Middle Ages. Researching the period of the Dark Ages in 

Cherson, on the basis of Pope Martin´s letters and the archaeological sources (which were at 

the beginning very scarce: in principle, Jakobson could work only with the artefacts excavated 

without any documentation in the second half of the 19th century), Jakobson developed a 

theory of an absolute decline of the city. According to him, Cherson – similarly as other 

Byzantine cities – underwent deep crisis in the 7th century that resulted in depopulation in the 

8th century. His theory was supported by several arguments: only very few written sources 

from this period survived, the mint in Cherson stopped working in the 7th century and, finally, 
                                                                 
98 SJUZJUMOV (1956) 26-41. 
99 Idem (1967) 38-70. 
100 SMEDLEY (1978) 172-192. 
101 e. g. JAKOBSON (1959); idem (1964); idem (1973); idem (1979). 
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no cultural layers were found from the 8th – mid-9th centuries. This deep decline was followed 

by a short time of prosperity in the mid-9th century. The blossom of the city nevertheless 

ended with the arrival of Prince Vladimir.  

D. L. TALIS focused on the medieval urban settlement development of Cherson. He set the 

beginning of development to the relatively peaceful 4th – 6th centuries; Cherson was still the 

significant centre of trade, crafts and culture. Nevertheless, in the following period (from the 

mid-6th till mid-9th centuries) both internal and foreign trade declined as did production and 

the economy became mostly agricultural. However, TALIS did not find any proof of Cherson 

having been a „dead city“ in that period; seals of archontes and the bishop residency indicate 

more likely the transformation of Cherson into a military and Church centre. This change was 

caused by an overall economical decline in the Cherson surroundings, where fertile areas, 

previously used for growing vine had to be transformed into pastures because of Barbarian 

raids. The raiders were not able to capture the city, nevertheless, they devastated its 

agricultural hinterland. That also meant reduction in export from the Crimean peninsula and 

Cherson started to be dependent on the import of wine and grain from Constantinople. In the 

7th century Cherson was transformed into a military and ecclesiastic centre and from the mid-

9th century it is possible to distinguish a new time of prosperity.102 

Although JAKOBSON and TALIS were contemporaries, their views on the Dark Ages period 

were deeply different; on the one hand  there is an opinion about the absolute decline, on the 

other hand, there is a different vision of transformation and continuity of the city life.  

 

2.2.3 Research of Early Medieval Cherson at the end of the 20th and at the 

beginning of the 21st centuries (Romančuk – Soročan) 

 

In the second half of the 20th century, the excavations of Cherson were performed by several 

Soviet, later Russian and Ukrainian institutions, for example by the Ermitage, the Moscow 

University, the Charkov University or the Ural University; since 1990s also international 

expeditions have participated in the reasearch of Cherson. At the turn of the 21st century, two 
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remarkable scholars published extensive studies on medieval Cherson. They are A. I. 

ROMANČUK and S. B. SOROČAN. 

A. I. ROMANČUK is the successor of the tradition of the Ural University in Yekaterinburg; she 

has been interested mainly but not exclusively in the issue of the Dark Ages period. 

According to her, the changes in the urban life were caused by transformation of the city from 

the ancient to the medieval type; this transformation took place in the 7th century. Moreover, 

in her opinion it is methodologically incorrect to compare medieval cities to their ancient 

predecessors since the changes in urbanism were caused by the new social and economic 

conditions. The crisis that took place in the cities influenced the city life deeply; the impact of 

it on the northern Black Sea region and on Cherson, however, is still being researched.  

ROMANČUK took the lead of the excavations of the Port area in Cherson in 1969 and her 

research has been based mainly on the finds from this area. She was able to precise the dating 

of the previously found pottery and fish cisterns and on the basis of the old as well as new 

archaeological finds she concluded that fish processing had not finished at the end of the 6th 

century but continued. Furthermore, she reconsidered coin finds; not only the time of mintage 

but also the period in which the coins were in circulation should be taken into account. There 

are examples of  using earlier coin issues when newly minted coins were not available,103 

which means that lack of the certain coin issue could not be taken as a sign of economic 

decline. This opinion can also change the view on the theories of signs of the crisis. 

ROMANČUK also took into account the Pope Martin´s letters. Unlike JAKOBSON, who took the 

letters as a sign of decline and crisis, she argued in accordance with M. JA. SJUZJUMOV that 

the letters had been written from an extremly subjective point of view of the poor exile who 

exaggerated the prices of food. Furthermore, according to her, the mention of the ships 

coming for the salt load meant that the salt and fish industry were developed also after the 

mid-7th century. ROMANČUK has admitted that there was a crisis in Cherson but has rejected 

the JAKOBSON´S theory of absolute decline and depopulation, which was also disproved by the 

archaeological evidence.104  

S. B. SOROČAN has also studied the issues of the “Dark Ages“ period. In this respect he dealt 

with the relationships between Cherson and its Barbaric neighbours – the Khazars, who were 

                                                                 
103 ROMANČUK (2007) 162-163. 
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(1995);  ROMANČUK, SAZANOV (1991);  ROMANČUK, SEDIKOVA (1991) 30-46;  ROMANČUK (1977) 18-26; eadem 
(1976); eadem (1975) 3-13. 
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an important element in the life of Cherson in the Dark Ages. SOROČAN focused on the 

question of condominium or shared rule over Cherson in the period of crisis when the 

Byzantine Empire did not have enough power to rule the distant territory and the Byzantines 

shared the rule over the city with the Khazars. Moreover, SOROČAN followed up the question 

of the status of Cherson within the Empire and the issue of the tendencies of Cherson to 

become independent on the Empire. Except for the foreign relations, SOROČAN dealt also with 

the trade, crafts and economy in the period of crisis. His opinion on the issue of crisis seemed 

to be similar to the ROMANČUK´S one. SOROČAN tended to the view of the minor crisis, 

denying the absolute decline.105 
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3. Development of Cherson from the 6th to the mid-7th century 

 

3.1 The Byzantine empire in the 6th – mid-7th centuries and its northern 

border policy 

 

Without any doubt, the most significant personality of the 6th century within Europe was 

Emperor Justinian I, by historians called „the Great“. However, the achievements of his 

program Renovatio Imperii could have not been accomplished without previous development. 

The western part of the Roman Empire underwent great transformation in the 5th century; the 

former solid society was disintegrated into Barbarian successor states, which emerged in the 

former Roman areas, while the east Roman territory remained united, more urbanized and 

more populated. The East Roman Empire therefore disposed of more material and human 

resources, which Justinian could use to fulfill his program of Renovatio Imperii by 552.106 

 

The Barbarians of the North, 3rd – mid-6th centuries 

 

The position of Cherson within the Empire grew significantly during the Justinian´s reign. At 

that time, Cherson turned into a provincial centre with a permanent garisson. Naturally, there 

must have been causes for Justinian´s interest in Cherson and for such a great development 

that took place there in the 6th century, during which Cherson became the well-fortified 

northernmost Byzantine outpost and also an important town.  

Since antiquity, Crimea was the place where different cultures met, most often the Greeks and 

various groups of the Nomadic, Barbarian tribes. The ancient city of Chersonesos was an 

important military base already for the Roman Empire and troops of the Roman army settled 

there in the period from the second half of 2nd century to the 240s; at that time the army left 

Crimea. The Roman residents nonetheless lived in Cherson but nowhere else in Crimea.107   
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At that time, in the mid-3rd century, the Goths came to Crimea from the northern or north-

eastern Europe. Together with other German tribes (as were the Alans) they destroyed the 

Scythian realm and ruled the former Bosporian Kingdom. Roman soldiers came to Cherson 

again in the first quarter of the 4th century, which was proved by archaeological finds from the 

Citadel and from the necropolis.108 From this time on, Cherson was more or less dependent on 

the Byzantine Empire.109 In the 370s the Huns arrived to the north Pontic steppes. They 

mastered the territory bordered by lower parts of the rivers Don and Danube. The German 

tribes living in this region joined the Huns and they therefore could hold their territories under 

the rule of the latter. 

The Huns appeared in Crimea at the turn of the 4th century.110 They conquered Bospor, which 

became the centre of their Empire in Crimea.111 As Prokopios described, the Huns ruled also 

the Crimean steppes and the area stretching from Bospor as far as to the middle Crimea and 

the territory between the cities of Bospor and Cherson.112  

The significance of Cherson as the only Roman (Byzantine) territory in Crimea grew just after 

Bospor had been conquered by the Huns.113 Cherson served as a defensive fortification 

already in the first half of the 5th century; its walls were previously strenghtened by Emperor 

Theodosios I (347-395) and again by Emperor Zeno (474-491). Moreover, unlike the other 

Crimean cities (e. g. Bospor, Theodosia) that were captured or even damaged by the German 

tribes or the Huns, Cherson was not directly affected.114 

In 440s  the Huns started their expansion to the middle Danube area and they experienced 

their greatest success under the leadership of Attila, however, after his death in 453 the 

Huns´realm disintegrated and the members of the previously expelled German tribes came 

back to Crimea. Bospor was reconquered by Emperor Justin I in 520s but the Huns were still 

living in the vicinity and a few years later (in the early years of the Justinian´s reign), the 

Byzantine garrison of Bospor was destroyed again. The Huns, nonetheless, got afraid of the 

Byzantine troops that were approaching to Bospor and left the city.115 Bospor became 
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 MAKAROVA (2003), 24.  
109 AJBABIN (2011) 49. 
110 idem (2011) 53, 68. 
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50 

 

Byzantine again and it was fortified by Justinian.116 Despite that, German families were still 

living in Bospor, as can be seen from archaeological finds.117  

The Goths, who were initially overpowered by the Huns, settled in the mountainous part of 

southwestern Crimea in the mid-5th century. The Gothic centre was the ancient town Doros 

(Mangup). According to Prokopios, they were christianized around the year 450 (probably 

from Cherson?)118 and were friendly to the Byzantines. Justinian I proclaimed the mountains 

of Crimea as Byzantine and supported the Goths financially so that they were able to hold the 

ever present Barbarian tribes away from the northern border of the Byzantine Empire.  

Furthermore, a few defensive fortresses were built in Crimea – Justinian I had Aloushton and 

Gorzuvitach built. The settlements of Mangup (Doros), Eski-Kermen, Čufut-Kale, Bakla, 

Tepe-Kermen were walled or built in the last quarter of the 6th century on the plateau situated 

in the southwestern part of Crimea. These fortresses should have served as defensive posts 

against nomadic raids. The nomads could damage farmers´ settlements but usually they were 

not able to destroy a fortress. The fortresses were inhabited by the local population (the 

Goths) but they were built under the Byzantine supervision.119 Also in Cherson, which was 

the most important Byzantine territory in Crimea the reconstruction was started, above all of 

the key defensive parts of the walls.  

Other Barbarian tribes of the north included the Sabirs, the Utigurs, the Cutrigurs, the 

Bulgars, the Ants, the Slavs etc. A typical example of Justinian´s northern policy comes from 

the year 559 when the Cutrigurs got as far as to the Long Walls of Constantinople. Justinian 

asked immediately –  with the help of the financial support – the Utigurs to damage the 

Cutrigurs´ home territory. Diplomacy of bribes, gifts and annual fees to the Barbarians and 

also inciting a tribe to fight against another one helped to balance the situation in the north.  

The fragile peace was disrupted by the appearance of the Avars in the last years of the 

Justinian´s reign.  

The Avars reached the area of the northern Caucasus in 558 (they came from central Asia, 

from where they fled before expansive Turkic tribes) and an Avar deputy was sent to 

Justinian. The Avars requested financial support in return for defeating all the Byzantine 
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enemies in the north. The offer was admitted by Justinian, who, nonetheless, did not foresee 

consequences of the Avar victory over other Barbarians. The Avars dominated all the 

northern territory, set the centre of their Empire in the Carpathian basin and became a new 

and powerful potential enemy of the Byzantine Empire.120  

Also Turkic tribes were coming to Crimea from the region between the Caucasus and the 

Azov Sea, where they had settled in 560s. These tribes destroyed Bospor partially in 576 and 

in 580 they moved towards Cherson, however, when the khagan of Turks died in 581 a 

struggle for power flared up among the Turkic nobility. The Turks then moved away from 

Crimea and the territory around Bospor got again under the Byzantine administration.121  

After the death of Justinian I, the Byzantine territory of the north included a province called 

after its centre – Cherson. Except for the eponymous city the province was composed of 

Bospor and the fortresses Aloushton and Gorzuvitach. The Goths, living in Mangup and 

around, were considered to be allies.122 This political situation – the presence of the Barbarian 

realms and permanent unrest at the northern borders of the Byzantine empire caused (not 

only) Justinian´s  interest in Cherson and the northern territory, which was needed to be 

peaceful. 

 

Decline of the Justinian´s realm, mid-6th – mid-7th centuries  

 

Although Justinian´s armies were able to conquer the territories of the ancient Roman Empire 

(Fig. 3), it did not last long and the area of the Byzantine Empire was shrinking again. There 

are more reasons for this development. First of all, neither Justinian nor his successors had 

enough sources (both financial and human) to hold the conquered area. Moreover, the 

situation was worsened by natural disasters – plagues and earthquakes –  that took place in 

eastern Europe in the 6th century. Moreover, conflicts with the neighbouring peoples were 

constant. 
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Among others, Justinian´s successors had to deal with the Avars who, together with the Slavs, 

started raiding to the Balkans. Balkanic cities were fading out and the Balkans inland turned 

more into the Slavic territory, where the Byzantine Empire lost its power almost entirely.123 

 

The Emperors Justin II, Tiberius II Constantine and Maurice, who successively ruled the 

Byzantine Empire in the second half of the 6th century knew very well the importance of the 

Crimea and mainly Justin and Maurice tried to protect and control it; the most strategic 

regions were the Kerč peninsula and south-western Crimea.124 In connection with the 

appearance of the Avars in the north Pontic steppes after the mid-6th century the Crimean 

troops were reorganized by Justin II. The military commander of the Crimean troops (Dux) 

resided in Cherson.  Except for his military duties, he was also one of the city officials.125 

The political situation at the end of the 6th century was getting worse from the Byzantine point 

of view. The imperial power and authority were diminishing constantly, the towns and 

provincial centres were declining mainly regarding social life and administrative. The 

economy was weakened because its core – agriculture – was strongly influenced by the 

enemy raids, natural disasters and the lack of peasants, so revenues to the imperial treasury 

were, naturally, diminished.126 

The Avars were attacking the Byzantine Empire also in the 7th century. Together with the 

Slavs again, they penetrated to the Balkans without problems because the defense zone at the 

river Danube collapsed. In 626, Constantinople was attacked by the Persians, the Avars and 

the Slavs at once. While the former marched by land, the Avars with the Slavs came by the 

sea to the Golden Horn. However, their primitive boats (monoxyls) had no chance against the 

Byzantine navy and they were burnt by the most effective Byzantine weapon, the Greek fire. 

In consequence, the Persians were defeated for ever, unfortunately, the Byzantines did not 

have enough time to recover. A new and strong power emerged from the Arab peninsula and 

already in 636 Syria was conquered by the Arabs. Jerusalem fell in 638, Persia, Mesopotamia 

and, finally, Egypt, were conquered by the year 642. The loss of Egypt had consequences in 

Byzantine economy, since Egypt had served as the “granary of Constantinople“ and so not 

only the territory, but also the annual grain supplies were lost. (Fig. 4) 
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These issues, however, did not affect Cherson and the city flourished also in the first half of 

the 7th century. Its importance was still recognized by the Empire. The imperial interest of the 

area is indicated by imperial seals, which were found in Cherson. Justinian’s, Phoka’s and 

Heraclius’ imperial seals show that the Emperors were concerned for the Crimean 

territory.127Also the mint continued working until the Heraclius‘ reform in 629, when all the 

provincial mints were closed. At that time, coins from six previous centuries were used in 

case of lack of new issues.128 However, the continuity in minting also in the Heraclius’ period 

confirms firm contacts between Cherson and the Byzantine Empire.129 
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3.2 The development of Cherson until the mid-7th century 

 

3.2.1 The beginnings of Christianity in Crimea 

 

Christianization was a long process in Crimea, in which Cherson played an important role. 

First Christians appeared in Crimea as early as in the 1st century AD. They were banished 

there because of their creed and were sentenced to work in stone quarries of Cherson. 

According to the hagiography, one of the sufferers was Pope Clement I. He was banished to 

Cherson at the end of the 1st century and was martyred there after finding a water spring 

miracously when he and the other Christians suffered from thirst. As a punishment, he was 

tied to an anchor and thrown to the Black Sea.130 

Christianity was not very popular in Crimea, although its inhabitants were aware of the new 

religion, which spread in the 2nd century in the Asia Minor, the traditional and strong trade 

partner of Cherson.131 However, the Chersonites did not adopt Christianity and remained 

pagans.  

Christianization of Cherson is described in a narrative source, the legend The Lives of Holy 

Bishops of Cherson.132 According to this legend, possibly in the 16th year of  the reign of 

Emperor Diocletian, a bishop named Basileus was sent from Jerusalem to Cherson. Local 

pagans resisted to his attempts to preach and, in spite of making a miracle (he brought back to 

life a child by the rite of baptism) he was martyred. Then, three other bishops – Elpidius, 

Eugenius and Agathodorus – arrived in Cherson, also from Jerusalem. Their fate was 

nonetheless identical to Basilues: all three of them were tortured to death in Cherson.  

The following bishop, named Aetherius, was also sent from Jerusalem. Upon his arrival to 

Cherson, he immediately recognized the Chersonites as true and cruel pagans. He therefore 

sailed back across the Black Sea to Constantinople, where he complained to Emperor 

Constantine the Great. The Emperor sent the bishop back to Cherson, however, accompanied 

by a group of soldiers. With their help Aetherius forced the pagans to leave Cherson and 

settled Christians there instead. After completening this task, Aetherius sailed to 
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Constantinople to report and thank to the Emperor. His ship was, however, blown off course 

either on the way there or back and the unfortunate bishop was brought to the isle of Alsos in 

the Dnieper delta, where he died. When the Chersonites found out about their bishop´s fate, 

they asked the Emperor for a new one. Then the Emperor sent bishop Capiton together with 

500 soldiers. When Capiton came to Cherson, he had to persuade of the new creed both the 

local Christians (who in the meantime lost their faith) and the pagans living in Cherson´s 

vicinity. He did it by a miracle: he entered without any harm a lime kiln, in which lime for 

building a church was burnt. After the miracle all citizens of Cherson were baptized and 

started building the St. Peter´s Church.133 

The hagiographic tradition differs slightly when describing the beginnings of Christianity in 

Cherson: either Aetherius is preferred as the main personality of Christianisation and Capiton 

presented as the one who only finished the Aetherius´ task or, on the other hand, the tale says 

that Aetherius died already on his way to Cherson, so Capiton took the greatest credit for 

establishing Christianity in this territory. According to the latest research, the primary version 

of the legend, which all the known versions are derived from, originated in the Iconoclastic 

period, in the last quarter of the 8th – mid-9th centuries, maybe in connection with the changes 

concerning bishopric system in Crimea (the separation of Gothia from the Cherson´s 

bishoprics and the sudden need to find roots of Christianity in Cherson).134 

 

What can be said about the non-legendary beginnings of Christianity in Cherson?  

Christianization of Cherson and Crimea represents a considerably complex issue, because of 

the lack of archaeological sources, such as traces of churches, from the early Christian period. 

Moreover, dating of basilicas and churches known from Cherson has always been very 

problematic and has provoked an extensive discussion ever since the excavations began. The 

first excavators focused particularly on sacral buildings excavations and most of the basilicas 

and churches were therefore found already in the 19th century. Unfortunately, the early 

excavators did not usually follow reliable methods, so a lot of important artifacts (e. g. pottery 

fragments) that could provide information on the dating of these buildings were lost.135 
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The first Christian communities could emerge in Bospor and Cherson at the beginning of the 

4th century. However, we do not know any churches from that time; if there were some, they 

were probably replaced by later buldings.136 Rare archeological finds of items with Christian 

motifs from Cherson come from the end of the 3rd – beginning of the 4th centuries; they 

include a glass vessel in the shape of a fish and a clay candlestick decorated with two fish.137   

The first notice about the bishopric in Cherson comes from the list of bishops present at the 

second oecumenical council of Constantinople in 381, where a name appears known already 

from the legend – Aetherius.138 As forced conversions to Christianity were not in line with the 

policy of Constantine I but they were with that of Theodosius I, it is argued that the process of 

Christianization of Cherson, which began probably earlier, was strenghtened in the 370s – 

380s in connection with the efforts of the Byzantine Empire to increase its influence in 

Crimea,139 where the situation was unstable because of Hunnic invasions.   

