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THE 12TH-CENTURY PHYSICAL LANDSCAPE AND CLIMATE OF
BULGARIA: THE CASE OF GREGORIOS ANTIOCHOS*

KALLIOPI N. MAVROMMATI/ATHENS

Since 1018, the Bulgarian region was subjected to direct Byzantine rule for more
than a century and a half. Although this period was punctuated by a series of futile
rebellions, Bulgaria remained under Byzantine control until 1185, when a new and

eventually successful revolutionary response to the imposition of heavy special taxes

led to the formation of the “Second Bulgarian Empire™.

Until then, the Bulgarian thema (Gépa)z was valuable as a geopolitical stronghold
and a safe intermediate zone between the Byzantine capital and its northern frontier’.

* Acknowledgment: This research is co-financed by the European Union (European Social Fund
— ESF) and Greck national funds through the Operational Program “Education and Lifelong
Learning” of the National Strategic Reference Framework (NSRF). Research Funding Pro-
gram: “Heracleitus IL Investing in knowledge society through the European Social Fund”

After Basil’s IT death in 1034 taxes were steadily increased and had now to be paid in cash rath-
er than in kind. A predatory financial policy provoked the Slavs of the Balkans to break out in
many unsuccessful rebellions (1040/41, 1072/73, 1078). As a reference for these events, see
A. CHRISTOFILOPOULOU, Bulavrivij Iropin B2 (867-1081), Thessalonike 1997, 201-201,
204-206; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier A political study of the Northern Bal-
kans 900-1204, Cambridge 2000, 130-138, 140—143. For the 1186 revolt, see R. GUILLAND,
Byzance et les Balkans sous le régne d’Isaac IT Ange (1185-1195), in Actes du XIIéme Congreés
International d’Etudes Byzantines Ochride 10~16 Septembre 1961 2, Belgrade 1964, 126-127;
R. L. WoLF, The “Second Bulgarian Empire” Its Origin and History to 1204, Speculum 24
(1949) 180 (=IDEM, Studies in the Latin Empire of Constantinople (Variorum Reprints),
London 1976, III). For the Byzantine administrative practices in the area, indicatively see L.
BoziLov, L’ administration Byzantine en Bulgarie (1018-1186): Le cas de Paristrion — Para-
dounavon (Paradounavis), in Boldvzio xar Boddyapor (1018—1185) (Efvixé Topupa Epevvav/
Awebvy Zopméoie 18). Athens 2008, 91-97.

The Bulgarian thema refers to the administrative unit founded in 1018 and included Sirmium
(Mitrovica) and the western region of the Paristrion thema. Byzantine scholars of the 11th and
12th centuries account “Bulgaria” or “Moesia” as the region of the Bulgarian thema includ-
ing the area north of the Hemus range (the Balkan Mountains/Stara Planina). As a reference
for these issues, see H. J. KUHN, Die byzantinische Armee im 10. und 11. Jabrhundert Studien
zur Organisation der Tagmata (Byzantinische Geschichtsschreiber 2), Bienna 1991, 223-2238,
233-234. For the new meaning of the term thema from the middle of the 11th century on, see
M. GREGORIOU-IOANNIDOU, Tapasxusf xar wtaédey Tov deuatixod Seauot. Zvufori oty ekéhily
THG QLOLXNTINIfG X2 THG TTPATIWTINIG OPYAVWTHG TOY Bvlavriov and tov 100 ar. x.c., Thessalonike

1985, 95.

The empire was able to maintain control over the major arteries of communication via the vital
agricultural lowlands of the Thracian plain near the Byzantine capital. On the significance of
Thrace as an agricultural region, see J. T. TEALL, The Grain Supply of the Byzantine Empire
330-1025, DOP 13 (1959) 87-139; cf. P. MAGDALINO, The Grain Supply of Constantinople
ninth—twelfth centuries, in Constantinople and its Hinterland Papers from the Twenty-Seventh
Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies Oxford April 1993, Oxford 1995, 36.
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Furthermore, this province provided the advantage of exercising immediate action
against northern foes and to any developments in neighbouring countries that where
against Byzantium’s interests. Consequently, this province was vital to the emperor
Manuel I Komnenos (1 143-1180), eager to restore authority over lost territories in
the Balkan peninsula, in his plans to assume geopolitical control on the area.