Christianization of Cherson continued in the 5th century. According to the funeral rite, 

however, pagans still lived there.140 As follows from the Codex Theodosianus, the bishop of 

Cherson had considerable power in the 5th century, since it was considered necessary to 

restrict it a little.141 

The spread of Christianity is indicated by rich finds of marble fragments. L. G. CHRUŠKOVA 

dealt with stylistical changes of architecture and she has distinguished two main groups of 

marble fragments from Cherson according to their decoration: from the 5th or from the 6th 

century. As the marble decoration was used on significant buildings such as basilicas or 

churches, it was traded only on the purchaser’s (e. g. a bishop’s) order. According to 

CHRUŠKOVA, rich finds of 5th century marble fragments in Cherson indicate that churches 

were built already in the first half of the 5th century, although the majority of the fragments 

come from the end of the 5th and the first half of the 6th century.142 Christian Church was 

strengthening its position in the city gradually: in the 6th century it was rather solid. Massive 
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construction of churches and basilicas is set to the second half of the 6th and the first half of 

the 7th century.143  
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3.2.2 From Antiquity to the Middle Ages – Architectonical Development of 

Cherson 

 

The location of Cherson was chosen so that the defence of the city was as easy as possible. 

Therefore, it was founded on a narrow plateau, around 30 ha in extension, which slopes down 

in southern, western and eastern directions. The northern and eastern and south eastern coasts 

are bathed by sea. The main port was just at the south eastern side of the city, in the large bay 

(today called the Quarantine bay); another port was situated in the north western bay (the 

“Sandbay”). The latter was, however, not as suitable for anchorage as the former one.  

Reconstruction works and redevelopment were permanently in motion in Cherson. The most 

famous reconstruction of defensive walls belongs to the Justinianic period; however, not only 

defensive structures but also residential houses and basilicas were built by Justinian at that 

time. (For the plan of Cherson see Fig. 8.) 

Despite all the building activities, Cherson kept the ancient orthogonal street plan and had 

also sewerage system and water line.144  

Recontruction works continued also in the second half of the 6th and in the first half of the 7th 

centuries, when they, moreover, seem to have intensified. The building activity was supported 

by the Byzantine government till the turn of the 7th century because Cherson was considered 

as an important stronghold.145  

 

The Walls of Cherson 

 

The defensive walls of Cherson (Fig. 5) were built with regard to the natural conditions and 

location of the city. The oldest part of the city was situated in the south eastern part of the 

peninsula, at the port. Massive walls were built here already by the turn of the 3rd century BC, 

when Chersonesos made a fortune by selling and exporting grain from the Crimean steppes. 

The portion of walls in this part of the city belongs to the best preserved ones and it is 
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possible to study development of building techniques here. The lowest, Greek part of the 

walls was built carefully by bonder and stretcher method without any mortar, in the middle 

there is visible the coarser Roman masonry consisting of assymetrically layed limestone 

blocks, also without mortar. Finally, in the uppermost part of the wall a very different 

Byzantine building technique with mortar occurs.146 

Complete walls of the Hellenistic period were 900 m long, 3.5 – 4 m wide and 8 – 10 m high. 

The wall towers were 10 – 12 m high. In the 2nd century AD a proteichisma (an advanced 

wall) was built along the main fortification line.  

The walls were repaired time to time, for example by emperor Zeno in the 5th century. The 

most known reconstruction was, however, made by Emperor Justinian I. Justinian´s walls 

replicated the ancient ones. The latter were, according to Prokopios, in ruins but Justinian had 

them rebuilt so that they were safe and beautiful.147 Moreover, new walls were added in the 

western part of Cherson (at the tower No. 16).148 In the 10th and 11th centuries, the walls were 

reconstructed again to enlarge the city area in the western direstion.149   

Building of town gates, which are usually the weakest points of the city defense, is closely 

connected with the walls. The most important gates are situated in the south eastern part of the 

city where the port and residential quarters were situated. The oldest gates were built together 

with the walls; the earliest gate is 4 m wide, the lenght of the passageway is almost 9 m. In 

this part of the city, the so called „Double Gate“ is preserved (Fig. 6). The first gate was built 

at the turn of the 3rd century BC but in the course of time, surrounding terrain was rising and 

on the top of the old gate, the new one had to be built in the Byzantine period. 

 

Wall towers 

 

A circular flanking tower (called Zeno´s tower) dominates the walls in the port quarter. The 

tower was named after the inscription found nearby, which says that Emperor Zeno had the 

city walls reconstructed. However, the tower comes from the 6th century AD. The tower is 
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large; its diameter was 15.5 m and its walls were 3.5 m thick at the time of its building. The 

tower was reconstructed in the 8th – 9th centuries and its diameter was extended to 22 m. The 

height reaches 6 – 8 m.  

Other towers vary in shape – they are circular, rectangular or polygonal and also in 

dimension. Diameter of circular towers is always lesser than that of the Zeno´s tower; the 

dimensions of rectangular towers differ in various building periods, e.g. the tower XXII was 

built in the 6th century AD and its dimension was 4.8 x 6.5 m at that time. When it was 

reconstructed at the turn of the 9th century, it was enlarged. Its new dimension was then 7.3 x 

9 m.150 The lenght of the curtain walls (the walls between the towers) was 30 – 70 m, if the 

distance was bigger, defence of the walls from the towers would not have been effective.  

The mighty walls of Cherson served mainly as means of defence against the Barbarians. The 

city at the periphery of the Empire had to be able to defend itself.  

 

The Citadel 

 

The Citadel (Fig. 7) was the main defensive structure of the city of Cherson. It is situated in 

the south eastern part of the city, just at the Quarantine Bay. The Citadel was built in the 3rd – 

2nd centuries BC for the purpose of defending the port quarter. The area of the Citadel was 

enlarged in the direction of the sea in the 2nd century AD, because the sea level had descended 

and the sea was shallower. The extended Citadel area measured 94 x 52 m.  

A garrison was located in the Citadel. According to the inscriptions from the Roman period, 

troops from the 1st Italian, 5th Macedonian and 11th Claudian legions resided in Cherson.151 

The structures excavated in the Citadel include soldiers‘ barracks (contubernia), Roman bath, 

Praesidium, a two-storeyed house, which is considered to be the house of the commander and 

another bath. The house of the commander was reconstructed in the 6th – 7th centuries,152 and 

some parts of the Citadel were transformed into pottery workshops in the 4th – 7th centuries. 

When Emperor Theophilos established the thema of Cherson in the 840s, the Citadel was 
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reconstructed to serve Byzantine soldiers again. New administrative yard with a little church 

was built there; it was probably the residence of the strategos. Other reconstructions of the 

Citadel took place in the 11th century. 

In the modern period the Citadel was used as a cemetery for soldiers from Sevastopol, who 

died of cholera during the epidemics in the 1830s. It is in this unfortunate event that gave the 

Bay at the Citadel its modern name – the Quarantine Bay. 

 

The Theater 

 

The theater (Fig. 8) represents a significant monument of antiquity; so far it is the only 

theater, that has been found in any Black Sea colony.153 

The theater is situated in the southern part of Cherson and it was built in the 3rd century BC. It 

is a classical Greek theater, which could take in 1800-2000 onlookers. The theater was 

reconstructed in the 1st century AD and later, in the 2nd and 3rd centuries, gladiator games 

were performed here. After the introduction of Christianity it was abandoned and served as a 

town cesspit. Later a church was erected above a part of the theater and thanks to it several 

original theater seats were preserved.  

 

Workshops 

 

Wine processing was one of the most important handicrafts in Cherson. (Fig. 10) A house 

with a winery was excavated near the Basilica 1935 (Insula XX). This winery was working 

from the 2nd to the 4th centuries AD. The house was furnished three vats for vinous 

fermentation; capacity of each of them was 1000 litres. Furthermore, wine-pressing platforms 

were found, some of them equipped with presses with wooden levers and stone 

counterweights. The grape juice flew from the platforms to the vats.154 Other two winehouses 

were excavated in insula XVII. These were built in the mid-3rd century and were used till the 
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mid-6th century.155 As similar wine presses have been regularly found in the farmhouses in 

Chora, wine is considered to have played a significant role in the Cherson economy.  

Fish processing was also one of the most important industries in Cherson, as indicated by 

finds of more than 100 vats, used for salting and processing fish. Moreover, two houses with 

fish processing equipment (the vats) have been found so far. An example of a house with the 

vats represents a building situated in the north eastern part of Cherson, in the block numbered 

XV-XVI according to the modern division of the city (Fig. 13). On its yard, the excavations 

revealed two water tanks, wells and pits for pithoi, which served for storing the salted fish. 

Two deep rectangular vats (No. 75, 76) were situated in the eastern part of the house. This 

house was rebuilt from a Hellenistic house in the 1st century AD.156 

Pottery workshops were situated in the south western part of Cherson, at the Quarantine Bay. 

They were located outside the city walls beacuse of fire danger. In this area, the rests of 

furnaces and water tanks were found, together with plenty of sherds from misfired products. 

The sherds were dated into the end of the 3rd – mid-2nd centuries BC, some of the workshops, 

however, were working until the 9th century AD. Furthermore, also making metal products 

was on the advanced level. 

 

Agora and the modern Church of St. Vladimir 

 

Agora was the centre of ancient Chersonesos, where all the significant events took place. The 

agora of Cherson was situated at the square where the St. Vladimir´s church stands today. In 

the vicinity of the church, many artefacts from the ancient period were found: marble tables 

with inscriptions, official documents and bases of columns that had created stoai. Temple of 

Aphrodite, Dionysos and Athena were standing at agora in Antiquity.157 

When Christianity was established in Cherson, the ancient temples were demolished and 

churches were built instead of them. The agora held its position of the central square. 

According to the archaeological finds, at least seven churches were situated in the square in 
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the Middle Ages. On the foundations of one of them the St. Vladimir´s church was erected in 

the mid-19th century. 

The cathedral has two storeys, in each of them a church is located. The lower church is sacred 

to the Birth of Virgin Mary of Korsun,158 the upper to St. Vladimir. The building was 

considerably damaged in the World War II and not reconstructed until the 1990s. In 2001 it 

was consecrated again and since then it has dominated Chersonesos.  

 

Sacred Buildings of the Early Christian Period – the Basilicas 

 

Cherson had existed and flourished already for more than 700 years when Christianity began 

to spread through the eastern Mediterranean. New Christian buildings were incorporated into 

the ancient city plan, therefore even today the classic rectangular street system is 

unmistakable.   

Christian buildings in Cherson include basilicas, which are the oldest Christian buildings, 

cross ground plan churches, which were being built from the 9th century on and chapels, 

which were built almost in every insula from the 11th century.159 (Fig. 11) 

Basilicas were built in the early Byzantine Period, however, there has always been a 

discussion not only on their dating but also on the high number of them in Cherson in 

connection with the issue of financial and human resources for their construction. Until now, 

13 basilicas have been found in Cherson.160 Their dating has been changed continuously 

throughout the years. Recently, SOROČAN devoted an extensive chapter of his monumental 

monography on Cherson to sacred buildings,161 while the comprehensive table on dating of all 

the Cherson´s sacred buildings was done by ROMANČUK, who compared various opinions on 

dating the churches in Cherson.162 In many cases the dating proposals range widely, it seems 

clear, however, that the construction of Christian buildings started most probably in the period 
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of Emporor Justinian and continued to the mid-7th century at least.163 Most of the basilicas 

were built in the late and post-Justinianic period. 

 

The basilicas of Cherson represent the type of classical “Greek“ basilicas: they have a nave, 

two aisles, an apse and a narthex. A few of them have also an exonarthex.164 The biggest of 

the basilicas is the one, which is called Uvarovskaja basilica today (Fig 12). It was found in 

1853 and called after its excavator, the count UVAROV. This basilica is the typical example of 

an early Christian building of this type. Its dimensions are 52.25 x 20.45 m. The nave is 31 x 

11 m large and it is terminated by an apse. Side-aisles are 4 m wide and are separated from 

the nave by 11 marble columns. A 9 m wide narthex and 4.2 m wide exonarthex are adjacent 

to the basilica at its front. The whole complex includes, except for the basilica, a baptistery, a 

little church (contemporary to the basilica), an atrium with a fountain and a building, 

considered as the possible bishop´s residence. This group of buildings is the largest Church 

complex of Cherson and also of Crimea. This basilica was probably the most important 

Christian building of Cherson not only in the early Christian period, but during the whole 

medieval era until the destruction of Cherson in the 14th century.165  

The dating of the complex is difficult. CHRUŠKOVA proposed two different construction 

phases: according to the classical 5th century architectural plan of the basilica, the first stage 

could have taken place in the 5th century. The latest of the coins found during the excavations 

belonged to Emperor Maurice, so according to CHRUŠKOVA, the second phase followed at the 

end of the 6th century.166 ZAVADSKAJA dated the building according to the finds of coins to the 

570s with a remark that dating into the 7th century is not supported by archaeological finds.167 

However, according to SOROČAN, the basilica was erected between the third quarter of the 6th 

and the beginning of the 7th century.168 Finally, ROMANČUK puts the construction “not earlier 

than the turn of the 7th century“.169 

Another important Chistian building was the Western basilica. This basilica follows the same 

architectural plan as the Uvarovskaja basilica, only in the smaller dimension. Exonarthex is 
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absent. The western part of Cherson was integrated into the city area by Emperor Justinian, 

who had the city walls built here. Before the basilica was built, necropolis and later fish vats 

were situated in that area. The latter were filled in after the new walls had been built, so that 

the basilica could stand at their place. According to the archaeological excavations of the 

walls and the cisterns it seems, that the Western basilica could not be built before the end of 

the 6th  century,170 although some scholars admit earlier construction in the era of Emperor 

Justinian.171 The location of the basilica outside the city centre at the walls indicates that it 

could have been a part of a monastery.172 

Not far from the Western basilica stood the so called Basilica on the Hill. Opinions on dating 

of this basilica differ widely: after ROMANČUK, it could have been built in the mid-4th 

century,173 although later she admitted that the research had not been finished yet and dating 

into the mid-6th century was also possible.174
 ZAVADSKAJA puts construction of the basilica 

into the Justinianic period,175while SOROČAN writes that it was built at he end of the 6th 

century.176 

I will mention two more basilicas: the Basilica 1935 and the Basilica in the basilica. 

The Basilica 1935 got its name after the year, in which it was found. It is situated just at the 

rocky northern seaside. During its excavations, Hebrew inscriptions and a relief depicting a 

menora were found. The basilica was apparently built on the foundations of a synagogue, 

converted into a church at the end of the 4th century.177 Then, the basilica was built, according 

to SOROČAN and ZAVADSKAJA in the second half of the 6th century;178ROMANČUK, however, 

put the beginnings of the construction of the basilica into the mid-7th century.179 The Basilica 

in the basilica represents an interesting example of building development in Cherson. The 

first basilica was built, most probably, in the second half of the 6th century.180 After its 
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destruction a new but smaller basilica was built inside the nave of the original one in the 9th or 

10th century. This one was used as late as in the 14th century.181 

Other basilicas, such as the Basilica 1932, the Northern basilica, the Eastern basilica, the 

Basilica Kruse or the Basilicas on the main square represent the same type of the Greek 

basilica with three naves and an apse. They all belong to the same period of the 6th and 7th 

centuries.  

Except for the basilicas, also other Christian buildings were built in this period. These include 

one-nave churches, the tetraconch No. 47 (built in the third quarter of the 6th century)182, little 

churches used for baptism and the church No. 29 at the agora.183 

It is beyond any doubt that an extensive building activity took place in Cherson. Most 

probably, it was initiated by Emperor Justinian. However, the most massive development in 

construction came between the mid-6th and mid-7th centuries and it could easily have 

continued until the end of the 7th century. So many buildings were constructed at that time, 

that some scholars (e.g. JAKOBSON, TALIS, ZOLOTARJEV)184 developed a conception of „the 

Architectural Boom“. Most recently this conception was described by S. B. SOROČAN, who 

puts the beginning of the heyday of building development into the last quarter of the 6th – 

beginning of the 7th centuries. The construction did not involve only Christian buildings; 

according to archaeological excavations in various parts of Cherson new residenatial houses 

were built, walls were reconstructed, on the other hand old ancient buildings or fish vats were 

destroyed in order to gain enough space for the new buildings. New, medieval appearance of 

Cherson was attained in the third quarter of the 7th century.185 

However, could Cherson flourish so much in the period of general decline? And where did the 

city get resources – both human and financial – to erect so many new buildings? These issues 

will be discussed in the Part 4. 
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3.2.3 Trade and Economy  

 

Also the economic importance of Cherson is noteworthy. In the 5th century the city belonged 

to the most significant merchant centers of the south western Crimea and it served as a trading 

post for local (Crimean) inhabitants. Archaeological evidence prove rich contacts with various 

parts of the Byzantine Empire. The finds of the region include belt clasps and buckels, 

amphorae, glass vessels and terra sigillata imports from the Danube area, south Black Sea 

region and the Mediterranean. Southern Crimea could have offered agricultural products such 

as grain, wine and in particular fish products. 

The prosperity of trade helped to improve the economy of Cherson. At the time of the 

Emperor Zeno the mint started working again and some building activities were performed – 

not only the walls but also the houses in Cherson Chora and the water line to the port quarter 

were built. The traditional crafts as pottery or fish processing flourished in the 5th and also in 

the 6th centuries.186 

 

Natural conditions for fish processing 

  

It is only natural for any seaside town that its inhabitants occupy themselves with fishing, 

which in such towns belongs to the common and easy ways how to get food. Cherson was no 

exception, moreover, the inhabitants of Cherson managed to evolve from simple fishing an 

advanced industry. 

There were several preconditions for that. The natural conditions for fishing were extremly 

favourable in the northern Black Sea because the big rivers Dniepr and Don brought fresh 

water to the sea, creating good conditions for fish life mainly in shallow coastal areas. The 

northern Black Sea area was very rich in fish.187  

Furthermore, there was an abundance of salt in the area. Salt was used not only as a comodity 

to sell but also as a preservative for fish processing. 
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It was Strabo, who described the salt beds in the vicinity of Cherson for the first time.188 He 

wrote about a place distant 15 stadia from Cherson (app. 2.6 km) where salt was worked. The 

salines lied in the north western part of the Herakleian peninsula and salt mining was 

developing here from antiquity. Salt was cheap but necessary commodity and trade with salt 

belonged to the most important components of the Cherson economy in antiquity and in the 

Middle Ages alike.189 

Salt was also the essential part of the fish industry, since fish belong among the foodstuff that 

spoils extremly quickly and must be eaten or processed immediately after having been caught. 

Fish could have been processed by a few ways as smoking, drying, preserving (making fish 

sauce) or salting. The annual amount of salt needed for processing of fish in Cherson is 

estimated to be 800 000 kg.190 

 

Making garum, salting vats 

 

The fish sauce, garum, was a very popular foodstuff in antiquity and also in the Middle Ages. 

The way to prepare garum was described by Apicius in a Roman cookbook191 and also in 

Geoponica, the 10th century collection of pieces of advice on breeding domestic animals, 

veterinary medicine, viticulture, oleoculture and also salting meat and fish and construction of 

salting facilities.192  

For the needs of fish processing – making garum –  vats were constructed in Cherson. These 

salting vats represent the most significant monuments that give evidence for the likely extent 

of the fish industry in Cherson. These structures have been found in a great number (more 

than 100 in the area excavated up to now, see fig. 13) and they are an important source of 

knowledge about Cherson. Moreover, many objects such as fish bones, sinkstones, hooks or 

needles have been found in the houses in Cherson, giving another evidence on fishing.193 
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The salting vats in question were first excavated at the end of the 19th century; they were 

considered to be granaries or water cisterns at that time. Their true function of fish salting vats 

was revealed when the residues from their bottoms and walls started to be examined and fish 

remnants were found.194 

As for the capacity of the Cherson´s vats, their average volume is 25-30 cubic meters, the 

usual depth is 3 m or more. In comparison with the vats from another northern Black Sea 

town Tyritake, those from Cherson are very large. In Tyritake there are 8 shallow vats situated 

close to each other; they were suitable for salting big expensive fish. On the contrary, the deep 

and huge vats of Cherson were designed for salting smaller fish and making the fish sauce, 

garum.195 (Fig. 14) This view is supported by the finds of fish remnants; mainly bones of 

anchovies were found at the bottom of them. The vats varied in the shape and could be hewn 

in the rock or dug in earth. Their walls were covered by limestone desks or bricks and 

cemented to be water-resistant, the floors were covered with pieces of pottery, bricks or 

limestone plates and also cemented. Quite frequent are finds of indiction stamps on bricks, 

which were used to cover the bottom of vats under the cement covering. The word indiction 

meant initially a special tax but because the fiscal and the calendar years were equivalent in 

Byzantium, the word indiction got a chronological meaning. It determined one year within the 

15-year-cycle. The cycle was, however, not specified, and supplementary information is 

needed to identify the specific year. This extra information is usually given by the inscription, 

therefore the indiction stamps are datable and in our case very useful for establishing the 

periods of building and using of the vats (see below). These stamps appear e.g. on the bricks 

from the vats no. 60, 83, 84, 86, 96. 196    

The Cherson´s vats did not accumulate in any closed district within the city, on the contrary, 

they were connected to (private) houses and spread throughout the city. The location of 

salting vats at the immediate proximity of houses in the inhabited area is inconsistent with the 

recommendation known from the Geoponica, however, a roofing that did not leave any 

positive evidence could have been used. In many cases a store-room with large pithoi was 

found next to vats.197  
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An example of a house with vats represents a building situated in the north eastern part of 

Cherson, in the block numbered XV-XVI according to the modern division of the city. On its 

yard, there were excavated two water tanks, wells and pits for pithoi, serving  for storing the 

salted fish. Two deep rectangular vats (No. 75, 76) were situated in the eastern part of the 

house. This house was rebuilt from a Hellenistic house in the 1st century AD;198 the oldest vats 

date to this time. The first period of their use dates back to the 1st – 4th centuries AD. Their 

emergence and the period of their utilisation used to be connected with the presence of the 

Roman army in Cherson at that time; the army protected the area, therefore trade and crafts 

flourished and economy of Cherson and its vicinity prospered especially in the 2nd – 3rd 

centuries AD. Moreover, the soldiers needed food and fish products were cheap and easy to 

make. This prosperous industry was, however, thought to have been on the decline in the 4th 

century AD, not exceeding the end of it.199  

Nonetheless, in 1958 a vat (No. 33) built after the beginning of the 5th century AD was 

excavated and E. G. SUROV, a researcher from the Ural University and the then head of the 

excavations argued that fish processing had not  finished in the 4th century but went on also in 

the medieval period.200  

 

The fish industry at the end of antiquity and in the early Middle Ages 

 

When the vat no. 33 was found, the theory of the fish industry decline in the 4th century AD 

was reconsidered. The more vats were excavated, the more scholars admitted that the fish 

industry that seemed to have been really advanced in Roman times survived successfully the 

transition between antiquity and the Middle Ages.201 

Although many of the vats were backfilled over time, new ones were being built and the fish 

industry was not interrupted. The cause of the backfilling was the building development of the 

city; there is no known reason for any reduction of the fish processing. For example, large 
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number of vats was backfilled during the reconstruction works that took place in Cherson at 

the turn of the 7th century.202 

Because of the methods of the early excavators it is not possible to establish when all the vats 

were built or used; however, certain number of vats can be classified into a few groups after 

the time of building , time of using or time of backfilling. The classification was made on the 

base of stratigraphy, building technics and archaelogical finds from the backfilling – besides 

being important monuments showing the developed fish industry, the vats are also invaluable 

source of various archaelogical finds (mainly amphora and other pottery fragments) that were 

used during the backfilling. Also coins, bronze and glass objects or bones have been found 

inside. Some of the vats were filled  at once and the filling represents a closed set of artefacts. 