With a view to annexing Byzantium’s territory over Dalmatia and Sirmium in the
Adriatic coast and enhance the sphere of influence over Hungary and Serbia, Manuel
I led his troops victoriously against the Hungarian kingdom and the rebellious Serbs
from the early 1150s. Furthermore, he interfered drastically in Hungary’s dynastic
conflict since 1162, proposing Béla, a man faithful to his command and hence edu-
cated and trained in the byzantine court. Eventually, the sudden death of Stephen IIT
of Hungary in March 1172 resulted in favour of Manuel, who seized the opportu-
nity to promote the accession of Béla. His enthronement was made in peace with the
presence of byzantine officials, who accompanied him from Constantinople.

At the same time on the Serbian front, the byzantine emperor issued his final
military campaign to uphold the imperial interests over the proven to be unfaithful
to the byzantine throne leaders. Finally, the Grand Zupan of Rascia Desa (Stephen
Nemanja) was defeated in 1172* Manuel’s triumphal victory in Serbia and regaining
Dalmatia from Hungary allowed Byzantium to maintain a major political role in the
Balkan region for a few more years.

While these events evolved in 1172, a Byzantine scholar, who held the titles of
imperial secretary (Bacihkds ypapuoatéas), then judge of the velum (xprrig to0 Brjhov)
and ultimately megas droungarios (uéyog dpovyydprog — since 1196), Gregorios Antio-
chos (ca.1135-ca.1200)° found himself in the Bulgarian region as a member of an
army sent to tag recent developments on the Hungarian and/or Serbian border; an
action linked with the aforementioned efforts of emperor Manuel I Komnenos.

During this trip to Bulgaria, Antiochos sent two letters® to his teacher Eustathios
Kataphloron (ca.1115-ca.1195), master of rhetors (paiotwp tév pyrépwv) in Con-

* On these issues, sce P. MAGDALINO, The Empire of Manuel I Komnenos, 11431180, Cam-
bridge 1993 (repr. 2002), 78-83; A. CHRISTOPHILOPOULOU, BZ/ZxVTzwy' Ioropie I’1 1081-
1204, Athens 2001, 134-135. For the Hungarian and Serbian relations with Byzantium dur-
ing the reign of Alexius I (1081-1118) and John II Komnenos (1118-1143), sce EADEM, 39—
40, 144; M. ANGOLD, The Byzantine Empire, 1025-1204, A Political history, London—-New
York 1984, 136-149, 150-160; P. STEPHENSON, Manuel I Comnenus, the Hungarian crown
and the “feudal subjection” of Hungary 1162-1167, BS/57/1 (1996) 33-59; IDEM, Manuel
I Comnenus and Geza II: A Revised Context and Chronology for Hungaro-Byzantine Rela-
tions 1148-1155, BS/55/2 (1994) 251-277.

5> TFor his life and career, see J. DARROUZES, Notice sur Grégoire Antiochos (11602 1196). REB
19 (1961) 61-83 [=IpEM, Littérature et Histoire des Textes Byzantins (Variorum), London
1972, VII]; M. LoUKAKTI, Grégoire Antiochos E[oge du Patriarche Basile Kamatéros (Byzantina
Sorbonensia 13), Paris 1996, 3-28.

Antiochos, Ep. 1, ed. J. DARROUZES, Deux Lettres de Grégoire Antiochos Ecrites de Bulgarie
vers 1173, BS/23 (1962) text 278-280; Antiochos, Ep. 2, ed. IDEM, BS/ 24 (1963) 65-73.
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stantinople at the time and, since 1175, Metropolitan of Thessalonica. Both of them
depict the life of a devoted scholar as a member of a marching army, a contradictive
to his nature assignment, and present environmental data for the region. The author-
ity with which Antiochos was appointed in this trip cannot be clarified. He may be
associated with the byzantine officials assigned for the enthronement of Béla III in
Hungary in 1172, mentioned by Joannes Cinnamos and Nicetas Choniates’.

Antiochos’s first letter was sent from Serdica (Sofia) and the other from an un-
specified area a few days journey from this city, probably on the way to Naissos (Nis),
the capital of the Bulgarian thema. It was written during the summertime of 1172 or
most likely the following year, since he mentions fruit of late summer and winter har-
vest, which indicates that he should have been in the area at least for a half a year®.

The final destination of the Byzantine army cannot be clarified. It is likely that it
headed to Serbia and/or Hungary, coming from Constantinople via the main road
across the Thracian plain, known as the Imperial road (Pacixy) 684c). This was the
most important trans-Balkan artery, which traversed the Thracian plain, connecting
Constantinople with Adrianople (Edirne), Phillippopolis (Plovdiv), Serdica (Sofia)
and, onwards to the north-west, with Naissos (Ni§) and Singidunum (Belgrade), to-
wards the heart of Europe’. After reaching Serdica the army marched to the north-
west, following the recent political developments of the time, presented shortly
above.

All information concerning the climate is derived from Antiochos’s first letter, al-
though not entirely preserved, which relates the environmental characteristics of the

7 Joannis Cinnamos, Epitome, ed. A. MEINEKE (CSHB), Bonn 1836, 286.20-287.1; Nicetas
Choniates, Historia, ed. J. vaN DIETEN (CFHB 11/1), Berlin 1975, 170.7. On his commen-
tary, J. DARROUZES, (Antiochos, Ep. 1, 276-277) assumes that he was entrusted with judicial
responsibilities, similar to his duties in the byzantine court. For Antiochos’s relationship with
Eustathios, see SIDERAS, Der unedierte, 155-158.

Antiochos, Ep. 2, 16-20; cf. the commentary of DARROUZES in Antiochos, Ep. 1, 277-278;
281, no. 5.

The Imperial road (Bacihn 636¢ or, for the Romans, the Via Militaris) with north-west/
south-cast direction, through the course of Hevros (Maritsa) river connected many cities in
the Thracian plain. For the Imperial road, see A. AVRAMEA, Land and Sea Communications
Fourth-Fifteenth centuries, in The Economic History of Byzantium: from the Seventh to the Fif-
teenth Century 1, Washington D.C. 2002, 65-66; C. ASDRACHA, La Région des Rhodopes aux
Xllle et XIVe Siccles: Etude de Géographie Historique, Athen 1976, 30-34; P. SousTaL, 7h-
rakien (Thrake, Rodopé und Haimimontos) (TIB 6), Wien 1991, 57-58; D. OBOLENSKY, The
Byzantine Commonwealth, Eastern Europe, 5001453, London 1971, 17; K. BELKE, Roads
and Travel in Macedonia and Trace in the Middle and Late Byzantine Period, in Travel in the
Byzantine World, Papers from the Thirty-Fourth Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, Bir-
mingham, April 2000 (Society for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies 10), Birmingham 2002,
74 no. 3, 87-90; M. NYSTAZOPOULOU-PELEKIDOU, To Odixé Afktvo ¢ Xepoovioov Tov
Alpov xau 1 Znpacio Tov kot Tovg Mégovg Xpévoug (Tevucég Emonpdvoeig xon pétaay Epev-
vag), in Apduor xew Kéufor ty¢ Badxaviss ané tyy Apyeustyre oyy Evaia Evpamy, Ipaxtixd,
Aptororédero Havemotiuo Ocoondovixys, Thessalonike 1988, 157-158 (=EADEM, Bvldvrio xau
Zdfor — ENdtde s Bedxdvia (60¢—200¢ au. ), Athens 2001, no. 3, 53-54).
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upper Thracian plain. Antiochos complained that the climate is considerably cold',
seasons are not distinguished one from the other, which was regarded as “season’s
abnormal phenomenon™. Cold temperatures are generally prevailing, with glacial
cold, foggy mornings and frequent rainfalls during the day, even at summertime'?.
Serdica is generally portrayed as a dyschemeri (Svayelpepn) region and is surrounded
by what Antiochos interpreted as a barren land, because he could see neither trees,
orchards and vineyards nor even songbirds". “A country with no trees and gardens
and a field of utter destruction,” he writes distinctively to Eustathios'.

These climatic characteristics are considered responsible for the lack of harvest
and for what seemed to him as an infertile land. Antiochos complains that the provi-
sions were scarce and shifted from distant parts of the region to meet the needs of
the army and as a result they were bad and spoiled. The poor quality of the fruit pro-
voked the rhetorical power of the byzantine scholar, who varied ironical, facetious
comments for the value of apples, pears, grapes and figs on both letters.

The fruit was soft, ripped and rotten, the apples mellowed and wrinkled, the
pears bruised, as if they exercised pangration in the baskets, the figs were dried and
squeezed, losing any ‘sense of balance] and grapes resulted in single berries and
pressed almost in a must'.

Antiochos continued with derogatory and sarcastic comments on the nutritional
quality of bread. Usually it was scarce but, if found, rocklike and, with no other alter-
native, they had to act “like pelicans” and avoid chewing. Despite that, it was musty,
kneaded with inferior quality cereals, full of ashes, worthy of the dead and, in broad

10" Antiochos, Ep. 1, 11-14:"Ev 7e yitp dicperioy 76 morp” (v Oépet kpopds évtadBa ol v ol -
YUMe, kol yew@vog TO Yo dvtucpug Taptapos. O 8 dmép kedahiic aijp el cuvvedi (... ).