For example, the vats no. 30-32 and 52, 55-56 were all backfilled at once at the beginning of 

the 7th century and at their spot the Uvarovskaja basilica was built.203 

The classification of vats (see fig. 13) was made (where possible) mainly by ROMANČUK. The 

vats no. 70, 79, 86, 89, 90, 94, 95 were used till the 6th century, the vats no. 30-33, 52, 56, 63, 

68, 92, 97-100 were used till the turn of the 7th century. The vats no. 33, 34-41, 60-62, 83, 84, 

86 were built in the 5th – 7th century, while no. 74 and 75 were not backfilled earlier than in 

the mid-7th century. The vats no. 36-41 worked till the 8th – 10th centuries. The vats no. 14, 34, 

35, 47, 48, 93, 96 were used as late as in the 9th – 10th centuries. The vat no. 91 was built in 

the 9th or 10th century. From the whole number of the datable vats, 1/3 was used in the 6th – 

10th centuries.204 

The theory of such a long and prosperous fish industry is confirmed by many archaeological 

finds, mainly coins and pottery fragments. I will give a few examples. 

 

Vat no. 84 (bottom dimension 2.65 x 2.4m) 

The walls of the vat were damaged by sea, however, the bottom stayed intact and it is of great 

interest because of the pottery plinths that were used to build it. Thirty-six plinths were found 
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there (39 x 35 cm, thickness 4 – 5 cm), inscriptions occured on 23 of them. The letters were 

imprinted by a negative stamp. Research of the inscription showed that the plinths represent 

the indiction stamps, belonging to the 5th – 7th indiction; parallels of the letters from Bulgaria 

come from the 6th century.205 Therefore, the vat is supposed to be built in the 6th – 7th century.  

 

Vat no. 63 

This vat206 is 15 m deep and its filling is homogeneous. It consists of many amphora and other 

pottery fragments (e. g. Hayes 27, Zeest 99, Late Amphora 1, Late Amphora 2, Carrote etc.). 

More precise dating of the backfilling was enabled by coins found in the filling. The most 

recent ones were issued by Emperor Maurice (582 – 602), so the backfilling of the vat was 

dated to the end of the 6th – beginning of the 7th century.  

  

Vat No. 91 (6.4 – 6.5 m x 2.5 – 1.1 m, depth 4.7 m) 

The backfill of the vat no. 91 consisted of two layers. A layer of fish remnants was found at 

the bottom; the other layer is the backfiling. Apparently, the vat was filled despite the fish 

processing in progress. The backfill material contained many fragments of amphoras with flat 

bottom and rounded handles, connected under the mouth. Another amphora type is 

characterized by a piriform body and rounded handles connected above the low neck. This 

type was dated to the 11th – 13th century.207 Moreover, many fragments of Glazed Whiteware 

were found in the backfill. This pottery categhory, in general characterized by open vessels 

that are incised or stamped from the inside, belongs to the standard ware of the middle 

Byzantine period; it was made from the 8th to the 12th centuries.208 Coins, that were found in 

the backfill (total 228 coins) came from the 9th – 12th centuries. The  latest are coins of 

Emperor Alexios I Comnenos (1081 – 1118). Except for these finds, changes in the Cherson 

architecture help to define the time of using and backfilling more precisely; according to the 

archaeological excavations, the vat was built in the 9th or 10th century and it was backfilled 

most probably in the 11th or in the first half of the 12th century, when the defensive tower  
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no. XIV, which is situated in the immedient vicinity, was being rebuilt.209 

 

The archaeological finds confirm that fish processing continued in Cherson in the Middle 

Ages. The number of vats that have been found so far indicates that fish industry must have 

been highly developed in Cherson and the products – garum and salted fish – could have been 

produced in such a volume that they must have been intended not only for local consumption 

but also for trade. Actually, fish industry (just like salt minig) is being considered as the 

essential element of the Cherson´s economy as late as to the 10th century.210 It is estimated 

that at least 0.5 kg of garum per an inhibitant and a day could have been produced in the vats 

known to date. (Given that only one third of the city area has been excavated so far, so it was 

probably even more.)211 

 

Economy and Trade  

 

According to archaeological (mainly amphora and pottery) finds, Cherson was a significant 

merchant center in the first half of the 5th century. In the following years the city turned into a 

strategical outpost of the Byzantine Empire. The importance of the city for the Empire was 

increasing from the end of the 5th century, which was confirmed in the 6th century by the 

increased interest of the emperor Justinian.212 The building activity was most probably 

supported by the Byzantine government till the turn of the 7th century.213 Cherson also held 

the strong economic position thanks to the stable politicial situation in Crimea at that time. 

The city belonged to the eastern Mediterranean trade system and represented the main 

Byzantine port in Crimea, the goods intended for import to the other Crimean settlements or 

for export to the other cities of the Byzantine Empire was collected there.214 This policy of 

supporting Cherson enabled the central government to influence the whole region, not only 

Cherson but also the Goths, living in the south western inland of Crimea. Cherson was also 

                                                                 
209

 ROMANČUK (1972) 46, 52; eadem (1977) 20; eadem (2005) 109. 
210

 SOROČAN (2005) 234; ROMANČUK (2005) 110; VLADIMIROV (2004) 552. 
211

 ROMANČUK (2005) 109. 
212 Prokopios, History of the Wars, eds. Dewing, Downey, III, 7, 10. 
213 GOLOFAST (2007) 57. 
214

 BORODIN (1991) 173-190; GOLOFAST (2007) 57;  ROMANČUK (1991) 47. 
214

 ROMANČUK (2005) 108. 



74 

 

the place of contact with the Nomads, whose goods as furs, leather or cattle were exported 

from Cherson to other Byzantine cities.215 Cherson of course exported also its own products – 

in particular the fish products and salt. 

 

Transportation 

 

Liquid commodities such as wine, olive oil or garum were transported in transport amphoras. 

However, it is difficult to distinguish which amphora type could have served as the transport 

vessel just for the Black Sea fish products, especially in the Byzantine period. 

It was known already in antiquity that amphoras had to differ in shape and volume because 

one shape was not suitable for every content. It was believed that shape influenced taste and 

quality of the content.216 Moreover, the shape of an amphora was defined also by practical 

aspects – according to the density of the transported goods.  

 

In compliance with the research of Roman amphoras and their content, dense liquids were 

transported in amphoras with a broadened edge, for olive oil were used amphoras with a short 

neck and a globular body, wine amphoras had in general a long neck. The type of the amphora 

designed for fish products should have no or only a short conical neck and a broad mouth; the 

body shape widens towards the lower part with a hollow or full point. Generally, in the 

Mediterranean the amphoras that correspond with this description include e. g. types Dressel 

7-11 or 20 but also quite numerous other types, depending on their place of production.217 The 

general shape of fish amphoras applies also to the Black Sea amphoras; although they are 

slightly different in size and weight (both is bigger), the shape is, however, very similar. The 

issue of Roman Black Sea fish amphoras was researched by A. OPAIT. According to him, the 

main amphora types of this area include amphoras Zeest 75, Zeest 75-Similis, Zeest 85-

Similis, Zeest 83 and 89, Fish table amphora 54.218 (Fig. 15) 
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The early Byzantine Amphora types follow their Roman-period predecessors. They were 

called kufon or megarikon219 and served first of all to transport wine and oil. Although pottery 

finds from Cherson are extensive, unfortunately, almost nothing is known about types of fish 

amphoras in the early Middle Ages. The transport amphoras and other finds testify contacts 

with other parts of the Byzantine Empire but though I said earlier that the fish industry was 

obviously an essential element of the Cherson economy, this can be confirmed mainly by the 

number of fish vats and time of their use.  

 

Trade contacts 

 

According to the amphora and other pottery finds from Cherson, its trade contacts were rich 

in the period from the beginnig of the 6th till the mid-7th centuries with its peak in the last third 

of the 6th century.220 To the trade partners of Cherson belonged Constantinople (where fish 

was an essential element of the diet)221, Antioch, Gaza and Syro-Palestinian area, North 

Africa, Greece and Asia Minor and, of course, other Crimean and south Pontic settlements.222 

The trade with the Mediterranean might not have been direct but mediated, most probably by 

Constantinople.223 On the contrary, finished craft products were imported to Cherson, in 

particular fine pottery produced in Asia Minor, Cyprus and North Africa.224 
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4. Dark Ages of the Byzantine Empire (mid-7th – mid-9th centuries): Decline, 

Transformation, Continuity? 

 

4.1 Short history of research of the Dark Ages crisis 

 

Scholarly  discussion of urban change in the 7th and 8th centuries in the eastern Mediterranean 

began in the 1950s. Until then it had been generally admitted that unlike the west, in the 

eastern part of the Roman Empire life in the cities continued without any interruption or 

decline after the collapse of the Roman Empire. Some changes that had occured in the ancient 

architectural plan seemed to have been caused by needs of the new religion, Christianity. The 

theory of the invariable social and economic continuity of city life had been grounded firmly 

among the scholars225 until 1954 when it was questioned by ALEXANDER KAZHDAN, who, 

unlike earlier scholars, turned his attention at the archaeological sources. While studying 

museum collections of coins, he noticed a decline in sequences of coins of the 7th and 8th 

centuries. This was the crucial finding for his theory of the town decline. Furthermore, he 

drew attention to the fact that there were not many other archaeological finds from these 

centuries at sites that had been excavated. Except for the coins, KAZHDAN also studied lists of 

bishoprics, in which he noticed decrease in their number in the 7th and 8th centuries. On this 

basis KAZHDAN concluded that Byzantine cities suffered decline and changed dramatically; 

they were ruralized and the social life, economy and administration of the towns was 

transformed completely.226  

 

Urban changes in the early Byzantine period was the subject of the paper given by ERNST 

KIRSTEN at the XIth International Byzantine Congress in Munich. KIRSTEN emphasised that 

Byzantine cities had not so much an ancient as a medieval structure; according to him, the 

first changes appeared in cities already at the end of the 5th century. The end of the early 

Byzantine period was placed by KIRSTEN to the mid-7th
 century; he attributed it the Arab 

invasions.227 In 1959, the KAZHDAN´S town decline theory was questioned by GEORGIJ 
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OSTROGORSKIJ who, after studying the same sources as KAZHDAN, i. e. coins and lists of 

bishoprics, argued for the opposite conclusion. According to his theory, despite the low 

quantities of the discovered 7th and 8th centuries bronze coins, golden coinage kept being 

minted without any interruption and it was the golden coins that were particularly important 

for the city economy. Apart from a few exceptions, the bishoprics were also not dissolved in 

the 7th and 8th centuries, which indicates that cities were not abandoned and survived 

successfully the Dark Ages.228  

As the discussion on the theory of the town decline continued, scholars turned their attention 

also to the changes that had occured in the cities. At the XIIth International Congress of 

Byzantology, PAUL LEMERLE argued that the cities were not ruralized in the Dark Ages. 

Although in the Byzantine Empire the rural areas and rural economy were emphasised as a 

consequence of the invasions, money were in circulation in the cities and trade did not 

transform into barter.229 The theory of decline from the mid-7th to the mid-9th centuries was 

supported by DENIS ZAKYTHINOS, who argued in this sense also on the basis of the decrease in 

the coin finds. However, he saw the issue from a different point of view: the main motor of 

coin circulation was the army and after the theme system had been established, soldiers were 

no longer paid in cash. This is, according to ZAKYTHINOS, the cause of the decrease in number 

of coins. Moreover, he viewed the collapse of the town economy from a wider angle: it  was 

caused by the Arab invasions, which interrupted trade routes. That resulted in the crisis and 

deurbanization.230 

The first comprehensive study on Byzantine cities was published in 1969 by DIETRICH 

CLAUDE who analysed both archaeological finds and literary sources and presented a study of 

the topographic, administrative, social and economic structure of the 6th century Byzantine 

city.231 The issue of the transformation of cities was researched also by GEORGIJ L. 

KURBATOV, whose research, published in Russian, was unfortunately not well known. His 

conclusions were, however, later confirmed by archaeological excavations. KURBATOV saw 

the administrative and social-economic changes as a slow process, which began already in the 

4th century. According to him, the crisis started in the mid-6th century and affected initially 

only small cities.232  
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In the 1970s, CLIVE FOSS contributed significantly to the research on the town crisis. He based 

his theory wholly on the archaeological evidence from the cities of Asia Minor where he 

carried out his research. The example of Sardis showed destruction, decline and depopulation 

after the Persian invasion at the beginning of the 7th century (616). The decline was so deep 

that Foss recognized its causes in the broader context of a transformation and not only as a 

consequence of the war.233  

 

The eastern Mediterranean was heavily affected by previous disasters (plagues and 

earthquakes of the 6th century) and Persian and Arab raids. One of the consequences was a 

dramatic decrease in population, which meant a lower tax profit and no means (human as well 

as financial resources) to maintain the Empire in the size that was conquered by Justinian. 

That resuted into the shrinkage and overall decline of the towns.234 Archaeological research of 

the Byzantine cities usually confirms a diminution in the size of the town area. Furthermore, 

some towns were moved from the seaside up to the hills where it was possible to create a 

better defensible kastron; some towns were completely abandoned. 

 

The issue has also begun to be viewed in the wider context of cultural changes and continuity 

or transformation of the whole society235 and discussion of the town transformation continued. 

CYRIL MANGO described abandoning the ancient buldings as theaters or hippodromes and by 

contrast building Christian churches and monasteries that were becoming prominent buldings. 

MANGO argued that the crisis started in the middle of the 6th century and was caused above all 

by draughts, epidemies of plague and earthquakes.236 The towns also lost their economic role 

within the state, because, unlike the ancient cities, the early Byzantine ones no longer had the 

right to collect the taxes and lost their administrative and financial independency.237 Financial 

management of the Byzantine Empire and the role of the central government was the core of 

the MICHAEL HENDY´S research. According to him, the currency circulated particularly owing 

to the army and state officers. The decrease in number of coins in the Dark Ages was the 
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consequence of changes in paying soldiers, whose pay was transformed from money to land 

during the introduction of the theme system.238  

 

Bibliography on the early medieval towns has been constantly growing. The emphasis has 

been put on the processes that took place in the 6th century because it is precisely here that the 

roots of the crisis lie.239 At that time, the Byzantine Empire was devastated by series of plague 

and natural disasters, which caused a decrease in number of citizens. Except for that, after the 

mid-6th century raids of the enemies from the north as well as from the east began.240 The 

decline, however, took up different shapes in various regions of the Empire; from diminishing 

of the city area to abandoning and moving to natural defensible places.241 The most recent 

research was published by HELEN SARADI, who summarized methodology of the issue and 

present state of research thoroughly. Moreover, she dealt with the development od cities, 

disappearance of the ancient public spaces and with the image of a city in the Byzantine 

literature.242 

 

The issue of transformation of urban life influences the view on the „Dark Ages“ period. 

Another issue has been developing constantly: how to name the process that was in motion 

roughly from the half of the 6th to the half of the 9th centuries? Scholars oscillate among terms 

Decline, Transformation, Continuity,243 Dark Ages, Transitional period or simply Early 

Byzantine for the 6th/7th – late 9th centuries and Middle Byzantine for the late 9th – early 12th 

centuries.244 

 

The economic and social decline did not affected villages as much as cities. Villages were the 

basis of the Byzantine economy from the mid-7th century and they managed to prosper even in 

the Dark Ages. For instance, the city of Gerasa in Palestine declined in the second half of the 
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6th century, while a village nearby flourished so much, that several new churches could have 

been built there.245   

The decline that started in the 6th century is recongizable from the mid-7th century in the whole 

area of the Byzantine empire, except for Crimea.246  

The best known non-Russian publications, although extremly useful for the research of the 

crisis in general and its causes and consequences, dealt only rarely with development of the 

northern Black Sea region.247 Here it is necessary to turn the attention to the Russian or 

Ukrainian works, e.g. by JAKOBSON, TALIS, SJUZJUMOV, ROMANČUK or SOROČAN described in 

the chapter 2.2.  
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4.2 Development of Cherson in the mid-7th – mid-9th centuries 

Cherson and its position in the political strategy of the Byzantine Empire 

 

Cherson continued to be the politically important city also in the 7th century, when the 

Byzantine Empire had to deal with grave problems in the Mediterranean, concerning in 

particular the Arab raids. At that time, the always restless northern frontier of the Empire 

experienced arrival of a new and powerful nomad group.  They were the Khazars, who 

moved to the Caucasian and north Pontic steppe territories where they started establishing 

their own Empire. Later expanding to Crimea, their arrival changed the ethnic political 

situation there. 

 
The Khazars (see fig. 16) were one of the Turkic tribes that were coming to Caucasia from the 

east. Their origin is very uncertain, yet it is possible to talk about “the Khazars“ from the year 

568 when the Kök Turk tribe came to the area between the Black and Caspian seas. The 

Khazars made part of the Kök Turk state, which broke up due to civil wars in 630s. In 

consequence, different independent Turkic tribes emerged – such as the Bulgars led by khan 

Kuvrat; they were located at the Azov Sea and on the Taman peninsula or the Khazars, who 

were living in the steppes of the Caspian Sea.248 Both tribes were allies of the Byzantine 

Empire; Kuvrat received the title of patrikios and many gifts as a result of the Byzantine 

effort to have an powerful ally at the Black Sea. The Khazars were then noticed by Emperor 

Herakleios, who made an alliance249 with them to beat the Persians in Caucasus; the wedding 

of Herakleios´ daughter and the ruler of the Khazars – the khagan was arranged. The alliance 

was successful – Tbilisi was conquered in 628 and the Persians were defetaed. Herakleios´ 

aim was fulfilled but contrary to his expactation that the southern Caucasus would have 

become Byzantine it became a disputed territory and after some disturbances the pre-arranged 

wedding was cancelled.250Around the mid-7th century the Khazars founded their own empire 

(khaganate) with the centre in north-eastern Caucasia, between the Azov Sea and the river 

Volga.  

When Bulgar khan Kuvrat died (probably in 665), his realm fell apart between his sons. One 

of them, Asparukh, moved to the west to the Danube region and the former Kuvrat’s territory 
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was seized by the Khazars. In this way they became masters of the Pontic steppes.251 The 

second half of the 7th century was full of wars but that was nothing unusual for the Khazars, 

who were always very good fighters. They fought against the Arabs in southern Caucasia and 

except for the area between the rivers Don and Dnieper they invaded also Crimea. 