" Antiochos, Ep. 1, 7-11: (...) kel pdhoto 1o mept adtiy (Thy Bovkyaplay) Tig dpag dvedpohov,
g 2owkéval ToUTo Pévoy T olkovuévng wépog p olkeloBou Bépel kol peTommpew Kol Eopt, Pdve pev
0DV YEWGVL T| TIKPOTEPY P@V Kol dXyervoTépy.

Antiochos, Ep. 1, 16-24: Al 8% vedéhat, moldxig Tijg uépag elg TokeTodg D8dTwY Priyvipeveal
(...) xév el hdby mott daveion pododdicTulog fes, adTika udia, Toig Sp@aty damep dlovodon Tijg
Béag (... ), emeolpato védn yrTwyiov Tolg SaxTilolg kol wédaot dapéeat ypda kahdy Exohvyato.
For the same issue, see above no. 10, 11.

13 Antiochos, Ep. 1,28-31;52-59.

Antiochos, Ep. 1, 59-60: Adevdpog yap # ywpa kel dxnmog kel wediov povovovyl, koerd TV
mpodrtny, ddaviouod. Cf. Ep. 2, 21-25: undt toig &xdvpots fuiv daveigay dyabiy Eevaydy (Thy
Boukyapiory), aXhé Todvavtiov kel té mavTey Swbepévyy olktpdrata, «ddaviouod wediovs (... ).
Antiochos, Ep. 1, 39-50: Ei 8 atod mov kol dmdpeutg evtiyne, bg éx @V méag fmelpwy dnéon
Kol etlypohartoug elg THY y@pay dmdyovaw of dmwptduevor (... ) Té pike OF putidey Eha kol g
Topét Seapwtyplots yeynpaxdta tailg mpoug kol Tolg dopuols. ( ... ) Todg dmlovs, dTexvids TayKkpa-
TIoTéG T TpdS &MMhovg cuykpotoe T torkdtag StywvicnaBou (. . . ) e odka, Eyyvg ioyddug kal
g mpdg TV avuabeloay poaxpay ddormopiay hiydoavte, (... ) Tods Bétpuas, Tég pdyag ioyvodg
Kol drep Mot kot modey Telhpévoug (... ). Ep. 2, 37-68: (... ) pire owcvde Nuiv veddpemrog elg
xetpag adtxto (... ) (Wijhov) &md Tijg éveyrodomg xwpag kikhjoketou ( ... ) obte 88 olxov 7} péay,
GpTidpeni kol TebTL Kok veapd: (... ).
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terms, unfit for consumption'®.

As for the wine, it was also insuflicient, spoiled, sour, cloudy and difhicult to
digest'’; while the baked, salted or smoked fish, which Archbishop of Bulgaria at
Ochrid, Theophylact (1088/92-1108), used to send in generous quantities as an ex-
quisite delicacy, a gift along with his letters'®, seemed to Antiochos rather rotten®.

He is quite surprised that fish was not appreciated by the locals®, mostly de-
scribed as impoverished pastorals*, who valued cheese and dairy instead, for which
Antiochos focuses not in their quality this time, but in the enormous quantities and
their cheap price?. He distinctively mentions that he couldn’t even concentrate, due
to the continuous bleat of sheep and cattle or the grunts of piglets®; a comment

16 Antiochos, Ep. 1, 63-65. Ep. 2, 26-33; 85-131.

17" Antiochos, Ep. 1, 65-67. Ep. 2, 33-36; 132-145. Local wines and bread are often criticised
in Byzantine Correspondence. Indicatively see the comments of the Metropolitan of Athens,
Michael Choniates, concerning the awful flavour of the wine and the inferior quality of the
bread he tasted in Athens at the end of 12th century. See Michael Choniates, ed. F. KoLovou,
Michael Choniates Epistulac (CFHB 41), Berolini et Novi Eboraci 2001, Ep. 19.14-19; Ep.
8.16-17. For the wine, cf. M. Choniates’s poem Zheano: S. LAMPROS, Miyaifd Axourvdzov Tov
Xevidrov e Swldueva B', Athens 1880 (repr. 1968), 378. 92.

18 For Theophylacts” similar letters, see ed. P. GAULTIER, Théoplylacte dAchrida, Discours, Trai-
tés, Poésies (CFHB 16/1), Thessalonike 1980, 166-173, 388-393, 520-521, 550-551; cf. M.
MULLETT, Theophylact of Ochrid: Reading the Letters of a Byzantine Archbishop, Birmingham
1997,297,298, 321, 335, 340-341.

19" Antiochos, Ep. 1, 67-68.

20 Antiochos (see below no. 22) is very surprised, ignoring that this is a usual practice for people
of mountainous areas. This comment reveals the great appreciation Byzantines had for fish
and thus portrays a cultural comparison with the food practices in the Mediterranean littoral.
Non consuming fish, despite its availability, is rather surprising to the Byzantine scholars. In
the beginning of the 13th century, the Metropolitan of Athens, Michael Choniates, is amazed
by the fact that the inhabitants of Kea, in the Cyclades islands, do not eat fish and complain
that they rely on meat and cheese instead, as if they were highlanders. Michael Choniates, ed.
F. Korovou, Michael Choniates, Epistulae, 115. 66—68; 77-80. For the appreciation of fish
by the Byzantines, indicatively sece A. HARVEY, Economic Expansion in the Byzantine Empire,
900-1200, Cambridge 1989, 170-171.

! Antiochos, Ep. 1, 25-28; 77-80.

> Antiochos, Ep. 1, 71-76: Kai — & 8 yelpiotov, 611 pawhétatov — ixBvwy mhelovog éxtipdton 4

Botg, T Tév TeTpaddwy &dpdTaTov- ToiTo pdvov ebwvov kouilery oidev & Témog Ehovg pEv yavhods
kol k1o UPio TARPY ydAaxTog dodedopéve. Spayudv, Shovg Te Tapaodg Tupod TARBovTag dpTiTe-
yolg kel oarhebovTog dooapiny Twwpévous kel AemTdv KepudTwy kol Bokdv, xvaBpdvtag kel
ToUTOUG kel oA TQ Ypdiaw AvTolvTag Tod mpocdepopévov T alabnow.
# Antiochos, Ep. 1, 60-62: K& 16 mote ovvelpovt Méyov dveivai ot Séot 10 odg, &vBev pev By
mpoPdTwy mapevoxhel, éxelev O wikaouds aty@v xal Bodv étépwbey pubxnuea kel &AoBev Sedddrwy
¢k godeol ypuhaouds. Living in the countryside was generally considered very diminishing
for the life of Byzantine scholars. A similar note was made in 1229 by the Metropolitan of
Naupaktos and Arta, Ioannes Apocaucos, in a letter addressed to the Archbishop of Bulgaria,
Demetrios Chomatianos. Apocaucos was persecuted from the Bishopric and had to remain



100 Kalliopi N. Mavrommati

which illustrates a striking image of the countries abundant livestock production.
These extensive figures presented here (especially of expensive animals, such as cattle)
indicate the region’s economic and agricultural potential and would imply that the
local markets were able to sustain a satisfactory, if not extensive, trade*.

However, it’s evident that these letters represent the widely known and variably
expressed disappointment or frustration of the élite scholars of Constantinople, for
any area outside the cultural environment of the capital, even for Byzantium’s main
provinces®. Consequently, these comments should be regarded as a notable example
of a comparative presentation of the cultural differences of the two countries, pre-
sented with an emphasis towards the superiority of the Byzantines along with nos-
talgia for the capital. In the case of Gregorios Antiochos these feelings are reinforced
with dislike either for his involuntary and misfortunate expatriation® or even prej-

in the countryside of Aitoloakarnania in south-eastern Greece. He complains that he had to
live among animals, forgetting his own name hearing their constant and loud outcries. See Io-
annes Apocaucos, ed. I. DELIMARIS, Anavre lwdvvov Amoxasxov, Naupaktos 2000, 158; (ed.
A. KERAMEUS, Zvpfol] g ™y Iotoplav ¢ apyemoxonic Axpidos, in Recueil de Mémoires
en Uhonneur de lacadémicien B. J. Lamanskij 1, S. Petersburg 1907, 247-248). Cf. K. LAM-
BROPOULOS, Jwdvyys Andxavios XvuBoli oty Epevva tov Biov xat Tov Zvyypapixod Epyov Tov,
(IGTopmég Movoypadies 6), Athens 1988, 203.