Apparently, they destroyed Bospor after mid-6th century and in 670s became the main military 

power of Crimea.252 Geographically so close to the Byzantine Empire, the Khazars were in 

tight contacts with the Byzantines. Their relationship was quite special, because the Byzantine 

Empire, fighting the Persians, the Arabs, the Slavs or the Bulgars in the Mediterranean could 

not afford to be at war with another enemy. The Byzantine Empire always strove to sort out 

its foreign policy issues more through diplomacy (or intrigues) than by military forces. This 

applied also to Crimea, whence it was possible to watch dangerous steppe peoples and to 

control trade between east Europe and Asia. The Byzantine Empire was trying to hold the 

border on Danube, in the Balkan mountains and in Crimea, where a system of fortresses was 

built by Justinian I and his successors. The Byzantines knew very well that in case of the fall 

of the northern border their Capital would have been threatened.253 The Byzantine strategy 

was to master Cherson and the south-eastern Crimean coast, however difficult it was. Cherson 

tended to assert its autonomy time to time, in addition, also other peoples wanted to settle 

down in Crimea.254 Unlike the Caucasus, where the Byzantines and the Khazars had a 

common enemy – the Arabs, Crimea was a territory where both Empires had common 

interests.255 At the turn of the 8th century, the Khazars ruled the steppes, the eastern part of the 

peninsula and were present also in the south-western part of Crimea.256 Although they 

undoubtedly were the mightiest element of the territory, they did not remove Byzantine 

administrative in Greek cities or in Doros, the capital of Gothia. They rather started to 

cooperate with the Byzantine Empire.257 The turn of the 8th century was a very turbulent 

period for the Byzantium, the Khazars and Cherson alike. Although there are not many 

written sources available for this era, the events of that period were described in detail by two 

later chroniclers, Theophanes and Nikephoros. 
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According to these written sources, Cherson played an important role in the foreign policy of 

Byzantium. The fact that Justinian was sent there into the exile indicates that the territory was 

under the Byzantine authority. However, the Khazars were present close to Cherson, in the 

Dnieper steppes. Crimea got into their sphere of interest because the centre of their Empire 

was located not far from the peninsula at that time.258 Apparently, they also supervised the 

Gothic settlements in the Crimean mountains. According to archaeological sources, the 

Khazars did not live directly in Cherson but the contacts with the Byzantines must have been 

rich. As Crimea was the place of interest of both Empires, which, however, had to fight 

elsewhere against the common enemy, an agreement on administration was made. Probably 

already in the first period of the reign of Justinian II a condominium was established in the 

territory of Crimea.259 Opinions on the exact area of the condominium differ; it could have 

covered the area to the west from the Kerch Strait,260or only the areas along the coast and in 

the Crimean mountains.261 This form of administration was well known in Byzantium because 

it was used in frontier, contact zones of the Empire, for example in Cyprus or in Caucasian 

Albania.262 Unfortunately, it is not known how exactly this shared rule worked. The condition 

of demilitarization of the territory in question seems to be obvious; moreover, one of the main 

features was probably reciprocal free trade between the Empire and its neighbour.263 The 

power in condominium was most probably divided among a municipal council, a Khazar 

governor and a Byzantine archont.264 

However, the events of the turn of the 8th century indicate that Byzantine power in Crimea 

was not the strongest one. Although Justinian II was sent into Byzantine Cherson, the 

administration of the city was perhaps getting more and more independent on the Byzantine 

Empire and could have started to serve to the Khazars, who left the Chersonites more or less 

alone,265 at least provided that the conditions of condominium were kept. When Justinian II 

left Cherson for Gothia, which was beyond the reach of the Byzantines, he easily made 
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contact with the Khazar khagan living in the Dnieper steppes.266 Helping Justinian, the khagan 

might have recognized a possibility to weaken the Byzanine authority.  

Justinian´s expeditions against Cherson might have been a revenge to the city that betrayed 

him; however, it is probable that the Emperor had also other aims. Cherson was the essential 

element of the northern border and the Byzantine Empire needed it to be obedient. The city 

made, nonetheless, several attempts to be autonomous. The highest authorities of Cherson 

were at that time a Byzantine representative, most likely the highest ranked citizen of 

Cherson, in the sources called Zoilos and a Khazar representative tudun. Zoilos was a Greek 

name, known already in antiquity. His bearer was most probably a high-ranked citizen of 

Cherson.267 Tudun is a Khazarian-turkic title from the 8th and 9th centuries, known also from 

the Old Turkic inscriptions.268  

 

Cherson administration was always led by a local nobility member (protopolites). The 

Cherson´s tendency towards autonomy, loosing influence to the area and the effort to re-

attach the Crimean territories to the Empire again could have been the case of the first 

Justinian´s expedition.269 Justinian might have even hoped in returning Crimea under his 

sovereignty by overpowering the Khazars and creating a thema270 but this would have been a 

naive idea, which might have been a sign of Justinian´s psychical disease.  

 

The arrival of the Byzantine army in Cherson was contrary to the conditions of condominium 

– the Khazar khan did not mind Byzantine cities in Crimea but the presence of the army was 

something else. When the Byzantine army attacked Cherson, the reaction of the citizens who 

survived the assault was quite understandable: a delegation with a request for help was sent to 

the Khazars. When the Khazar army drew nearer to Cherson, the Byzantine officers prefered 

negotiations to fight. Thus, from the agreement of the Khazars, the Greek Crimean 

settlements and the Byzantine navy that was frightened of Justinian, new Emperor (and a 

former exile in Cherson) Philippikos Bardanes was proclaimed. After seizing the throne, he 

did not forget the help that the Khazars gave to him and so a long-term alliance began. Its aim 

was in particular to eliminate the Arab attacks that continued ceaselessly. 
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In the first third of the 8th century, these wars with the Arabs caused a decline of the Khazar 

economy, therefore the Khazars started moving from the northern Caucasus more to the north, 

to the steppes of Volga, Don, Donec and to the Azov Sea surroundings. They started to settle 

down in this areas and created a culture, which is nowadays called Saltovo-Mayaki Culture. 

According to the sudden increase of the number of the Saltovo-Mayaki Culture finds coming 

from the second half of the 8th century in the east and north-west Crimea, considerable 

number of the Khazars joined their predecessors at that time and settled down also there.271 

The Saltovo-Mayaki Culture of Crimea is in general characterized by hand-made and from 

700 on also by wheel-made pottery decorated with wave lines and ribbon ornament, polished 

jugs with elongated neck and scraped decoration.272 The bearers of the culture were not only 

the Khazars but also the peoples living in the area of the Khazar khaganate.273 The cause of 

the arrival of the Khazars to Crimea was their defeat in the Arab-Khazar wars, which ended in 

737. The Khazars left the Caucasus and spread into the territory, roughly limited by the rivers 

Don and Donec in the north, the river Dnieper and Crimea in the west and area to the north of 

the Caspian Sea in the east. The capital of Khazaria was the city of Itil at the river Volga 

delta. Itil used to be a settlement, which developed into a city thanks to its position on the 

traditional trade route.274 

The Khazars revived old Greek settlements of the north-eastern Pontos, for example Kerč, 

Tyritake, Myrmekion, Ilurat and also Sudak in Crimea. The latter developed swiftly in the 

first half of the 8th century and became an important port of the Khazars.275 Also in this 

coastal city the Byzantine merchants met the Khazars, as indicated by seals of Byzantine 

kommerkiarioi from the first half of the 8th century. Among others, for example one seal of 

John, hypatos and head kommerkiarios was found there. This seal also bears the name of the 

apotheka of Hellespont and Lydia.276 

 

The Khazars dominated fully also the region of Gothia where the Byzantine Empire had lost 

its political influence but they did not mind local Christian inhabitants. The eparchy of Gothia 
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was established some time between 692 and 753277 and the bishoprics of Gothia appears in the 

lists of Byzantine bishoprics.278 

Crimea profited from the presence of the Khazars because due to their supremacy, the 

territory was peaceful and consolidated again in the end of the 8th century.279 This situation 

was very welcome by the Byzantine Empire because it was the Khazars who fulfilled the task 

of keeping it peaceful. The alliance of the Empires was confirmed previously in 733, when the 

khagan´s daughter Tzitzak was married to future Emperor Constantine V. This marriage was a 

ign of the special relationship of the Byzantines to the Khazars. Constant issues with the Arab 

raids were the cause of this uncommon move; Byzantium needed to strenghten the alliance 

with the Khazars. Of course, Tzitzak was baptised before the marriage; she took the name of 

Irene and was reported by Theophanes to have lived piously.280 Although she was most 

probably very young when she came to Constantinople, she certainly brought to the Byzantine 

court a strong Khazar element. Her son Leo, born as late as 18 years after the betrohtal, was 

even called “Leo the Khazar”. The Khazars lived at the imperial court and belonged to the 

“high society” of Constantinople.281 
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Administration of Cherson before the founding of the thema – local authorities 

versus central influences. The evidence of seals. 

 

The 8th century has usually been considered as the century of decline and darkness. Written 

sources that would describe this period are scarce and researchers have to rely mainly on 

archaeological sources. Among them, the seals are the best source of information concerning 

the organization of administration. Moreover, the seals can also prove contacts between 

Cherson and other parts of the Byzantine Empire.  

The collection of seals from Cherson comprises the seals of Emperors and their officials, 

patriarchs, furthermore seals of provincial officials (strategoi, fiscal officials, customs 

officers, clerics) and seals of local officials (archontes, proteuontes, kyroi, strategoi, 

kommerkiarioi, notaries and also seals of the new ranks of that time – ekdikos and pater tes 

poleos). The seals come from the 6th – 13th centuries, with the majority from the 9th – 10th  

centuries.282 The seals of the collection were found at a single spot at the Courtain No. 27 

located just at the harbour of the Quarantine Bay. Most probably, the office of kommerkiarioi 

was located at this place. The office was established after the thema Cherson was founded.283 

It has been argued that this spot where the majority of all seals found in Cherson was 

discovered could have been “the city archive“.284 

Although the Khazars had control over Crimea, they did not influence local administration of 

Cherson much. The tudun or another khagan´s representative perhaps even did not reside in 

the city.285 The most probable status of the south western part of Crimea was condominium; 

according to the finds of seals, city administration was, however, not led or influenced by the 

Khazars but by local nobility or/and Byzantine officials. The seals of the city officials 

revealed names and ranks of the officials and also some unusual titles of local administrative 

functionaries. The ranks that appear on the seals include (for the 8th century): patrikios, 

protospatharios, spatharios, hypatos, candidate (kandidatos). The titles are: logothetes tou 

genikou, komes tes kortes, archon, archon blattiou (in charge of the silk weaving), kyros. 

Moreover, seals of kommerkiarioi and seals of bishops were found. Although the whole 

                                                                 
282 ALEKSEJENKO (2001) 57. 
283 SOROČAN (2003) 87. 
284 ALEKSEJENKO (1996) 155; idem (2002) 7-11. 
285 SOROČAN (2007) 58. 



88 

 

amount of seals coming from the 8th century is not enormous, they nevertheless give evidence 

about situation in Cherson and its status within the Byzantine Empire. 

The seals listed here represent only an example of the best preserved and most interesting 

ones: 

1. A seal of the kyros of Cherson Leon (8th century),286  

2. A seal of the imperial protospatharios Theofylaktos (mid-8th century),287 

3. A seal of the hypatos and kyros Isaak from Cherson (8th century),288 

4. A seal of Sabbas, the hypatos and archon of Cherson (8th century),289 

5. A seal of an imperial spatharios and logothetes tou genikou (2nd half of the 8th century),290 

6. A seal of Isoes, the imperial candidate and komes tes kortes (end of the 8th century),291  

7. Two seals of Zoilos, the hypatos and archon of Cherson (8th/9th century),292 

8. A seal of the bishop Zacharias (8th century),293 

9. A seal of the bishop Ioannes, most probably related to the bishop of Gothia (2nd half of the 

8th century),294 

10. A seal of Artabasdos, the patrikios of the Opsician thema (first 20 years of the 8th 

century), Artabasdos was a fellow-fighter of the emperor Leo III; the seal is most probably 

connected with the disturbances caused by Justinian II in Crimea.295  
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11. A seal of an archon tou blattiou and a head kommerkiarios (the period of Leo’s and 

Constantine’s reign, probably from 739-751).296 

 

According to the seals of archontes it is possible to assume that Cherson was an archontia at 

the end of the 8th and first half of the 9th centuries (until founding the thema of Cherson).297 

Archontia is an administrative district led by a military officer (archon). The archon 

represented the imperial, not the local authority; his tasks in Cherson were to exercise the 

Byzantine influence in the region and to keep good relations with the Khazars. Although the 

archon was an imperial official, he could have been chosen from members of the Cherson 

nobility.298 The archontes had various Byzantine ranks (e. g. hypatos, spatharios, 

protospatharios), the most usual of them was the rank of spatharios.299 

The seals of archontes come mainly from the 9th century but there are some examples of 

earlier ones. Except for them, seals of kyroi coming from the 8th century were found. Who 

were these kyroi? 

Kyros is the traditional title of the leader of the city administration. In Cherson, the kyroi were 

at the head of the archontia until the turn of the 9th century when the title was changed and the 

chief representative of the archontia was called the archon. The duties of the kyros were the 

same as the archon’s; also the kyroi were chosen from the nobility of Cherson and they were 

appointed by the Emperor.300  

The finds of seals of the Byzantine imperial officials indicates that even in the 8th century the 

Byzantine Empire showed interest in Cherson and its region and imperial officials were sent 

to Cherson. On the other hand it shows that Cherson had certain duties to the Byzantine 

Empire. The finds also confirm that the contacts with Constantinople were not interrupted and 

the Byzantine Empire made efforts to increase its control on its Crimean territory. However, 

this was possible only to a certain extent and the Byzantines did not dominate the Cherson 

territory fully until the thema was founded; also afterwards the relation was complicated.  
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The amount of seals increases after the beginning of the 9th century. As the example of the 

seals coming from the first half of the 9th century the seal of Gregoras, the imperial spatharios 

and archon of Cherson can be named.301 

 
Themata and creating the thema of Cherson 

 
The emergence of the themata is connected with the Arab attacks to Anatolia, when the 

Byzantine Empire needed to reform the system of military defence, so that it was effective 

and able to compete the Arab soldiers. Unlike the Justinian I system of small provinces, the 

themata were large areas, led by a commander (strategos), who was not only a military 

leader, but also a civil administrator and a judge. The first four themata were Opsikion, 

Anatolikon, Armeniakon and Kibyrrhaiotai, together with a “naval” thema Karabisianoi. The 

themata were created by armies that were based in their thema and defended their own land. 

The system was working from the mid-7th century; however, it was established fully by 

Justinian II.  

Although this system worked well as a defensive tool, it created potential danger for the 

emperor. The strategoi held great power in their hands and were able to use it to their own 

aims. 

The creating of the thema of Cherson was caused by the following events: in 787 a rebellion 

burst out in Gothia. It was led by bishop John of Gothia and probably supported by the 

Byzantines.302 The rebellion was aimed against the Khazars and resulted in imprisoning John. 

Gothia was taken by the Khazars who gained dominion over the mountainous part of Crimea. 

Relations between Byzantium and Khazaria were not at their best at that time, the Khazars 

even supported the Abkhazians when fighting against the Byzantines. At that time, Crimea 

was in control of the Khazars except for Cherson that was still affiliated with the Byzantine 

Empire. The latter faced Arab raids and also inner crisis and it was therefore beyond its 

capabilities to solve the Crimean issues . 

At the beginning of the 9th century a new thread to the Byzantine Empire appeared in the 

north. The nomadic tribes of the Magyars and the Petchenegs started to exert pressure on the 
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Khazars and even raided the middle Crimea.303 Except for them, also the Rus‘ extended their 

power at middle Dniepr and were able to threaten both the Khazars and the Byzantines.304 

A Russian diplomatic embassy came to Constantinople in 838. Their route to the Byzantine 

Empire, used not only by diplomats but also by merchants, led most probably through 

Cherson. The Khazarian Empire was reachable by the rivers Volga and Don (Tanais); also the 

Khazars were Rus‘ bussines partners.305  

Threatened by the Nomads, the Khazars turned for help to the Byzantine Empire. In 838306 or 

839307 a Khazar envoy came to Constantinople with a request for help by building a fort at the 

lower reaches of the river Don. The fort would have guarded the steppes against the raids of 

the Nomads and thus also the northern frontier of Byzantium. According to the narrative 

sources (e. g. the chronicle Theophanes Continuatus)308, emperor Theophilus granted the 

request and sent an expedition under the leadership of spatharokandidatos Petronas 

Kamateros. The journey of the expedition led from Constantinople to Sinope and then to 

Cherson. There it was necessary to change to different boats that were suitable for the river 

navigation; afterwards the expedition continued to the Azov Sea and up the river Don, 

reaching the place of the future fort probably in summer 840. In a year the fort called Sarkel 

was built on the spot of the old ruined white stone fortress. Perhaps because of lack of stone, 

Sarkel was built of bricks; nonetheless it inherited the name of its predecessor – White 

Fortress.309  

After completing the construction the Byzantine expedition returned back to Constantinople; 

its journey led again through Cherson. Obviously, Petronas Kamateros became acquainted 

with the Cherson’s local administration, which bore signs of self-government rather than state 

administration. Back in Constantinople he reported to the Emperor that the Cherson local 

authorities were not trustworthy and recommended to appoint an imperial strategos there. In 

consequence, Theophilos decided that the seaside Crimean territory would be united into a 

thema led by a strategos and it was just Petronas Kamateros who was entrusted with the rank 

of the startegos. Theophilos died in January 842, so this decision must have been made some 

time before this date. Since 842/843, the military leader of the thema was always an imperial 
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official and the Chersonites had to obey him. In this way, the independence of Cherson was 

restricted.310 The Chersonites, however, were never forgetting their autonomous tendencies. 

  

The thema of Cherson appeared at first under the name thema Klimaton. The word Klima 

could be a toponym of the traditional Byzantine territories between Cherson and Bospor,311or 

a designation of Gothia.312 It is possible that the Emperor tried to extend Byzantine influence 

into the territory of the Crimean mountains, where the Khazars were not sovereigns any more 

after the attacks of the Magyars. However, this attempt finished quickly; the Byzantines were 

not able to protect Gothia either against the Khazars, or the Magyars. The Thema of Cherson 

and the Klimata was therefore reorganized into the Thema of Cherson.313 

 

The administrative structure of Cherson in the 8th and the first half of the 9th centuries seems 

to be complicated. The power was very likely above all in the hands of local authorities; the 

Byzantine Empire, however, also made efforts to interfere in Cherson’s and also Crimean 

local politics. Crimea was a very important territory that must not have been lost. The unusual 

scope of autonomy could be caused by the unstable situation that was in the Byzantine Empire 

at that time; also the economic stability of the self-confident city of Cherson could have 

played its role. On the other hand, Cherson, lacking basic food supplies (grain, wine and olive 

oil), surely was not eager to interrupt the links with the Empire. Neither the Khazars must be 

forgotten; as the most powerful element of Crimea at that time, they certainly had to be taken 

into consideration both by the Byzantine officials and by the local Cherson’s authorities. Not 

only the Byzantine Empire did not have enough resources to fight the Khazars, the Byzantines 

even needed them to be allies while fighting elsewhere. This situation led into creating the 

Crimean condominium.  

The internal politics of the Byzantine Empire was getting more stable in 830s and Emperor 

Theophilos had enough power, time and resources to transform the Crimean Byzantine 

territory into the thema and to make Cherson become a stable segment of the Byzantine 

Empire.  
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4.2.1 Church development in Cherson in the mid 7thcentury 

Christianity in Cherson in the 8th century  

The exiles in Cherson 

 

The Church administrative structure got formed in south western Crimea during the 6th 

century; in Cherson the Church had strong position, as it was the seat of bishops. The leading 

position of Cherson is indicated also by Constantinople patriarchate records, where Cherson 

held the forefront among the bishoprics of the northern and eastern Black Sea region.314   

 

The architectural “Boom” of the 7th century – the discussion 

 

In the period of the second half of the 6th and the 7th centuries, the primary position of 

Christianity in Cherson was declared by a sharp increase in building activities; at that time, 13 

basilicas were most probably erected in Cherson. It is obvious that to perform such a building 

activity, enormous amount of financial, human and material resources had to be available. 

The financial situation of Cherson therefore must have been very good at that time. Since 

Cherson was a traditional trade crossroads, it earned money coming from the trade; moreover, 

the highly developed fish and salt industries also brought financial resources to the city 

treasury. The bishop also contributed to building, as did the state.315 Cherson therefore not 

only could afford to build from local limestone, but also to import marble decoration for its 

churches.  

The issue of the human resources, remains, however, questionable. It is always difficult to 

estimate the number of inhabitants living in a medieval city, nonetheless it is estimated that in 

the 6th century no more than 5000 inhabitants lived in Cherson,316 and probably about 6000 – 

7000 people in the 10th century.317 Therefore, a discussion on the theory of the “boom” 

evolved. On the basis of the population estimate, Romančuk questioned the Soročan´s theory 

of “Boom in architecture”. According to Soročan, mass church building started in Cherson in 

the last quarter of the 6th and first quarter of the 7th centuries during which not only the 

churches but also other buildings such as residential houses were built. The basilicas were, 
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however, the most significant monuments that were built at that time.318 According to 

Romančuk, it was not possible to build so many buildings, especially the basilicas, in such a 

short time because there were not enough human resources in Cherson and also not enough 

time, therefore she argues that the basilicas were being built in Cherson for much longer 

timespan than just until the mid-7th century.319 The location of the basilicas within the city 

shows that they were built in the places important for the city life: in the city center, on the 

squares (agoras), by the city gates and at the northern seacoast.320 The new religious buildings 

were integrated into the built-up area and were part of the transformation of the city.   