Bulgaria had a satisfactory, if not surplus, agricultural and livestock production and had been
trading with Byzantium and its capital. The army, marching in their own territory, was obvi-
ously being supplied from local markets along the Imperial road. For the army’s supply, see J.
HaLpoN, Feeding the army: Food and transport in Byzantium ca.600-1100, in Feast, Fast
or Famine, Food and Drink in Byzantium (Byzantina Australiaensia 15), Brisbane 2005, 85;
IDEM, Warfare State and Society in the Byzantine World, 565-1204, UK-USA 1999, 167. For
Bulgaria’s agriculture and livestock production, see D. ANGELOV, Die bulgarischen Linder
und das bulgarische Volk inden Grenzen des byzantinischen Reiches in IX.—XII. Jahrhundert
(1018-1185) (Sozial-6konomische Verhiltnisse), in Proceedings of the XIIIth International
Congress of Byzantine Studies, Oxford 5—10 September 1966, London—-New York-Toronto
1967, 163-164. For the significance of cattle in an agricultural community, indicatively see
A. E. LA10U, Peasant Society in the Late Byzantine Empire: a Social and Demographic Study,
Princeton — New Jersey 1977, 59-60; 161-162; 254-255.

All comments mentioned above are made as a part of the presentation of Antiochos’s life “in
exile”. These letters have the same characteristic style with many others sent either from foreign
lands or Byzantium’s main provinces. Scholars often complain about being sent away from the
capital, the promise land (T0y T émayyeheg y7v) as pointed by Antiochos himself (Ep. 2, 397)
and away from their beloved friends. They often mention the deterioration of their lives or
the intellectual, cultural and economic poverty of their sees for many reasons (indicatively, see
above no. 17, 20, 23). For these issues, see M. E. MULLET, In Peril on the Sea: Travel Genres
and the Unexpected, in Travel in the Byzantine World, Aldershot 2002, 259-284 (=EADEM,
Letters, Literacy and Literature in Byzantium (Variorum Collected Studies), Ashgate 2007,
X1IV); EADEM, Originality in the Byzantine Letter: The case of Exile, in Originality in Byzan-
tine Literature Art and Music, Oxford 1995, 39-58 [=EADEM, Letters, Literacy and Literature,
IV]; cf. MAGDALINO, Manuel, 135-136; IDEM, Literary Perception of Everyday Life in Byz-
antium: Some General Considerations, BS/47 (1987) 28-38, for Antiochos’s case 30-31.

26 A. KAZHDAN-S. FRANKLIN (Studies on Byzantine Literature of the Eleventh and Tuwelfth Cen-

24

25
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udice for the Bulgarians”, but most of all because of the condition of the country
rather than the hardships of his life abroad.

Nevertheless, the extent to which these environmental observations hold reli-
ability is yet to be revealed. Denuded from Antiochos’s offensive personal criticism,
these comments about the landscape and climate are, in fact, quite realistic. What the
byzantine scholar interpreted as lagging intermediate seasons, with the winter as the
only one prevailing, is indeed what the general climate of the upper Thracian plain
and the mountainous outskirts of Serdica would seem to a Mediterranean resident.

Bulgaria is located at the boundary between the Continental and Mediterranean
climate, representing a transitional zone in the Thracian plain. Moving onwards to
the north-west from the coastline, in the upper part of the plain, the climate is tran-
sitional-Continental and the influence of the Mediterranean climate in the district
is too weak®®. Typical of this region is dry, hot summers and considerably mild win-

turies, Cambridge 1984, 223) attribute Antiochos’s complaints about the deterioration of his
life to a series of involuntary choices he had to make on his attempt to elevate in the imperial
administration. Quite rightly Kazhdan points out that “his whole life, like most of his writ-
ings, stands as a monument to compromise and conformity”. C. GALATARIOTOU [ Travel and
Perception in Byzantium, DOP 47 (1993) 240] takes this matter further and has presented an
interesting psychological approach on Antiochos through these two letters. She claims that
he was “projecting on the external world his own internal desolation and despair” and thus
the factual reality of his writings is rather limited. Despite all, in this paper we will attempt to
prove that his reports are much more realistic than they seem.

7 For the perception of Bulgarians in Byzantine sources, see A. KOLIA-DERMITZAKI, H Eicévo

Twv Bovkydpwv ket Tng Xepag tovg otig Bulavtivég TTnyéc Tov 11ov kan 1200 oudhver, in Buldvrio
xou Bothyepor (1018-1185) (Efvicd Topupe Epevverv/Aevy Zvpméow 18), Athens 2008, 59—
89; E. PAPAGIANNI, Ot Bodkyapot aig ematorés Tov Oeodvddrrtov Axpidag, in Ilpaxtixd I’
Hevedyviov Ioropixod Zvvedpiov (Mdiog 1989), Thessalonike 1989, 59-72; cf. M. MULLETT,
Byzantium and the Slavs: The view of Theophylact of Ochrid, I'CY LJCBII 6 [87] (1994) 55~
70. For the perception of Byzantines about foreigners in 12th century, see A. La1ou, The For-
eigner and the Stranger in 12th century Byzantium: Means of Propitiation and Acculturation,
in Fremde der Gesellschaft Historische und sozialwissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zur Differen-
zierung von Normalitit und Fremdbeit, Frankfurt 1991, 71-97; Strangers to Themselves: the
Byzantine Oursider (Society for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies 8), Aldershot-Burlington
2000.