The building development is one of the signs that Cherson flourished in the 7th century. The 

construction of the churches is no doubt also a manifestation of the spread of Christianity in 

Cherson in the period from the 6th to the mid-7th century. The two processes were most 

probably contemporary and complementary to each other. So many Christian buildings also 

meant that Christian services were widely available in Cherson. It also indicates (among other 

hints in this sense) that Cherson was not only an important political and economic but also the 

religious and missionary center.321 The bishopric of Cherson worked continuously, it is 

known that the bishop Georgios of Cherson took part in the Council In Trullo in 692; the 

continuity of the Cherson´s bishopric is indicated by written sources. (The lists of participants 

of the councils, Notitiae episcopatuum ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae.)322 

 

The Exiles   

 

Cherson, situated behind the Black Sea, was considered as a remote territory, therefore 

suitable for expelling undesired individuals from the Empire. Emperor Justinian II was 

already mentioned; other exiles of the second half of the 7th and the 8th centuries included in 

particular Pope Martin, banished in 655 and the monks, who were either banished or fleeing 

in the period of iconoclasm. Also Nikephoros, the brother of Emperor Leo IV was forced to 

leave Constantinople for Cherson in 775.323  

Probably the most important piece of information about the situation prevailing in Cherson in 

the mid-7th century is represented by the letters that were written by Pope Martin from his 
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exile.324 Martin was together with Maximus the Confessor in opposition against the official 

religious policy of the monotheletism, issued by Emperor Constans II. Therefore, when Martin 

was elected the Pope, the Emperor did not confirm him. In response, Martin summoned a 

synod (Lateran synod) in 649, where he rejected the monotheletism. Constans then insisted on 

arresting the Pope and bringing him to Constantinople, which happened in 653. Martin was 

accused of conspiracy and support of the Arabs in Sicily but he was not allowed to discuss the 

issues of the monotheletism. In the end he was condemned to death, however, instead of the 

execution he was sent to exile to Cherson. The letters he wrote from the exile were meant for 

a colleague of the same persuasion in Constantinople. The first letter describes the journey 

from Constantinople to Cherson; here it is interesting that Martin wrote that he left 

Constantinople at the end of March but arrived in Cherson in mid-May; he thus spent about 

50 days on the way, although the distance between the two cities was much shorter, about 10 

days. This contradiction could be explained as follows: no special ship was dispatched for the 

transportation of the prisoner, who was therefore carried in an ordinary merchant ship, which 

sailed slowly and could have had stops due to commercial activities. It is also possible that the 

slowness was caused by the effort to prevent Martin’s supporters from knowing his 

whereabouts. This effort, however, was not successful because already after a month of 

Martin’s stay in Cherson a supporter of his came to him from Constantinople. Martin was 

glad to meet him, as he wrote in his first letter, however, he was also surprised that he did not 

bring him anything, in particular any food, which Martin lacked in Cherson325 and he pleaded 

for supplies of grain, wine and olive oil.  

The second letter was most probably meant for the same person as the first one. Martin 

complained this time that he was surrounded by pagans in Cherson. It is possible that he wrote 

here about some pagan tribes that were moving in Crimea and got also to the vicinity of 

Cherson, because the Chersonites were christianized at that time – just in the mid-7th century 

most of the basilicas were finished or built in Cherson. The lack of food is mentioned again in 

the second letter.  

Martin most probably died shortly after writing his second letter. The significance of his 

letters is emphasized by the lack of the written sources from the 7th century, which would 

describe life and situation in Cherson. Martin’s letters are the main source of knowledge about 

Cherson’s economy at that time. It seems quite interesting that he did not mention any 
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building activity in Cherson, although it was just at that time that the great church 

construction was in motion there. However, Martin apparently mentioned only negative 

experiences such as poverty, lack of food and paganism. It is clear that his life of the exile 

could have been very harsh in Cherson but it is also possible that he exaggerated the situation 

a little to show his unfortunate fate.  

 

The Iconoclasm 

 

In 730, iconoclasm was established in the Byzantine Empire as the official ideology. This 

policy, directed against the veneration of icons, found its natural enemies in monasteries and 

monks, because monasteries earned money by making icons. Many of the iconodouloi had to 

flee to remote territories to seek refuge there; according to the Life of the Stephen the Younger 

(died 765), Crimea was one of the suitable destinations of these refugees. The source clearly 

says that no heresy (iconoclasm) ruled in Cherson.326 The inhabitants of Crimea and also of 

Cherson never became iconoclasts, although the bishop of Cherson took part in the Council in 

754, where the policy of iconoclasm was approved. This was expressed also in the letters of 

Theodore the Studite (759-826), who wrote in one of them that the iconodouloi lived in 

Cherson. In another letter Theodore wrote about Cherson as about the place where the 

iconodouloi were banished to.327 

In the mountains of Crimea, cave monasteries were founded by the exiles, in particular in the 

territory of the Crimean Goths. The monasteries were situated on the south western hillock, 

for example in Cilter, Suldan, Inkerman, or Tepe-Kermen.328 The monasteries were centers of 

iconodouloi and also of economy because the monks occupied themselves with agriculture; 

they gained influence on the inhabitants in Crimea and their existence together with the 

presence of monks helped to spread Christianity in south western Crimea.329 Therefore it is 

possible to claim that iconoclasm played an important role in Christianization of Crimea.  

However, not only religious reasons caused banishment to Cherson. Theophanes the 

Confessor mentioned people who were exiled to Cherson for various other reasons. 

Nikephoros, the brother of Emperor Leo IV, was preparing a conspiracy against the Emperor 

together with several imperial officials. All the plotters were sent to exile to Cherson in 
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776.330 Another exile was Georgios of Mytilene, who was sent to Cherson shortly after 813.331 

Surprisingly, narrative sources also indicate that people could travel to Crimea by their own 

choice. According to the Vita Ioannis Psichaïtae, the monk John Psychaites (755 – about 825) 

came to Cherson for some reason, which most probably was not banishment.332 Also the 

monk Epiphanios went to Crimea by his own choice before 843, because he was following the 

itinerary of the St. Andrew’s missionary trip.333 

 

The rebellion of the Crimean Goths 

 

The Crimean Goths had their own eparchy, which was established between 692 and 753.334 

The Khazars did not prevent the spread of Christianity on territories under their supervision335 

because the Khazar – Byzantine relations were peaceful after reconciliation of the situation 

disturbed previously by Emperor Justinian II. After 730, when the monks started to come to 

Crimea to avoid persecution, the Greek element was strengthened there. Afterwards, the 

territory of the Goths became the subject of the territorial dispute between the Khazars and the 

Byzantines. This issue is well described in the Life of John bishop of Gothia, which represents 

the best source for the Crimean history of the 8th century.336 The Life comes most probably 

from the period before the mid-8th century.337 It describes the peaceful relations between the 

original Christian inhabitants of Crimea and the Khazars; the latter settled down in Crimea in 

agreement with the Byzantines, who had the influence in Cherson and Gothia by 750’s. The 

Byzantines might support the Khazarian settlements in Crimea due to their usual effort to 

have the northern border protected by an ally. However, the Khazars took Doros and 

established a garrison there. This act was followed by a rebellion against the Khazars in 784-

786 led by the archon of Gothia and the bishop John; the rebellion was also most probably 

supported by the Byzantine government. The Khazars nonetheless defeated the rebellion 

quickly and John was arrested; later he was able to flee from the prison to the city of 

Amastris, where he died around the year 790. Then the Khazars ruled most of the Byzantine 
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HOWARD-JOHNSTON (2007), NOONAN (1992), KAZANSKI (1991); AJBABIN (2012).  
337 The creation of the Life is given by MOGARIČEV (2007) to 843-847, by AJBABIN (2012) to 815-842. 
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territory in Crimea from 787 but not for long; probably already at the beginning of the 9th 

century they lost their power over south western Crimea and the territory became Byzantine 

again.  

The creating of the Life is probably related to the formation of the thema. The Byzantines 

could have needed an ideological reason for connecting Gothia to the thema and John, as a 

personality who fought against the Khazars and was moreover an iconodoulos was very 

suitable for such a task. It is very interesting that Gothia was an area in the Khazar territory 

where the Byzantine political influence was insignificant and the Khazar garrison was situated 

there from 780s. The Byzantines had, however, certain economic influence there and, 

moreover, the Goths were Christians and the Byzantines could therefore establish their 

eparchies there.  

After some years of the existence of the thema Klimaton, the name was changed to thema 

Cherson. This change in name most probably also meant a change in the territory occupied by 

the thema. It seems probable that the Byzantine Empire lost the area of the Crimean Goths; 

this theory is supported by the absence of any Gothic bishopric in the list of Byzantine 

bishoprics from the beginning of the 9th century.338 

  

                                                                 
338 ARTAMONOV (1962) 261. 
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4.2.2 Continuity and changes in production and trade contacts of Cherson after 

the mid-7th century 

 

Cherson was always the main trade centre of south western Crimea, where ships from 

Constantinople and south Pontic cities went regularly. Social changes that were happening 

from the 7th century influenced also trade networks in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. 

The decline, that affected the Byzantine Empire in the 7th century, however, did not mean an 

absolute disruption of trade contacts. People living in cities, no matter how ruralized they 

were, still needed food (and people with the knowledge of growing crops and keeping 

animals) and services, all people needed daily-life items. Therefore, local markets must have 

existed. They linked rural settlements and their neighbours, towns, in which members of the 

elite kept living, such as for example the military officials who were salaried regularly by the 

state in exchange for their services. These people had their needs and demanded luxurious 

objects, which were not affordable by the majority of population. This demand stimulated 

both production and trade. The ancient trade network changed entirely between the 7th and 

mid-9th centuries, as did the social and economic life in the cities.  

Trade worked on three levels: (1) local trade between the place of growth of agricultural 

products and the nearest market; in return, the farmers bought finished products, (2) trade 

between the local markets (provincial centers), some of them could be ports, (3) trade 

between the provincial centers and the nearest big port or metropolis.339 

Cherson worked as a trade crossroads for all three levels of trade until the mid-7th century. 

Local products included in particular fish and salt, furthermore, goods traded by the Nomads, 

for example skins and furs were collected in Cherson and traded further. Local trade network 

was comprised by other Crimean settlements or south Pontic cities; finally, Cherson of course 

traded with Constantinople. Main trade route from Constantinople to Cherson led probably 

through Sinope, though a straight connection existed as well.340  

 

 

                                                                 
339 HALDON (2012) 99-101. 
340 ROMANČUK (1981) 320, 321. 
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Original products coming from Cherson  

 

The importance of fish processing was already mentioned in chapter 3.2.3. The continuation 

of the fish industry during the period in discussion is confirmed by archaeological excavations 

of fish cisterns; it was proved that some of the cisterns went on working after the mid-7th 

century. Some cisterns were backfilled in the second half of the 7th century so that new houses 

could be built instead of them and although this fact may indicate a decrease in fish 

processing, it was not discontinued because at least 16 cisterns remained in working 

condition.341 Therefore also salt mining must have continued working because it was not 

possible to process fish without salt. Moreover, trade with salt is described in two letters of 

Pope Martin, the exile who lived and died in Cherson in mid-7th century. Both are full of 

complaints about expensiveness, starvation and poverty, caused by lack of grain. According to 

Martin, it was not possible to get any grain coming from local sources in Cherson; he was just 

able to buy it from the boats coming to Cherson for the bulk of salt.342 

Traditionally, the letters have been perceived as a confirmation of the trade connection 

interruption and decline of Cherson.343 Nonetheless, already in 1936 VASILIEV observed 

exaggeration in the Martins´s description of the decline. More recently, it was pointed to the 

reliability of the information given by the unfortunate exile that was undoubtedly influenced 

by his painful fate and the letters were re-examined from a more critical point of view. It was 

argued that the poverty and crisis was exaggerated by the Pope because archaeological 

sources of architecture and imported pottery show that around 655 Cherson did not 

experienced any significant decline.344  

In the Pope Martin’s letters an interesting issue of supplying Cherson with grain is described. 

The texts indicate that in the mid-7th century Cherson was not self-sufficient regarding basic 

foodstuffs, which is in sharp contrast to the city’s situation in antiquity. East Crimea with its 

center Bospor was the main grain supplier of Athens in the 5th century BC and in the late 4th 

century BC Chersonesos expanded its power and controlled large, fertile grounds in west 

Crimea including the Greek settlements of Kerkinitis (today’s Yevpatoria) and Kalos Limen 

(today’s Chernomorskoye). These cities were centers of local agriculture and supplied 

                                                                 
341 AJBABIN (2010) 417; idem (2011) 156. 
342 BORODIN (1991) 179. 
343 JAKOBSON (1973) 31. 
344 VASILIEV (1936) 78; BORODIN (1991) 173-190; ROMANČUK (2007) 145-156; SOROČAN (2005) 314. 
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Chersonesos with grain. At the end of the 4th century BC, Chersonesos was the main west 

Crimean centre of the long-distance trade with grain, controlling 80 000 hectares of land 

suitable for growing corn along the Tarkankut peninsula and other 10 000 hectares in its own 

surroundings Chora, where primarily grapevine was grown. Nonetheless, by the end of the 2nd 

century BC Chersonesos lost its western territories due to attacks of the Scythians who 

occupied the Crimean inland. The Scythian Capital was the city of Neapolis (today’s 

Simferopol). The wars with the Scythians disrupted the Chersonesos’ agricultural system, 

which was never restored again and thus the large-scale grain trade was brought to its end. 

Chersonesos’ hinterland – the Chora – provided space for growing corn though it was much 

more suitable for vineyards and orchards; it is nonetheless possible to argue that all these 

crops were grown there.345 The large fields of west Crimean steppes were, however, lost. 

Grain was imported to Chersonesos by the inhabitants living in middle Crimea until the 

arrival of the Huns at the end of the 4th century AD but also this trade was dependent on the 

contemporary political situation in Crimea.346 The export of grain from Chersonesos is 

mentioned by the orator Themistios in one of his speeches where he states that ships go for 

grain to Egypt, Thrace, Bospor and Chersonesos.347 Even though the orator does not specify 

which Chersonesos he is talking about – Crimean or Thracian, it is possible to assume from 

the geographical order of the named places that it is Crimea which is mentioned. Also 

Ammian describes the inhabitants of the Greek settlements in Crimea as quiet, involved in 

agriculture and feeding on its products.348 Cherson could thus export grain to Constantinople 

till the end of the 4th century AD; however, the amount of the exported grain was most 

probably not high.349  

When the Huns arrived in Crimea, Cherson lost its agricultural hinterland again but in the 

course of the 5th century growing grain, wine and fruit was renewed in the city surroundings 

again. After the arrival of the Turkic tribes in Crimea in the second half of the 7th century it 

became, however, impossible to maintain the agriculture. Most of the fields were therefore 

transformed into pastures and importance of the cattle farming increased.350 When the 

Nomads approached the city, it was easy to run the stock behind the city walls. This enforced 

transformation from growing crops to cattle farming caused Cherson’s dependency on the 

                                                                 
345 AJBABIN (2010) 51. 
346 SOROČAN (1994) 68. 
347 Themistios, eds. Downey, Norman, Schenkl, Disc. XXVII, 336d. 
348 Ammianus Marcellinus, eds. Seyfahrt, Jacob-Karau, Ullmann, XXII, 8.32. 
349 SOROČAN (1981) 11. 
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supplies of grain, delivered there from the Black Sea southern coast, since its own hinterland 

was not big enough to satisfy the needs of the city inhabitants. It could also cause occasional 

lack of grain in Cherson, mentioned by Pope Martin.351 Worth noting is also the Martin’s 

mention of grain from the territory of the southern Pontos. It is known that Constantinople 

was supplied with grain from Paphlagonia in the 9th century and it is possible that this practice 

had already been established earlier, as soon as in the 7th century, when new grain sources had 

to be found after the loss of Egypt.352 

Although it is likely that basic foodstuffs had to be imported to Cherson in the mid-7th 

century, it is not probable that Cherson would have experienced poverty and starvation as 

described by Pope Martin. On the contrary, according to archaeological sources (e. g. 

architectural development, amphorae imports, working fish vats) Cherson was an advanced 

center of trade and crafts. 

 

Trade contacts 

 

Trade contacts of the second half of the 7th and 8th centuries were by no means interrupted; 

however, they were incomparable to the flourishing trade of the 6th and the first half of the 7th 

century. A decrease in imported pottery after the mid-7th century is striking.353 Amphorae 

finds include Mediterranean (Eastern and African) and Pontic products (both from the south 

coast and the local production). The finds attest that types LRA 1, LRA 2, LRA 4 were used 

till the end of the 7th century. According to the finds in Cherson of these as well as other 

amphorae types and their analogies found elsewhere it is possible to argue that trade contacts 

with the Mediterranean, especially with its eastern part, so rich in the 6th and the first half of 

the 7th century shrank in the second half of the 7th century. In the 8th and 9th centuries the lack 

of the imported amphorae led to the development of local pottery production conforming to 

the Mediterranean standards.354 Until the end of the 7th century, the main trade partners of 

Cherson were Asia Minor, Syria and Palestine, along with Constantinople and Crimean and 

south Pontic cities. The latest pottery of the Asia Minor, Syria and Palestine centres found in 

Cherson dates to the end of the 7th century (amphorae or Phoenician Red Slip Ware). Trade 

                                                                 
351 AJBABIN (2011) 156. 
352 HALDON (2012) 107, 114. 
353 BRUBAKER, HALDON (2011) 504. 
354 SAZANOV(2000) 123-149; idem (2007) 803-809. 
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contacts of that time are furthermore confirmed by seals of kommerkiarioi dated to the second 

half of the 7th century.  

 

Seals of kommerkiarioi 

 

As for the seals related to trade, the seal No. 11 on the list presented here in chapter 4.2 is 

connected with the silk trade. It is a seal of a kommerkiarios. What did the office of 

kommerkiarioi take care of?355 

The term kommerkiarios appears at the turn of 5th century, during the reign of Anastasios I in 

connection with wealthy and important people who could dispose of imperial goods and 

money. At the beginning of the 6th century the office evolved and in the Justinian I period the 

kommerkiarioi were officials who took care of the silk trade. Only they could trade in silk and 

they also profited from this trade, as did the Empire.  

The lead seals of the Byzantine officials were found in a great quantity and the seals of 

kommerkiarioi are no exception. These seals, used from the late 6th century, include not only 

the ones used for correspondence but also seals that sealed merchandise bales. These come 

from the late 6th – mid 9th century. They are recognizable after the burlap imprint on their 

reverse. These seals bear the effigy of the emperor (or emperors) on the obverse; between 

673/4 and 832/3 also the indiction year was added to the seals. It is probable that the effigy of 

the emperor should have indicated the imperial authority above the goods (silk); the seal 

guaranteed its quality in the bale. 

Numerous seals of kommerkiarioi were found in Antioch and Tyre. These places were 

traditionally connected with the silk trade from the east. From here also comes a seal on 

which the word apotheka is mentioned. Apotheka can be considered as a place where silk was 

transported and from where it was redistributed356; it was defined by a name of one or more 

provinces. At first it probably meant a single building (depot) but in the course of time it 

acquired another meaning of administrative unit with the authority above more territories. 

                                                                 
355 The origin, function and development of the office of kommerkiarioi were thoroughly discussed by N. 
Oikonomides, see OIKONOMIDES (2004) 33-53; furthermore see BRANDES (1989) 160-174. 
356 See also BRANDES (1989) 161. 
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Therefore, one apotheka could include more depots under the responsibility of one 

kommerkiarios.    

Around the year 730 the form of the seals changed: the seals of apothekai disappeared; a new 

type was issued instead. The new type is characterized after the effigy of the emperor, the 

indiction and the inscription basilikon kommerkion along with the name of a province or a 

theme. It seems that the provincial kommerkiarioi were replaced by state officials.  

All this could be connected with the changes in the silk industry. While in the 6th and early 7th 

century silk was mostly imported, local Byzantine production was increasing in the 7th 

century, therefore the apothekai spread within the Empire. It is possible to follow their move 

from the Asia Minor into the zones of peace of the southern Balkan.  

The kommerkiarioi were also engaged in collecting the taxes. This change happened at the 

end of the 7th  century and in the 8th century the difference between the tax collectors and 

kommerkiarioi was gradually diminishing, no doubt because both functions were carried out 

by the same person. However, the new tax kommerkion that appeared around the year 800 

does not need to be connected with the kommerkiarioi. The new tax (a part of the price of 

certain goods) was collected from the boats sailing through the straits of Constantinople.  

After 800 another change occurred concerning the seals of kommerkiarioi. The imperial effigy 

and indiction disappeared and instead of them seals of head kommerkiarios or imperial 

kommerkiarios emerged. The head kommerkiarios’office was in Constantinople, Mesembria, 

and Thessaloniki and they were most probably responsible for foreign trade. Moreover, 

geographical location is given mostly by the name of a port. Thus, this function was 

connected with maritime trade. The new kommerkiarioi should have controlled import and 

export and collected the taxes. In the 9th century they were not engaged in the silk trade any 

more since the latter passed under direct imperial supervision. The seals of kommerkiarioi 

served as a confirmation of the quality and quantity of the transported goods. 
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Examples of the seals connected to trade found in Cherson 

 

Several types of the seals of kommerkiarioi were found in Cherson. Some of them bear the 

name of the apotheke: the seal of Stephanos, patrikios and kommerkiarios of Abydos 

apotheke from 659 – 668.357 (Fig. 17) The city of Abydos served as a checkpoint between the 

Black Sea and the Mediterranean. Further seal belonged to Isidoros, a head kommerkiarios of 

the apotheke of Constantinople; this seal dates 688/9.358 

The 7th century seals without the name of an apotheke include a seal of Theodoros and 

Sergios359 who apparently shared the office of the kommerkiarios. Such a partnership is 

evidenced also e. g. from Tyre.360 This seal comes from 641 – 654. Three other seals of 

kommerkiarioi found in Cherson are interesting by the imprint of the burlap on their reverses; 

all of them bear the name of kommerkiarios Theodoros and come from 632 – 638, 638 – 641 

and 659 – 663.361 (Fig. 18) Furthermore, also a seal of Theodoros, a custom officer of 

Cherson, dated 663 – 668, belong among the 7th century seals.362 

In the 8th century the range of the contacts reduced again and with some exceptions it was 

restricted to the south Pontic region, especially Paphlagonia and the city of Amastris363; the 

latter became an important trade center at that time.364 These links were probably upheld by 

the government. The Black Sea coast was not impacted by the wars as much as the southern 

and eastern Asia Minor, so the trade links could work there onwards.365 Contacts between 

Cherson and Constantinople were never interrupted – not even after the Arab invasion into the 

Mediterranean.366 This is confirmed by a small amount of Constantinopolitan fine glazed ware 

from the 8th century found in Cherson367 and also by another seal. This seal (No. 11 in the list 

in the chapter 4.2) belonged to the archon of the Blattion and the head kommerkiarios. It bore 

the representations of Leo III and Constantine V, so it most probably comes from 739-751. 

                                                                 
357 PmbZ 6909, 2.; Catalogue of Byzantine Seals III, 80, 40.18; MONTINARO (2013) 446, No 11.  
358 AJBABIN (2011) 156; SOKOLOVA (1991) 208, № 26 = Pmbz 3501; MONTINARO (2013) 458-460, No 43. Unlike 
Ajbabin and Sokolova, Montinaro has considered this seal to by anonymous (=PmbZ 10725). 
359 MONTINARO (2013), 526, No P24; PmbZ 7440 and 6576.  
360 OIKONOMIDES (2004) 37. 
361

 MONTINARO (2013) 532, Νο U6, U7, 533 Νο U8. 
362 GOLOFAST (1990) 57. 
363 BRUBAKER, HALDON (2011) 504. 
364 MOGARIČEV (2007) 254. 
365 HALDON (2012) 107, 114. 
366 GERCEN, ALEKSEJENKO (2002) 59. 
367 HALDON (2012) 104; AJBABIN (2011) 183. 
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The function of the head kommerkiarios is evidenced for the whole 8th century. The archontes 

of the Blattion were Constantinopolitan officials who at first had monopoly over production 

and sale of some dyes (in particular purple) then also over the production of high quality 

(dyed) fabrics, mostly silk.368 Therefore it was argued that this seal might have sealed silk 

cargo arriving to Cherson from Constantinople.369  

 

Long distance trade 

 

Although the ceramic production was produced mainly locally from the second half of the 7th 

century, long distance trade was not forgotten. Crimean transport amphorae were exported as 

far as to Butrint in Albania and Commacchio in northern Italy even at the end of the 8th and in 

the 9th centuries. This connection was almost undoubtedly run through Constantinople that 

served in this case as the transship point.370  

Two furnaces working in the 8th and 9th centuries are documented in Cherson; one of them 

was situated near the city on the western coast of the Sevastopol bay, in the economic 

hinterland, the other at the Sandbay by the western walls. The furnace in the hinterland was 

cut down in the rock from one side and surrounded by unworked stones from the other sides 

and it was located at a place supplied with sufficient amount of clay and water. Many 

fragments of amphorae, typical for the Crimean production of the 8th and 9th centuries were 

found in both furnaces.371 These finds indicate that not only fish industry and salt mining, but 

also pottery workshops were in operation throughout centuries. The amphorae fragments from 

the 8th century attest the contacts with the other parts of Crimea.372 

Regarding the long distance trade, also connection with Sicily has been evidenced for the 8th 

century.373 Relation between Cherson and Sicily is indicated by coins from Cherson found in 

Sicily; the coins were most probably brought to Sicily in the 7th – 8th centuries.374 Sicily ran 

                                                                 
368 OIKONOMIDES (2004) 37, 50-51. 
369 SOKOLOVA (1991) 202; AJBABIN (2011) 183. 
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trade with the Black Sea area in the 8th century, which is indicated by the seal of a 

kommerkiarios from Mesembria from 738, found in Sicily.375 Sicilian coins were also found 

in Crimea but they come only from the 9th century.376 

As Cherson served as a trade crossroads, it mediated also trade with the Crimean inland and 

its inhabitants – the Crimean Goths and the Nomads. In the Crimean Goths settlements, many 

items were discovered, confirming contacts between the Goths and not only the Cherson, but 

also with other parts of the Byzantine Empire in the late 6th and the 7th centuries. The imports 

include decorative marble, amphorae, Red Slip Ware, jewellery and belt buckles. Moreover, 

clasps originated in Dnieper region were widely found in the south west Crimea; these finds 

indicate contacts with the Slavs of the Dnieper area. Also contacts with Danube region and 

Bospor were conducted, according to finds of clasps and jewellery coming from those 

regions.377 Cherson also sold its own bronze products to Gothia: bronze workshops worked in 

Cherson not only in the 7th but also in the 8th century and their products such as buckles and 

clasps were exported inland to the Nomads378 and to the settlements of the Crimean Goths. 

One of the Gothic settlements was “Loutschistoe”, situated at a strategically important 

position on the trade routes heading south, where the coast had been guarded by the Aluston 

(Aloustha) since the time of the emperor Justinian I. Metal finds from Loutschistoe’s graves 

show style transformation of buckles and of other artifacts; while in the 6th century east-

German elements prevailed, in the 7th and 8th centuries there is a shift to Byzantine patterns – 

the metal artifacts, as imported as of local origin, show elements of what has been called  

Byzantinization.379 Another Gothic site of Mangup (ancient Doros) was closely connected to 

Byzantium. It was situated not far from Cherson and the Byzantine influence was 

considerable there in the 7th century. According to archaeological finds, the economy and 

trade of Mangup was under Byzantine supervision and the commercial contact between south-

east Crimea and Byzantium was not interrupted in the 7th century, thanks to existence of 

Cherson. In Mangup, some seals occur among other finds. One of them belonged to the 

logothetes Dorotheos, most probably a logothetes tou genikou. The seal has been dated to the 

first half of the 7th century. Written sources mention a strategos of Sicily called Dorotheos in 
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the time of Constantine II (641-668), who was present at the trial of Pope Martin, the exile 

banished to Cherson. This seal seems to be closely connected with this affair.380 

The products of Cherson’s goldsmiths were widely spread in Crimea of the 7th and 8th 

centuries381and the existence of the trade with the metal objects indicates also import of non-

ferrous metals from Asia Minor to Cherson, because the metals were not to be found in 

Crimea.382 

To sum up, trade connections of Cherson were not interrupted in the second half of the 7th and 

in the 8th century; some of them, however, underwent transformations. As for the long 

distance trade, the previous traditional connection with Syria, Palestine and North Africa were 

diminished in the second half of the 7th century, as is recognizable from the decrease in 

pottery finds. These territories were most probably not in the straight contact in the 8th 

century, because amphorae and other ceramic finds from the mentioned areas are not present 

in Cherson. The obvious cause of the interruption lies in the disturbances that affected the 

eastern Mediterranean at that time. On the other hand, some contacts with the western 

Mediterranean were preserved or (re-)established. Archaeological sources suppose contacts 

with Sicily, Commacchio and Butrint. This connection with the cities of the west might 

indicate that after losing the access to the markets of the east, the business intermediary – 

Constantinople – sought other sales areas, which were found in the Adriatic.  

The Cherson’s regional trade covered Constantinople and the area of southern coast of the 

Black Sea, where especially Amastris operated as the main trade partner of Cherson, 

furthermore other Crimean settlements and the territory of the Crimean Goths, with whom the 

Byzantines had close relations. Also the Nomads were coming to Cherson to carry on trade 

with the Byzantines. 

As for the products manufactured in Cherson, fish products were the main goods to trade 

with, along with salt. These commodities were exported most probably to Constantinople. 

Fish products constituted an essential element of the diet and Cherson could have been 

important for Byzantium also as the place whence it was possible to obtain affordable but 

nutritionally good-quality foodstuff.383 Furthermore, bronze artifacts produced in the 

Cherson’s workshops were traded and widely spread among the inhabitants of Crimea, 
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likewise the products of Cherson’s pottery workshops. By contrast, Cherson had to be 

supplied with food, in particular with grain, wine, olive oil. The foodstuff was most probably 

imported from the areas of southern Pontos. A great importance of Cherson lied in its position 

of the transshipment point, where the goods coming as from the Byzantine Empire as from the 

Nomads was collected and then exported to other territories. 
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5. Significance of Cherson in the Byzantine northern border policy from the 

mid-9th to the end of the 10th century 

 

The establishing of the thema Cherson at the beginning of 840s brought about significant 

transformations to the city administration. The major change that occurred was the arrival of 

the strategos into the city, who became the new commandant of the territory. The tradition of 

local administration was, however, deeply rooted in Cherson and the members of the local 

nobility resented heavily the fact that their self-administration would be restricted. Although 

the position of the strategos was supported by the imperial troops that resided in Cherson, a 

revolt against the strategos was described in the chronicle Theophanes Continuatus.384 The 

revolt took place in Cherson in 896 and ended with the death of the strategos Symeon; the 

probable reason of it could be the strategos’ eagerness for levying.385 

The previous administrative unit, the Crimean condominium, came apart in the third quarter of 

the 9th century. The process of disintegration probably began already at the end of the 8th 

century;386 the Khazar dominance over the northern Pontic steppes slowly decreased 

simultaneously with the arrival of the Pechenegs, the Magayrs and the Rus’ into the territory.  

The period of the 860s and the events that took place in Crimea at that time were described in 

the texts concerning the life of Constantine the Philosopher; these texts belong to the most 

important literary sources on Cherson after the mid-9th century. It is Vita Constantini (Žitije 

Konstantina or The Life of Constantine the Philosopher),387 the Latin text Vita Constantini-

Cyrilli cum translatione S. Clementis or the Italian legend,388 the letter of Anastasius 

Bibliothecarius to Gauderich, the bishop of Velletri389 and the text Slovo na prenesenie 

moštem sv. Klimenta (Sermon on the Translation of the Relics of St. Clement).390  

Constantine the Philosopher made a stop in Cherson during his diplomatic mission to the 

Khazarian Empire. This mission was the consequence of the following events.   
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Second half of the 9th century was a period of reemerging prosperity in Byzantium. In the 

Emperor Michael’s era (842-867), changes in religious matters occurred. First of all, the 

policy of iconoclasm came to its end; its supporters were slowly disappearing. Michael had 

military success in fights against the Arabs who were defeated at the river Eufrat in 863; on 

the other hand, the island of Sicily was almost lost. 

The northern border protection proved itself unreliable and the necessity of its orderly defence 

emerged in 860 when on 18th June the Rus’ ships full of warriors appeared unexpectedly as 

far as at Constantinople. They plundered the vicinity of Constantinople but were not able to 

attack the city successfully; they nevertheless introduced themselves to the Byzantines as a 

powerful yet unknown enemy. This surprising attack without any warning was presumably 

possible because the Rus’ did not come from Kiev but from a more distant territory 

somewhere in the north;391 neither the archaeological excavations conducted at Kiev testify to 

its any significance whatsoever in the 9th century.392  The Rus’ were forced to leave 

Constantinople in the end; on the way back their navy was most likely damaged by a sea 

storm. According to Theophanes Continuatus, shortly after the attack an embassy from the 

Rus’ appeared in Constantinople, asking for christening.393 After this episode, diplomatic 

contact with the Rus’ was interrupted until the beginning of the 10th century.  

The attack of the Rus’ had its consequences in Byzantine policy. Already in the autumn 860 

an embassy was sent to the Khazars.  

According to the Vita Constantini and the Italian legend, the Khazars asked the Byzantine 

Emperor to send them an educated man, capable to discuss the issues of faith with 

representatives of Judaism and Islam. If he succeeded, the Khazarian would have accepted 

Christianity.394 This explanation of their arrival in Constantinople seems to be fictive and 

corresponding to the hagiographic convention because the Khazars had already accepted 

Judaism previously.395 Although it is possible that the Khazarian embassy did arrive in 

Constantinople (most likely not in order to discuss the religious matters but to renew the 

alliance again), the Byzantines themselves most probably intended to send the embassy to the 

                                                                 
391 FRANKLIN, SHEPARD (1996) 90. 
392 ZUCKERMAN (1995) 269, 270. 
393 Theophanes Continuatus, ed. Bekker, IV. 33.  
394 Vita Constantini, ed. Večerka, VIII (p. 75-76); Vita Constantini-Cyrilli cum translatione S. Clementis, ed. 
Ludvíkovský, 1 (p. 123). 
395 VAVŘÍNEK (2013) 69; idem (1963) 75. 



112 

 

Khazars to discuss the possibilities of common defence against the Rus’,396 in which both the 

Khazars and the Byzantines found a common enemy. This diplomatic mission was entrusted 

to Constantine the Philosopher, a great personality of the second half of the 9th century. He 

was accompanied by his brother Methodius. The embassy left Constantinople for Cherson. 

This stopover was most likely necessary due to usual travelling rules. Although the embassy 

left Constatinople in autumn, probably in order to arrive to the Khazars as early as possible, it 

was risky, uncomfortable and also unusual to travel during the winter months due to unstable 

weather conditions. Cherson was therefore a suitable place where to spend the winter months. 

Constantine did not spend the break idly; according to the Vita, he taught himself Hebrew, the 

language of the Samaritans and Russian during his stay in Cherson.397 Unlike the Russian and 

the Samaritan language, it is probable that Constantine did learn (or improved) Hebrew in 

Cherson398 so that he was able to hold a discussion at the Khazarian court. It could not have 

been difficult to meet people speaking Hebrew in the vicinity of Cherson, since the city was 

surrounded by the Khazar population (as stated also in a source399) and the Hebrew was, 

presumably, used by them already at that time.400  

The vicinity of Cherson is described in these sources as hostile, full of the Barbarians, 

suffering from the Barbarian attacks,401 the Khazarian ones included. During the 

Constantine’s stay in Cherson, for example, a Khazarian commander besieged “a Christian 

city” (located not far from Cherson). 402 The legend states that Constantine immediately went 

to him, talked to him and placated him. Afterwards the Khazars left the area. In this way, the 

Christian city was rescued by Constantine.403 This tale indicates that the alliance with the 

Byzantines did not prevent the Khazars from attacking the Christian inhabitants of Crimea. 

Furthermore, Constantine met also the Magyars, who got to the Crimean steppes in 830s – 

840s. The Byzantine embassy was attacked by them on the way from Cherson to the Khazars; 

however, according to the hagiographer, Constantine repulsed their attack by a prayer.404 
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Moreover, the Cherson’s surrounding was described as the place where the number of pagans 

was increasing.405 Cherson itself was reported to be almost depopulated except for the bishop 

and a little number of inhabitants, who were described as people living like in a prison, not 

daring to leave the city.406  

Except for the description of the Cherson’s surroundings and inhabitants, all the four sources 

concerning Constantine report another important event: the discovery of the relics of St. 

Clement. The main literary source describing this deed is the Slovo na prenesenie moštem sv. 

Klimenta.407 Furthermore, the event is described in the Italian legend, in the Anastasius’ letter 

to the bishop Gauderich and of course also in the Vita Constantini. 

St. Clement was the 1st century Pope martyred in Cherson. While staying in Cherson, 

Constantine decided to find the relics of St. Clement and after some investigations he found 

out the approximate place of the former St. Clement’s sanctuary, which was located outside 

the city walls and flooded by sea at that time.408 With the support of the then bishop Georgios 

and Nikephoros, likely the then strategos of Cherson, Constantine found the St. Clement’s 

relics. According to the Slovo, the relics were being carried to Cherson in the procession.  

Then Nikephoros asked for bringing the reliquary into the new, by him constructed building, 

dedicated to St. Clement. The text of the Slovo is confusing here; therefore it is not entirely 

clear what kind of building is meant. The Old Slavic version409 of the text described the place 

with the word стлъпъ, which has two meanings: either “a column” or “a tower”.410 This 

meaning was most likely followed by Thomas Butler, who translated this passage as “the 

tower of the fortress”.411 On the other hand, Josef Vašica translated the same spot as “the 

cathedral church”.412 This contradiction follows most likely from the fact that the original text 

of the Slovo got heavily corrupt when it was being copied.413 The Vašica’s version is based on 

the conviction that the word стлъпъ was misspelled by a copist and proposed the original 

version of this word – столъ instead.  Cтолъ is attested in other sources as “a table” but also 

as “a stool”, “a seat”, “a seat of a bishop, an archbishop, a patriarch or the Pope”, “a throne”, 
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“a residence”.414 This Vašica’s interpretation was noticed also by the authors of the 

Dictionary of the Old Slavonic language, who brought it into focus at the entry стлъпъ. Here, 

the Vašica’s theory that in the text of the Slovo na prenesenie moštem sv. Klimenta, the relics 

were brought into the church is supposed to be right.415 Most recently, Stefan Albrecht 

interpreted this very place as the “tower of the city” in the way very similar to the Butler´s 

translation: Nikephoros asked to carry the relics  

“… zu einem neuerbauten Turm der Stadt, der von ihm im Namen des hl. Klemens dann 

errichtet worden war…”416 

Afterwards, the text of the Slovo continues with the description of the events that happened 

after the first stop in the building dedicated to St. Clement. In the evening, the reliquary was 

brought to the St. Sozontes church at the city walls in the presence numerous attendants. 

When the commotion calmed down (“in the first watch of the night”)417, the relics were 

translated again to the St. Leontius Church by the bishop and several other people. The 

following morning, the relics were carried around the city in a procession before they were 

put into the cathedral. The same tale is described in the Italian legend only with minor 

changes. Most notably, in this text Nikephoros does not ask for putting the relics into the 

(tower?) of St. Clement; the relics are reported to be brought straight into the church of St. 

Sozontes, located “in the neighbourhood of the city”.418 The following description is identical 

to the one in the Slovo:  the relics were translated onto the St. Leontius church, whence they 

were carried into the cathedral in the procession the following morning.  

On the basis of the sources, the basilicas excavated in Cherson were being tentatively 

identified with those mentioned in the texts.419 According to this theory, developed by A. 

Romančuk, it seems likely that the boat bringing the relics anchored in the western port and 

the relics were placed at first to the little church behind the walls (presumably St. 

Sozomenos), then they were moved into the Western basilica (St. Leontios). The other day, 

the relics were carried into the cathedral church, which must have been the most significant 

church in Cherson. For this is considered the largest Cherson’s basilica, today called after its 

excavator Uvarovskaja. The identification is nonetheless very uncertain. 
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Byzantine “Khazarian” Policy 

 

The relation of the two Empires was friendly most of the time; although there were some 

controversies during the long time of their neighborhood, the necessity of having an ally (or, 

to express it more precisely, the necessity of not having another enemy) led both the Khazars 

and the Byzantines towards mutual friendship. The Khazars, however, were not Christians, 

although some Christian communities existed in the Khazar territory. The Byzantines strained 

to support these communities that occurred also in Itil, the Khazar capital;420 even the eparchy 

of Itil is to be found in the list of eparchies from the beginning of the 9th century (815 the 

latest).421 

It is probable that the Constantine´s mission to the Khazarian court had two aims: the political 

one and the religious one. The extent of the description of the discussions that took place at 

the Khazarian court indicates that this matter might have been an important part of the 

mission. The Byzantines could have seen an opportunity to convert the Khazars to 

Christianity. If the mission had succeeded, a great Christian Empire would have emerged in 

the north-eastern part of the Black Sea area and the Byzantine Empire would have felt even 

safer. Nonetheless, not only Christianity but also Judaism and Islam were religions known and 

spread in the Khazar Empire; the khagan of the Khazars even converted temporarily to Islam 

in 730s.422  

The Khazars nonetheless chose to adopt Judaism, which happened most probably at the 

beginning of 860s.423 It is however questionable, if this was only a matter of the elites or if the 

Judaism spread among other inhabitants of the Khazarian Empire. Constantine thus did not 

succeed in conversion of the Khazars to Christianity but the possibly more important aim of 

his journey to Khazaria was fulfilled: both Empires needed to come to an agreement regarding 

the defence against the Rus’ despite their religious disharmony.424 

After the Constantine’s mission, the Byzantines tried to maintain the Christian communities in 

the Khazarian territory and considered the Khazars to be their prominent ally; the religious 

issues did not break the strategic importance of the allied Empire in the north. The Khazars 
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had a high social rank at the Byzantine imperial court and also served in the Byzantine 

army.425 

The pro-Khazar orientation of the Byzantine northern border policy started fading out as soon 

as the Khazars came to be forced out of the steppes of Don and Donets by the Pechenegs426 

and the Magyars. Although the Khazars were mentioned in De administrando imperio as a 

nation capable of attacking Cherson427 (still considered as potentially dangerous), Byzantine 

policy shifted to maintaining friendly relations with the Magyars and the Pechenegs. The 

heart of the Khazar Empire was entirely destroyed by Prince Sviatoslav of the Rus’ in 965. 