The Hemus range (the Balkan Mountains/Stara Planina) run across the Bulgarian land and
act as a natural barrier between the two climatic zones. This mountain range forms a physical
boundary of the air masses from the north, while the Rila-Rhodope Mountains in the southern
part of the region are the northernmost point of the Mediterranean climate. The intermediate
zone created between the two mountain ranges, the Thracian plain, which extends to the east
towards the Black Sea and south-east to the Sea of Marmara, is formed by the two climatic sites.
In the southern parts and near the coastline, in the lower Thracian plain, the climate is Medi-
terranean whereas gradually becoming Continental through the upper part and in hinterland.
It is worth noting that the northern limit of the olive tree is in the central Thracian plain. Cf.
ASDRACHA, Rhodopes, 18; SOUSTAL, Thrakien, 57-58; OBOLENSKY, Commonwealth, 6-8;
cf. M. FE HENDY, Studies in the Byzantine Monetary Economy c. 300—1450, Cambridge 1985,
21-25.

28
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ters, which could occasionally become severe, on increasing altitudes or due to the
proximity to the mountains. Frequent rainfalls, morning fogs and mists and intense
temperature variations as night falls are a result of the predominating cold air masses
from the mountains; phenomena pronounced considerably during summertime.

As for the image of the landscape, it can be certain that Antiochos describes
what he saw along the Imperial road towards Serdica, through the upper Thracian
plain: open expanses of lowland alternating with low hills, slight slopes and moun-
tain country, cut by the river gorge of Hevros (Maritsa) and its tributary streams. The
higher parts of the mountain slopes in the Hemus and the Rila-Rhodope range are
usually covered by coniferous trees. The contemporary landscape alongside the Hev-
ros river (and, subsequently, the Imperial road, which follows its course through the
Thracian plain) is formed by the low hills of the Sredna Gora range, which are mainly
weathered, often cleared of tree cover, therefore extensively eroded and used mainly
for livestock.

Sredna Gora, which runs in parallel to the south of the Balkan Mountains and
along the course of Hevros river, are a series of lower mountain ranges dissected by
individual valleys. To the south-west, they are bounded with Rila-Rhodope Moun-
tains. At this point, the Imperial Road, following the course of Hevros to the north-
west, leaves behind the open expanses of the upper Thracian plain, crosses a narrow
and mountainous pass, the defile called Sukeis (a fortress known as Trajan’s Gate or
claustra Sancti Basilii), to meet an upland, oval basin in which Serdica lies”. Thus,
the landscape, if not the climate, of this particular area could be unsuitable for cul-
tivating or even hosting migratory songbirds, such as the nightingales and swallows
he mentions; surely a colourful and vivid anamnesis of Constantinople’s beautiful
surroundings.

According to the Byzantine envoy, the state of the rivers of Bulgaria is described
as “muddy swamps”, seemingly suitable only for the breeding of frogs and leeches.
The lakes and rivers of Bulgaria are referred to as “filthy and full of clay”, however it is
noteworthy that the soils of the riverside and valley of Hevros are, indeed, heavy and
covered with alluvial meadows with a high content of organic material, such as clay
and humus (the type of “dark-black earth”). In wintertime, due to intensive water
flow, these soils are poorly drained and result in swamps. In summertime, they gradu-

¥ For the landscape in these areas, see: AVRAMEA, Land and Sea, 65; OBOLENSKY, Common-
wealth, 20-21; ASDRACHA, Rhodopes, 3—18; SOUSTAL, Thrakien, 52-55. For detailed phys-
icogeographical analysis of the landscape, based on modern and palacobotanical data, see
R. DENNELL, Early Farming in South Bulgaria from the VI to the III Millennia B.C. (British
Archaeological Reports/ Supplementary 45), Great Britain 1978, 76-80; B. I. GAYDARSKA,
Landscape, Material Culture and Society in Prehistoric South East Bulgaria, (British Archaeo-
logical Reports 1618), Great Britain 2007, 43-54; T. Porova, Plant Environment of Man
between 6000 and 2000 B.C. in Bulgaria (British Archacological Reports 2064), Great Britain
2010, 51. These three studies include an extensive presentation of the country’s climatic, geo-
logical and physical characteristics and, therefore, are quoted in this paper, even though they
are focused in pre-historic settlements in the region.
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ally dry up and crack open, due to the extensive water evaporation, a typical result of
the opposition of the two climatic zones. In these areas water usually forms flooded
terraces covered with swamp vegetation, which were seen and recorded by the Byzan-
tine scholar along the way to Serdica as lakes full of vorvoros *.