The Khazars continued living only in Crimea and the Taman peninsula until they disappeared 

from the written records at the end of the 11th century.428 

 

Renewed contacts with the Rus’ 

 

The contacts with the Rus’ continued at the beginning of the 10th century, during the reign of 

Emperor Leo VI (886-912). According to the Primary Chronicle, the Rus’ under the 

leadership of Prince Oleg of Novgorod, the successor of Rurik, appeared in Constantinople 

again in 907. Oleg is reported to move the Capital of Rus’ from Novgorod to Kiev, to the 

territory previously dominated by the Khazars. According to the traditional view this 

happened at the end of the 9th century, the more recent opinion argues for a later date, 910s – 

930s.429 Oleg probably was not of Rurik origin but he was either appointed a regent of the 

young Rurik’s son Igor or he was his chief commander. Oleg nonetheless acted as a sole ruler, 

as can be seen not only from his military actions but also from the fact that it was himself who 

signed an important treaty with Byzantium in 911.430 Being the result of the 907 attack of the 

Rus’, this treaty concerned in particular commercial relation between the two partners and 

was advantageous for the Rus’ as it guaranteed the rights of Rus’ merchants in 

Constantinople.431 
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In 940, the northern border of Byzantium was restless again. The situation was described in a 

written source, the anonymous Khazar letter written in Hebrew, which was found in the 

Genizah of Cairo.432 According to this source, in 940 the Byzantine Emperor Roman 

Lakapenos turned to Prince Oleg and asked him to attack the Khazar territories in Crimea. 

This request was caused by persecution of Christian inhabitants of Khazaria. Oleg came to the 

northern Pontos by water and conquered the city of Tmutarkan (Phanagoria). Since the 

Khazars did not have any boats, they could not pursue the Rus’. They therefore turned their 

attention to the Byzantine Crimean villages and started sacking them; then they came to 

Cherson. The Chersonites tried to counterattack from the underground tunnels but without any 

success. This fight ended most probably by paying a tribute to the Khazars and by releasing 

the Khazar prisoners who were brought to Cherson by the Rus’ from Tmutarkan, probably to 

be sold as slaves. Moreover, the Chersonites handed over the Rus’ that were present in the 

city at that time. Afterwards the Khazars sent Oleg to attack Constantinople in exchange of 

leaving the Rus’ alone. However, this attack was repulsed by the Greek fire.  

The details of the description of this attack of Constantinople answer to the event that 

happened in 941 when the Rus’ attacked the Byzantine capital most probably under the 

leadership of Oleg and Igor.433 This attack resulted in rewriting and re-confirming the 911 

treaty; the new one was negotiated in 944/5 by Igor, at that time the sole ruler of the Rus’. 

This new treaty, although not as favorable as the 911 one, concerned mainly trade again; 

moreover, the Rus’ made a commitment to protect the Byzantine territories in Crimea and 

became commercial and military partners of Byzantium again.434 The treaty also includes a 

part on Cherson. The Rus’ were prohibited from fighting or threatening Cherson and other 

Crimean Byzantine areas, however, if Cherson and its region revolted against Byzantium, the 

Rus’ had the right to lead a war against the rebels.435 Furthermore, the most important part of 

the Cherson’s economy – fishing – was protected by the treaty: the Rus’ were prohibited from 

doing any harm to ships from Cherson, if they met them fishing in the Dniepr delta.436 This 

account indicates that Cherson and the northern Pontic area were an important part of the 

Empire and needed protection. On the other hand, the danger of a rebellion was clearly 

expressed in the treaty. It seems that the tendencies of the self-government were still in mind 

of the citizens of Cherson. Nonetheless, Cherson was not self-sufficient regarding basic 
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foodstuff, which provided the Byzantine Empire an advantage in keeping the territory calm 

and quiet. This issue is also mentioned by Constantine VII in his De administrando imperio, 

where he advised that in case of a revolt of Cherson, the Cherson’s ships would be confiscated 

and sailors arrested if they were in Constantinople; the same would happen to Cherson’s ships 

and sailors present in other ports of the Byzantine Black Sea. Pontic cities would be 

prohibited from supplying Cherson. Furthermore, citizens of Cherson would have to pay a 

tribute. Constantine finished the chapter on Cherson with the statement that without grain 

supplies from other parts of the Byzantium, the Chersonites cannot live.437 

 

Prince Sviatoslav and his invasions 

 

In the 960s, the situation at the northern Black Sea was reported as getting dangerous, since 

the Rus’, after destroying the Khazar Empire, were gaining more and more power. This report 

was presumably brought to Constantinople by Kalokyros, the son of the proteuon of 

Cherson.438 Except for the Chronicle of Ioannes Scylitzes, this history was recorded in the 

History of Leo the Deacon;439 the latter, however, does not mention Cherson as the place os 

Kalokyros´ origin.  

According to the sources, Kalokyros was promoted to be a patrikios and sent with an embassy 

to the Prince Sviatoslav of Rus’, son of Igor, asking him to attack the Bulgars, who at that 

time became problematic neighbours of Byzantines. As Kalokyros offered Sviatoslav 

considerable amount of gold, the latter agreed. In 967 Bulgaria was attacked by the Rus’. 

Turning the enemies of Byzantium against each other was usual practice of the Byzantine 

diplomacy; in this case it was needed to protect Crimea from the Rus’ and therefore the 

Byzantine Emperor (Nikephoros at that time), tried to turn Sviatoslav’s attention to the 

Bulgars. According to Leo the Deacon, Sviatoslav accepted the request to attack Bulgaria 

because Kalokyros told him not only to attack Bulgaria but also to subject it. Afterwards, 

Kalokyros would have been helped to the Byzantine throne by Sviatoslav.440    

                                                                 
437 Constantine Porphyrogennetos, De administrando imperio, eds. Jenkins, Moravcsik, chapter 53.  
438

 Ioannes Scylitzes, ed. Thurn, 20.27-31 (p. 277); STOKES (1962) 467. 
439 Leo the Deacon, ed. Hase, IV, 6. 
440 ibidum, V, 1. 



119 

 

When Sviatoslav attacked Bulgaria, it emerged that he really intended to settle down there. 

The Rus’ appreciated the region, its fertile fields and the mild climate. This intention was 

definitely not acceptable for Byzantium. After some turmoil, Sviatoslav was defeated by the 

Byzantine army led by Emperor John Tzimiskes in 970/1. All that time, Kalokyros 

accompanied Sviatoslav and therefore it is possible that the latter acted after Kalokyros’ 

advice. Both the Byzantine and the Rus’ armies withdrew from Bulgaria and Sviatoslav 

headed back to Kiev. On his way north, he was killed by the Pechenegs at the Dnieper 

rapids.441 

Kalokyros’ role in this history seems to be interesting. It is likely that as the son of a 

Cherson’s nobleman and high-rank official, he was chosen to report to the Emperor. There 

could have been several reasons for sending him to Sviatoslav: Cherson surely was extremely 

involved in securing the northern Pontic area and sending a distinguished native meant that 

Cherson was also an important part of the Byzantine Empire. Kalokyros also might have 

known the situation better than the Constantinopolitan officials.  

 

Prince Vladimir of Rus’ and the Byzantine Empire  

 

Before Sviatoslav left for Bulgaria, he established his sons as rulers in various parts of his 

Empire in 968: Iaropolk in Kiev, Oleg by the Drevlians (who were situated at the right bank 

of Dniepr, not far from Kiev) and the youngest one Vladimir in Novgorod. When Vladimir 

came into age, he strengthened his position in Novgorod and moved to Kiev, which he was 

able to capture only by a ruse. Then he became a sole ruler of the Rus’.  

In Kiev, Christianity was well known at that time and Christians already lived there; 

Vladimir, however, was a pagan and so paganism was established as the official cult. After 

some time he nonetheless recognized that the other peoples of Europe were adopting 

Christianity, therefore in 986 he decided to call a meeting of delegates of four faiths: Islam 

was represented by the Volga Bulgars, Judaism by the Khazars, the Western Christianity by 

the Franks and the Orthodox Christianity by the Byzantines. The Khazars were disqualified 

on the spot, presumably because they had no power any more. Afterwards Vladimir sent 
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embassies to the capitals of the Bulgars, the Franks and the Byzantines. According to the 

Primary Chronicle, the delegates sent to Constantinople came back thrilled and astonished by 

the beauty of the Byzantine churches.442 The Primary Chronicle afterwards says that Vladimir 

nonetheless decided to wait and it continues without any context with the account of events 

concerning Vladimir’s attack of Cherson.  

To discuss the issue of Vladimir’s attack of Cherson, it is necessary to turn the attention to 

Byzantine sources rather to the Primary Chronicle, because the latter entirely omitted 

political, military or religious contexts of that time. The Byzantine chroniclers,443 on the other 

hand, recorded political turmoil in their country.  

In 980s, the Byzantine Empire went through an inner crisis. The young Emperor Basil II had 

great difficulties to maintain his position against the rebels represented by Bardas Skleros and 

Bardas Fokas. The latter even proclaimed himself an Emperor in September 987. Since half of 

the army supported Skleros and the other half Fokas, Basil II had to look for another army 

that would be mighty enough. He probably remembered the old treaties from years 945 and 

971, in which the Rus’ bound themselves to provide Byzantium with military help. In May or 

June 987, Basil sent an embassy to Kiev requesting help. In return, he might have offered his 

sister Anna to become Vladimir’s wife. To propose such an offer, Basil must have been 

extremely desperate, and he truly was. He lost the majority of the army and also majority of 

the land, because many of the cities of Asia Minor and the Pontos supported Bardas Fokas, 

most probably including Cherson. Vladimir did not reject Basil’s request and in battles at 

Chrysopolis and Abydos his armies secured the Byzantine throne for Basil.  

If Cherson recognized Bardas Fokas as the Emperor, it could have been    out of economic 

reasons. As already said, Cherson was dependent on imported food and was supplied in 

particular from the south Pontic areas. It seems therefore presumable that the one who 

controlled that region, exercised power also over Cherson. It is also possible that Cherson 

with its usual self-confidence supported Bardas Fokas of its free will, maybe hoping that the 

new Emperor would be a better ruler than young Basil II.   

According to the Cherson legend, which makes part of the Primary Chronicle, Vladimir 

attacked Cherson without any reason – at least the Chronicle does not state any cause of such 

an attack. Despite Vladimir’s attack, Cherson is described as a magnificent place where 
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important events take place. Undoubtedly, such an event must have been Vladimir’s baptism 

and his wedding to the Byzantine Princess. This Old Russian tradition thus put both the 

baptism of the Prince of the Rus’ and his wedding into Cherson.  

However, research on the Primary Chronicle showed that its content is more legendary than 

reliable.444 The Chronicle was written about a hundred years after these events, according to 

the contemporary Russian reality.445 Therefore, the events concerning in particular Vladimir´s 

baptism and the role of Cherson in this process have been researched after both the 

archaeological and the written sources.  

It seems highly probable that political negotiations between Basil and Vladimir resulted in the 

latter´s baptism and wedding with the Byzantine Princess in exchange for military help. The 

place of the baptism is, nonetheless, unknown. Even the Primary Chronicle is not entirely 

accurate in this case. Three names of possible places where the ceremony could take place 

(Cherson, Kiev, Vasilev) are accounted; furthermore, the chronicler admitted that the baptism 

could have been located also somewhere else.446 Some scholars incline towards the opinion 

that Vladimir was baptized twice; firstly in Kiev (catechumenate) in 987/88, then in 

Cherson.447 According to A. Poppe, who made a very convincing account of the events 

relating to this issue, Vladimir was baptized in 987/988 in Kiev.448 The baptism was in any 

case a necessary condition to get married to Anna. Most likely, Vladimir understood that to 

build up a reputable empire, he needed to be a Christian; to be married to the Byzantine 

Princess was moreover very prestigious.  

The Byzantine embassy sent to Kiev in 987 negotiated conditions of that treaty: the 

christianization, the wedding and the military help. Warriors from the Rus´ arrived in 

Constantinople in autumn 987; the battles with the usurper took place in January or February 

988 and in April the same year. With the help of the Rus´, Basil won his battle of the 

Byzantine throne.449 Now it was Basil´s turn to satisfy the condition of the treaty and to send 

his sister to Kiev. Here comes the Primary Chronicle again, saying that Basil was reluctant to 

give Anna to Vladimir, therefore the latter brought his army to Cherson and besieged it. 

Cherson withstood the siege and in the end it was captured only by treachery in spring or 
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summer 989. Afterwards, the city was partially destroyed and Basil was obliged to give Anna 

over. She came to Cherson where the wedding was celebrated and Cherson was given back to 

Anna as a wedding gift. Then the newly married couple left for Kiev. 

This account has its flaws, excellently showed by A. Poppe450, who argued that Cherson was 

besieged because it supported the usurpers against the legitimate ruler. Given the longstanding 

tendencies of Cherson to gain autonomy, this idea seems to be possible, even likely. On the 

other hand, the above stated theory of joining the usurpers from economic reasons must be 

also considered. In any case, the treaties between the Rus´ and the Byzantines clearly stated 

that in case of a rebellion of Cherson, the Rus´ is authorized to intervene; it is possible that the 

reasons for the attack had nothing to do with the Christianization of the Rus´ or the Byzantine 

Princess wedding.  

Although Poppe´s theory was accepted by most of the scholars, not all of them are the same 

opinion. One of them is A. Romančuk, whose theory451  is based on re-dating the 

archaeological evidence from the destruction layers of the northern parts of Cherson, 

considered to have been formed by the end of the 10th century. The finds include pottery and 

coins coming from the end of the 10th or the beginning of the 11th centuries. The coins were 

issued by Emperor Basil II (976-1025). Romančuk argued that the finds from these layers (in 

particular the coins that might have been issued in later period of the Basil´s reign) were dated 

to the end of the 10th century more “out of tradition”, while they could come from the 11th 

century. Romančuk furthermore argues that capturing Cherson by Vladimir did not 

necessarily mean its destruction that could have been caused by the earthquake. A catastrophe 

is attested indirectly by the inscription of the strategos Leon Alyates who had to have the 

walls rebuilt in 1059. 452 

It is not possible to state how exactly Cherson was battered down, whether by Vladimir or by 

a natural disaster. A destruction that happened at this time is certain, though.   

  

                                                                 
450 POPPE (1976) 239. 
451 ROMANČUK (1989) 182-188. 
452 eadem (2005b) 149. 
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5. 1 Cherson in the second half of the 9th century 

 

The Cherson’s hinterland was very often visited by the Barbarians and although the 

relationship between them was not very friendly, they were not in war either.453 As the 

traditional centre of trade, Cherson did not close its gates to the Barbarians who were still 

coming there to sell their products. Cherson, whose fields and also pastures were damaged by 

the ever present Nomadic tribes already for a few hundred years, lacked food, in particular 

grain. The possibility of buying meat from the Nomads involved in pasturage was also 

welcomed, though. In the third quarter of the 9th century the old trade connections were 

renewed again, not only with the Crimean settlements but also overseas. 

The connection with the other parts of the Byzantine Empire is indicated in particular by 

seals. The greatest amount of the found seals comes from the period from the end of the 8th 

century to the 880s. According to the finds of seals coming from the second half of the 9th 

century, Cherson was in connection with logothetoi tou genikou. Furthermore, great amounts 

of seals of kommerkiarioi were found. Of great interest is the seal of the komes of Hieron, the 

main trade port from where ships went to various ports of the Black Sea. Furthermore, 

contacts with Sicily are indicated by seals and coins. The first one is of the strategos and 

imperial spatharios Armenikos, dated to the 830s-840s. Another is of the strategos, patrikios 

and imperial protospatharios Epiphanos, dated to the third quarter of the 9th century the latest. 

Except for these seals, also coins of the Sicilian issue of Emperor Leo V were found in 

Cherson. These coins were perhaps brought to Cherson by soldiers who were ordered there 

from Sicily after the Thema of Cherson was established.454 The mint of Cherson also started 

working in 840s; building development concerning construction of praetorium and the citadel 

began at the same time.455 

 

 

 

 
                                                                 
453 SOROČAN (2003) 89. 
454

 idem, 84. 
455
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Crafts and Economy of Cherson after the mid-9th century 

 

The traditional industries – fish and salt were working also in this time. Never interrupted, the 

fish industry was working and developing again in the 9th century, as attested by the 

archaeological excavations.  

Some of the salting vats (No. 34, 35, 47, 48, 60-62, 93, 96) used for processing fish were still 

working in the 9th century. The vat No. 91 was built in the 9th century, while the 

archaeological finds (coins, amphorae and pottery fragments) excavated from the vats No. 2, 

3, 5a, 56 and the big vat located in the complex of the Uvarovskaja basilica (quarter VI) 

indicate that these vats were not filled before the 10th/11th centuries. Furthermore, a house 

furnished with facilities needed for fish production was found. This house was built in the 6th 

century on the place of the late antique winery and worked until the 11th century. On its yard, 

one big pithos and six smaller ones were found. All of the pithoi served for salting fish and 

processing garum. Fishing equipment was found inside the house.456  

Without the agricultural hinterland, fishing was of high importance for Cherson, The fish and 

salt industry was flourishing throughout centuries. On the other hand, large grain storage 

containers have not been found in Cherson yet, which again most probably confirms the fact 

known from the literary sources that Cherson had to be supplied with grain. In that case, the 

locals had to buy grain in the market. The weakness of Cherson’s agriculture is indicated also 

by innumerous finds of metal tools as scythes, sickles or hoes.457 

Except for the two main industries, also other crafts flourished in Cherson. Pottery workshops 

were located at the Quarantine and Sand bays outside the city walls from the 8th century458; 

the pottery kilns (likewise metal and glass workshops) should have been situated away from 

the inhabited area mainly because of the danger of fire; also the availability of water, clay and 

fuel played its role. The other kiln, situated at the opposite shore of the Sevastopol Bay, was 

certainly working after the mid-9th century.459 Pottery demanded by local inhabitants was 

produced there, together with amphorae. The kilns were situated also inside the city, for 

example the kiln at the Curtain No. 4 or another one in the quarter III, which was working as 

                                                                 
456 SOROČAN (2003) 90-91. 
457

 idem, 102. 
458 See chapter 4.2.2. 
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late as in the 9th – 10th centuries. 5 various types of amphorae coming from the first half of the 

9th century were found in Cherson. After the mid-9th century, the number of types found 

diminished in 2 types; it seems that the production got standardized.460 The same process of 

standardization is visible at the amphorae fragment from Sudak.461  

Unlike the little number of the kilns found in Cherson, there were a lot of furnaces found e. g. 

just in Sudak, furthermore, a row of kilns was found at the shores of the river Kanaka. Wine 

amphorae were the main product of the Crimean kilns; according to the research of their 

fragments, the furnaces in Sudak were working in the 8th and 9th centuries. Other kilns were 

found at the coast between the cities Cherson and Sudak. They were situated apparently 

outside the cities but in the vicinity of country settlements.462 It seems that this craft was run 

rather by the inhabitants of the rural settlements then by cities residents. The construction of 

the Cherson’s kilns is however very similar to the kilns from the rural settlements of the south 

western and eastern Crimea. 

Metal workshops and making the metal products was highly developed in Cherson, as the 

archaeological finds indicate. The metals were imported to Cherson from the Asia Minor 

through the south Pontic ports.463 A metal workshop that was working until the 9th/10th 

centuries was found in the quarter 28. Another workshop, where copper products were made 

was excavated inside the St. Leontius monastery at the western walls. A workshop where lead 

was processed was found in the quarter 16; it worked in the 9th and 10th centuries.464 

Furthermore, finds of metal book clasps are of great interest, as they indicate that books were 

made in Cherson at that time.465 Books were very precious items, not affordable by the 

majority of population of the Byzantine Empire and the fact that they were most probably 

made in Cherson indicate the prosperity of the city. 

In the 10th century, the Cherson’s workshops continued working as in the previous period. 

The fish industry remained very likely the most important part of the Cherson’s economy, 

which is evidenced (except for the archaeological sources) by the chapter in the Rus-

Byzantine treaty of 944 that ensured to the fishermen of Cherson the possibility of fishing 

                                                                 
460
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between the Dniepr delta and Cherson without being disturbed by the Russians.466 The 

archaeological sources include in particular the vats, which were working throughout the 10th 

and 11th centuries until the 12th century, when the export of fish products came to its end.467 

Also the salt mining export continued, likewise pottery, metal and glass products making. 

According to the increased number of the tools needed for agriculture it seems that the 

Cherson inhabitants used the peaceful period until the end of the 10th century for growing the 

grain and vine, however, the amounts of both crops could not have been big as Cherson still 

relied on the imported foodstuff from the Asia Minor. Cherson was also the trade crossroads 

all the time. As in the previous periods, Cherson served as the transshipment point between 

the Byzantine Empire and the Barbarians. Furthermore, Cherson exported the salt and fish 

products and traded with Constantinople, with the cities of the southern Pontos, with the 

Pechenegs, the Rus’ and also the Khazars came there to make trade. They were using the 

trade road leading from Khazaria through Cherson to Constantinople. The trade with the 

Khazars is attested by the finds of the Crimean pottery from the 9th and 10th centuries in the 

north Caucasian region (e.g. in Sarkel); on the other hand, pottery coming from the northern 

Caucasus was found in Cherson.468 

It is clear that industry and crafts, which operation was not interrupted in the 8th century 

flourished again in Cherson, as did the trade. The time of prosperity was broken by the 

disaster that struck Cherson at the end of the 10th or at the beginning of the 11th century. The 

impact of this disaster was undoubtedly great; nonetheless, Cherson was able to recover. The 

disaster of the 10th/11th century did not mean the end of the city life.   

  

                                                                 
466 Russian Primary Chronicle, eds. Ostrowski, Birnbaum, Lunt, year 6453 (945), 50 
467 BOGDANOVA (1991) 51. 
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Conclusion 

 

Cherson was a highly developed city already in antiquity. The transformation into the 

medieval city was in its case smooth: the ancient agora remained the main city square, the 

ancient temples were rebuilt in churches, the ancient insulae were not obliterated by the 

medieval construction but the new buildings (e. g. basilicas or little churches building in 

almost every city quarter in the Middle Byzantine period) were incorporated into the 

orthogonal city plan. This applies for all the medieval building activities. Even the location of 

the pottery workshops beyond the city walls was respected as late as in the 10th/11th centuries. 

Only the purely pagan buildings such as the theater or the thermae ceased to dominate the 

city.  

The first great reconstruction, although began by Justinian I in the mid-6th century, came in 

the post-Justinian period and lasted to the mid-7th century. This period, though short as it was, 

is distinguished by the great architectural development in Cherson. Some old buildings were 

destructed so that the new basilicas could have been erected. Also the residential houses were 

being reconstructed, as were the walls. Such a remarkable activity was not usual at the time 

following the Justinianic period stigmatized by the plagues and earthquakes. On the contrary, 

the Mediterranean experienced a decline, which is well attested after the mid-7th century. The 

Byzantine Empire was except for the natural disasters heavily struck also by the Persian and 

Arabian raids in the Asia Minor and by the raids of the Slavic tribes in the Balkans. The 

Byzantine Empire lost the wealthiest provinces of Egypt, Syria and Palestine, similarly as the 

inland territory of contemporary Greece. People were moving from the endangered areas into 

the better defensible locations; kastra, the walled hill-top settlements were being founded, 

while villages or even cities in the low lands diminished in size and population or were 

abandoned right away. 

Compared to the Mediterranean, the development of Cherson was extremely different in 

particular by the end of the 7th century. Instead of the decline, the city flourished. This must 

have been caused by several mutually complementary reasons, such as the geographical 

location, the economic strength or the strategic significance of Cherson. 

The geographical location of Cherson favoured its development. The Black sea region was by 

no means influenced by the natural disasters as much as the Mediterranean. Although an 
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earthquake hit Cherson in the 6th century, its impact was not disastrous for the city life. 

Furthermore, neither the Persians nor the Arabs came ever to the Black Sea region. This area, 

however, suffered from the presence of other enemies, coming from the vast eastern steppes. 

Various Nomadic tribes were appearing ceaselessly both in the northern Black Sea steppes 

and Crimea. They damaged the fertile fields of Crimea and the agricultural hinterland of 

Cherson; as a consequence, Cherson was dependent on the food supplies coming from the 

Byzantine Empire. Nonetheless, none of the Nomadic groups was able to conquer Cherson, 

well protected behind its walls, because the Nomads lacked equipment needed to overcome 

the walls; probably only the armies of Justinian II were able to damage a part of the defensive 

walls of Cherson. The city therefore remained Byzantine throughout its existence, the Greek 

and Roman tradition was never interrupted.  

The strategic importance of Cherson was also related to its geographical location. The 

Byzantine Empire was well aware of the position of Cherson at the border with the Barbarian 

tribes and always supported Cherson, in particular regarding food supplies. Cherson 

functioned as the Byzantine outpost, observing the movements of the Nomads and warning 

Constantinople if necessary. In the course of time, Cherson became the only definite 

Byzantine territory in the North, which even increased its strategic importance. The problem 

of the Byzantine Empire lay in the short distance between the northern Black sea and 

Constantinople. Potential enemies could arrive in Constantinople swiftly and without 

warning, therefore the Byzantine Empire needed to maintain the northern territory.    

Undoubtedly, the Nomads that influenced Cherson most of all were the Khazars, though in 

the first half of the 7th century, they did not yet interfere in the developments in Crimea so 

much.  

Another reason that enabled Cherson to reach such a high degree of development at that time 

was its advanced level of economy. Also this point is connected with the geographical 

location. Lying both at the sea and on the border and having excellent harbour facilities, 

Cherson was predestinated to become a trade crossroads, which came true already in 

antiquity, when Cherson exported all the grain harvested in the south-western and western 

part of Crimea. The fields had already been damaged in the early Byzantine period but the 

tradition of Cherson as the city where trade of all sorts was run remained true: then centre of 

trade did not close its gates to any merchant, Byzantine or Nomad. The lively trade with many 
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other parts of the Byzantine Empire flourished until the mid-7th century and functioned by the 

end of it.  

Cherson however did not live only on its role of the centre of trade. Cherson´s workshops 

produced high-quality products; for example the metal objects made here were widely spread 

among the Barbarians of Crimea. The most significant product of Cherson was, however, 

garum. Here comes the advantage of the location of Cherson again: being at the sea, fishing 

was the natural means of obtaining food. Moreover, the river Dnieper flows into the Black 

Sea not very far from Cherson. Its estuary, where the river and the salty waters were mixing, 

created favourable conditions for fish life. The catch of the Cherson´s fishermen must have 

been enormous, given the fish processing facilities – the salting vats – built in Cherson. 

Therefore, also the profit made by selling the garum must have been significant; this industry 

remained active in Cherson throughout the early and half of the middle Byzantine period.  

Thus, the profit made by selling the fish products, the knowledge that Cherson was 

strategically important for the central government and the fact that the disastrous events that 

struck the eastern Mediterranean did not directly affected the northern Pontos could have been 

the causes of the development of Cherson at that time, in which other parts of Byzantium 

experienced rather decline.  

The architectural development of Cherson is also the sign of its inhabitants´ self-confidence. 

While other cities of Byzantium were reduced in size and the only building activity concerned 

the defensible structures like walls, kastra or little houses built without any architectural plan, 

in Cherson magnificent basilicas were built. The archaeological excavations proved that the 

constructions of Cherson were carefully planned within the city. All this indicates that the 

Chersonites must have been confident that their city would remain untouched by any enemy 

and that they had enough resources to afford such elaborate buildings. Undoubtedly, given 

their contacts, the inhabitants of Cherson were getting news about the unstable situation in the 

Mediterranean; in spite of that they might have believed that the crisis would not arrive into 

their homeland. Nevertheless, the crisis came, but at that time, the basilicas of Cherson had 

been finished. They attested the strong position of Christian Church in Cherson. 

The crisis that Cherson experienced was not very similar to the one that hit the Mediterranean. 

At the end of the 7th century, Cherson was the advanced city where trade and crafts flourished. 

The transformation of the ancient city was finished; Cherson had turned into a medieval city. 

In the 8th century, Cherson experienced a decline, concerning in particular the trade. The 
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traditional trade connections with the eastern Mediterranean were interrupted, which was 

undoubtedly caused by the troubled situation of that region. The preserved contacts comprised 

Constantinople, the southern Pontos and other parts of Crimea and of the northern steppes (in 

particular the Crimean Goths and the Khazars). Since Cherson had to be supplied with food 

from the Byzantine Empire, the contact with the cities of the southern Pontos was never 

interrupted, as was not the connection with Constantinople. Among the most important items 

that evidence this connection, the seal of the archon of the Blattion and the head 

kommerkiarios belongs. It comes from the period of 739-751. Since the archon of the Blattion 

was responsible for the production and sale of dyes (in particular purple) and also for the 

production of high quality (dyed) fabrics, mostly silk, this seal might evidence the trade with 

silk with the northernmost part of the Empire or beyond. Silk was a very important item in the 

Byzantine diplomacy and if it was intended as a gift to an ally guarding the northern border 

(the Khazar khagan?), the obvious and most suitable way how to get to the north led through 

Cherson.  

Thus, Cherson served as the Byzantine northern border outpost and the last possible shelter 

before the world of the Barbarians. The self-confidence gained in the course of time was not 

forgotten even when the Byzantine Empire was in troubles. Cherson, separated from the 

Capital by the sea, could have considered itself as a distant territory, therefore deserving 

certain level of autonomy. The autonomous tendencies of Cherson were attested in the 

sources several times, which is a bit confusing. Cherson was revolting against the Byzantine 

Empire, although being dependent on the regular food-supply from it. On the other hand, the 

Byzantine Empire desperately needed to retain Cherson within its realm; this notion of the 

indispensability could have been another source of the self-assurance of the Cherson’s 

inhabitants.  

To retain the influence on the Crimean territory, the Byzantine Empire made the agreement 

about the status of this area with the locally far more powerful Khazars. Cherson then 

received the status of condominium, which meant that both Empires profited from the income 

derivable from the trade. For Cherson, however, the other presumed condition of the 

condominium agreement might have been more important: no army was allowed to be present 

in Crimea. The vicinity of Cherson was presumably peaceful most of the time, which meant 

that favourable conditions for trade also with the inland were preserved. Also this situation 

was weird: on the one hand, according to the written sources, the inhabitants of Cherson 

remained hidden behind the city walls because of their fear of the Barbarians, on the other 
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hand, the Barbarians were their allies who protected the trade routes. It is more probable that 

the Chersonites were on friendly terms with the Khazars most of the time and they lived in a 

mutual symbiosis. The inhabitants of Cherson were even not afraid to ask the Khazar khagan 

for military help, when they were being attacked by the Byzantine army of Justinian II in 711.  

Despite the condominium, the administration of Cherson was most probably left in the hands 

of the Byzantines. Given the evidence of seals, Cherson became an archontia, led at first by a 

kyros, then by an archon. These representatives were appointed by the Emperor but chosen 

from the members of the Cherson’s nobility; in that way, the Chersonites made efforts to be 

governed by the local government instead of the imperial one. Nonetheless, Byzantium tried 

hard not to allow Cherson to get loosened from the Byzantine administration. This situation is 

indicated by the finds of seals, belonging both to the representatives of the local 

administration and the imperial government. The tendency towards autonomy is felt here 

again; this never-dying trend seems to be the evergreen of the history of Cherson. 

In 840s, a thema was established in Crimea. Its creation was caused on the one hand by the 

appearance of the new Nomadic tribes (the Magyars, the Pechenegs and also the Rus´) in the 

territory of the northern Pontic steppes, on the other hand by the personal experience with the 

administration of Cherson, made by the imperial official Petronas Kamateros. Moreover, the 

political situation of the Byzantine Empire was much more stabilized by now and the 

Emperor had time and resources to take care of his northern outpost. Thus, the condominium 

came to its end and the thema was created instead. At that time, the power of the Khazars 

began to wane slowly, as they were troubled by the other Nomadic tribes mentioned above. 

For the inhabitants of Cherson, the main difference between the condominium and the thema 

lied in the fact that they were governed by the strategos, who was not a member of the 

Cherson’s nobility but an imperial official sent from Constantinople together with the 

imperial military forces. Even such measures did not prevent Cherson from revolting. 

In the second half of the 9th century and in the 10th century, Cherson reestablished its 

prosperity in all respects. Its workshops were producing its goods, its political importance of 

the northernmost outpost watching the movements of the peoples passing over the northern 

Black Sea steppes might have even increased with the appearance of the Pechenegs and the 

Rus’. Cherson also regained its importance as trade centre and the meeting point of the 

merchants of various origins.  
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Hard times of Cherson came at the end of the 10th or at the beginning of the 11th century. The 

archaeological excavations attested a destruction layer in a large area of the city coming from 

this period. Cherson was apparently struck by a catastrophe that caused its partial collapse 

though it is not fully clear what kind of disaster it could have been. Since the end of the 10th 

century was the time when the Byzantine Empire was solving its inner policy issues with the 

help of Vladimir, the Prince of the Kievan Rus´, the destruction layer of Cherson could be 

connected with the well-known action of Vladimir. Reportedly, Vladimir conquered Cherson 

either to make the Byzantine Emperor keep his promise regarding the Vladimir´s marriage to 

the Byzantine princess or to fulfill the part of the treaty, which stated that in the case of a 

rebellion of Cherson against Byzantium, the ruler of the Rus´ would intervene.  

In any case, a disaster hit Cherson, which however did not mean its devastation. The 

archaeological excavations revealed that the city buildings were reconstructed during the 11th 

and first half of the 12th centuries and the city life continued. This revival was most likely 

possible thanks to the economic strength of Cherson; at that time, the city earned money 

mainly by exporting the salt. The fish industry, although slowly declining, was still working 

in the 11th century. Nonetheless, the days of the greatest glory were already over.  

From antiquity, Cherson profited in particular from its location at the border between the 

Roman and Barbarian worlds and developed naturally into the trade centre. Business and 

trade played the main role in the economy of Cherson, while farming could have not been 

maintained and lost its significance – this was also the consequence of the location, leading to 

the loss of the self-sufficiency regarding basic foodstuff. The importance of the city for the 

policy of the Empire however forced the central government to supply Cherson with food. 

Thus, it seems that primarily the location was the main cause of the successful developments 

of Cherson during the centuries, together with the abilities of the Chersonites to make the 

maximum profit from the conditions they were living in. Although they had to live in 

uncertain times, the Chersonites always had not only enough strength to survive, but even 

enough self-consciousness to develop their city in any possible way. Today, we can only 

admire the advanced level of life of medieval Cherson.  
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Fig. 1 Geomorfological map of Crimea 

 

Fig. 2 Satellite map of the Herakleian Peninsula; the arrow indicates the location of 

Cherson. 
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Fig. 3 The Byzantine Empire in the Sixth Century 

 

 

 

Fig. 4 Byzantine Empire by 650. 
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Fig. 5 The defensive walls of Cherson 

 

Fig. 6 The “Double gate“ 
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Fig. 7 The citadel of Cherson 

 

Fig. 8 The plan of Cherson 
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Fig. 9 The theater, on the right the church walls are visible 

 

Fig. 10 The house with the winery 
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Fig. 11 The plan of the most significant basilicas and churches of Cherson. 
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Fig. 12 The Uvarovskaja basilica complex 
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Fig. 13 Map of cisterns of Cherson, divided (where known): 
 
according to period of their use                      according to the period of building 

 
till the 6th c. – green                                                 5th-7th c. – yellow 
till the turn of the 7th c. – red                                   9th-10th c. – pink 
till the mid-7th c. – vinaceous 
till the 8th-10th c. – orange 
till the 9th-10th c. – blue 
 
The red square indicates the location of the “Fishmonger´s House“. 
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Fig. 14 Examples of the salting vats 
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Fig. 15 Examples of the Fish amphoras – Zeest 75 Similis and Fish Table Amphora 54 

 

Fig. 16 The map of the Khazar khaganate 
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Fig. 17 

The seal of Stephanos, patrikios and kommerkiarios of Abydos´ apotheke, 659-668 

 

 

Fig. 18 Seals of kommerkiarioi, on which the imprint of the burlap is visible. All the 

seals bear the name of Theodoros, 632 – 638, 638 – 641 and 659 – 663 
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Fig. 19 The Black Sea cities 
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Abstract 

  The main topic of the thesis is the city of Cherson, which has been under excavation mainly 

by Russian or Ukrainian researchers for more than 180 years. Due to a difficult political 

situation, the area was not accessible to other scholars till 1993. Therefore, most of the books 

or articles were published in Russian and have not been widely spread among western 

researchers. 

The first two chapters of the dissertation deal with the sources and the history of research. The 

main body of the dissertation is divided into three parts: (chapter 3) From the end of the 

Roman times till the early Middle Ages (5th – mid-7th centuries), (chapter 4) The Dark Ages 

(mid-7th – mid-9th centuries), (chapter 5) The new era of prosperity (mid-9th – end of the 10th 

century).  

The third chapter is devoted to the time when the era of Antiquity was slowly coming to its 

end and the development proceeded to the Middle Ages, in this case to the early Byzantine 

period. The fish industry and fish processing will be discussed because these activities which 

had begun here in the Roman times continued in the Byzantine period, too. Afterwards, the 

beginnings and spread of Christianity are debated. Furthermore, the beginnings of Christianity 

in Cherson are described, likewise the building activities, which resulted in transformation of 

the ancient city into the medieval one. Moreover, the importance of the relationship with the 

northern neighbours is emphasised. 

The fourth chapter deals with the “Dark Ages”, i.e. the period from the second half of the 7th 

to the mid-9th centuries. The turn of the 6th and 7th centuries was the time of prosperity for 

Cherson; nevertheless, in the second half of the 7th century Arab tribes appeared in the 

Mediterranean and with their arrival a decline in the whole Empire began; the most striking 

was the decline of the towns. Also the religious situation was not stable: iconoclasm was 

declared by the emperor Leo III in the first quarter of the 8th century. Opponents of the new 

regime were persecuted and often exiled. In this case, Cherson was used as one of the refuges. 

Not only iconodoules came there: the Pope Martin was relegated here in the second half of the 

7th century as well as the overthrown emperor Justinian II at the turn of the 7th and 8th 

centuries. The second chapter describes continuity in the fish industry and trade and changes 

in the trade contacts after the mid-7th century. Furthermore, architectonical development and 

its causes are discussed, likewise the very important relationship with the Khazars. 
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The fifth part of the dissertation is focused on the political relations with the northern 

neghbours of the Byzantine Empire, in particular the Rus´. Furthermore, the issues, which 

were dealt with in the previuos parts are discussed, e.g the trade, crafts, industry and 

development of Cherson at that time  
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Abstrakt 

Hlavním tématem disertační práce je město Cherson Pontský. Město je archeologicky 

zkoumáno již více než 180 let, a to zejména ruskými a ukrajinskými badateli, kvůli politické 

situaci nedávných let byla oblast jiným badatelům nepřístupná. Většina publikací byla tedy 

vydávána v ruštině a nebyly příliš rozšířené mezi západními badateli. 

První dvě kapitoly disertace jsou věnovány pramenům a dějinám bádání. Hlavní část práce je 

členěna chronologicky do tří velkých celků: (kapitola 3) od konce doby římské do období 

raného středověku (6.-pol. 7. stol.), (kapitola 4) temné období (pol. 7.-pol. 9. stol.), (kapitola 

5) nové období prosperity (pol. 9.stol.-konec 10. stol.).  

Třetí kapitola je věnována době, kdy pomalu končilo období antiky a vývoj směřoval k době 

raného středověku, v tomto případě k období raně byzantskému. Pozornost je věnována 

rybolovu a zpracování ryb, tyto činnosti zde byly provozovány ve velkém měřítku i 

v byzantské době. Dále jsou popsány počátky křesťanství v Chersonu a stavební aktivity, 

jejichž výsledkem byla přeměna města z antického ve středověké. Důraz je kladen i na 

popsání vztahů se severními sousedy. 

Čtvrtá kapitola se zabývá obdobím tzv. temného věku, tj. době od poloviny 7. do poloviny 9. 

století.  

Po polovině 7. století se v oblasti Středomoří objevily arabské kmeny, s jejichž příchodem je 

spojen úpadek celé říše, který se projevil krizí městského života. Ani náboženské poměry 

v říši nebyly stabilní, v první čtvrtině 8. století byl císařem Leonem III. vyhlášen 

ikonoklasmus. Odpůrci ikonoklasmu byli pronásledováni a často se uchylovali do exilu, 

v tomto případě byl Cherson jedním z útočišť, a to nejen odpůrců ikonoklasmu; po polovině 

7. století sem byl poslán do vyhnanství papež Martin, na přelomu 7. a 8. století i svržený císař 

Justinián II. Ve druhé kapitole je popsána kontinuita výroby a obchodu s rybí pastou 

v Chersonu a změny v obchodních kontaktech po polovině 7. století, dále architektonický 

rozvoj města a jeho příčiny. Významnou roli hrály v této době zahraniční vztahy s Chazary. 

Pátá část disertační práce je věnována zejména zahraničně politickým vztahům se severními 

sousedy Byzantské říše, zejména s Rusy, ale i problémům, které byly řešeny již v předchozích 

kapitolách, tzn. obchodu, řemeslům a vývoji Chersonu v období „po krizi“.  