In the second letter, written some time after the first, Antiochos continues in
similar style, mentioning the same aspects of the aforementioned “depressing” nutri-
tional diet, which he had to bear. Moreover, in this letter there is an interesting and
sharp description of the landscape, which may suggest an attempt to define more ac-
curately the area represented.

The byzantine envoy complained that he had to endure continuous mountain
interchanges and valleys switching to ravines and canyons. Human presence was lim-
ited to a few villages built in the steep mountain slopes. The land was covered with
low vegetation, probably a scrub land, and seemed unproductive®. Furthermore, he
records acute water shortage in some places, which led to water being transported
from other areas to supply the marching army®.

Leaving Serdica and heading to the north-west, the traveler leaves behind the up-
land basin in which Serdica lies, and then the mountainous element becomes strong-
er and after three elevated narrow mountain-passes, he is met by the course of the
Nisava river. The appearance of the landscape until then is as before: weathered in
the lower altitudes and hills, covered with low vegetation, whereas forested towards
the mountain peaks of the big massifs of mount Vitosha and the Rila-Rhodope, seen
from afar. Reaching the wider hinterland of Naissos, along the course of Nisava, the
landscape becomes gradually densely wooded, quite different from the one presented

3 Antiochos, Ep. 1, 68-71: Eigt 8% ko hpviv xal motaudv veadi] BopBSpov mhpy ol tedte kol
Dadn ol ydlew molobvTa Tov mpoadepéuevov. In these places there are no lakes. Antiochos had
probably in mind the lakes of the south-western part of the region near Ochrid. Its worth not-
ing that in the upper Thracian plain there is a unique natural feature of the land forming hills
of mud, which modern scientists refer to as ‘mud-volcanoes’ The present day landscape along
these areas and generally the valley of Hevros river has been altered due to the mining activities
of the large energy complex situated in the area, the Maritsa-Iztok. For a detailed analysis on
these issues, see POPOVA, Plant Environment, 52-53; GAYDARSKA, Landscape, 43-54.

31 Antiochos, Ep. 2, 213-127: kavtetbev Kal tpotyetvoic ywplolg éumepimatoduey kol 4mokpiuvolg

(...); 220-231: Kai dg &mt mehdyovg doTatodpey, dlhote 84Xy petaokvoduevor kal donuépot
petadepbpevol kol ob udvov & txatépwbev Tiig Tpiouévng 680D mENdyous diky xupalivovta TV-
podépa 1) xopToddpe M TepapeiBovtes, 4N kol Tolg xaté TémOVG VoD KOpUGOUREVOLG Speat
Kol Bovvoig Kol Tarts elg Bdbog dpnuévang kothdat xal yapddpatg kol dépoyéry, boa kol kduaoty &
vt vedéag petemplopévols kel ad mdAw &g adTig afvooovg yaopatovpévors (.. . ).
3% Antiochos, Ep. 2, 146-162: Eiol ydp Tveg TV ywp@vy o0y ye Tf] Aowmfj od@v dxapmia Te ol
QumpdryTt odtw kel SuoTvyAoaca Aenfudpely, tg undeud T Tapdmay SotkeloBut dreli xal T mo-
Wdtyov Apyog amoxpimrew eig avikpdtnra. (. . . ) Obev otte adtéyBov attois dmofAilel 16 Udwp
Kol 1Baryevig kol &yywplov 4md yvnaiey $reBav, otte 8Xhobev ket Eévov xal v, i’ Moo
utv loyov tég exBoliis kaxelBev mpditwg dvamddov, abTol Ot mopodedov Kol TapeTIdNUODY Kol
ETOIKOY ETEPYOUEVOV Kol TO OIKEIOV VéHLoL TOVTOLG KIYPGY Kol dawveilov ei¢ XGPW 0VueVODY EvToKa.
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in this letter®.

In the second text Antiochos is supposed to have outlined an area a few miles to
the north-west of Serdica towards Naissos. Therefore, it should be considered as a
valid indication of Antiochos’s whereabouts, when he states that he is being “around
Serdica” (mepl iy Zapduciy)* when he writes this letter.

Nevertheless, from another point of view, these observations could refer to a wid-
er area, from of the upper Thracian plain described above until this north-western
suburbia of Serdica. Hence, the second letter may illustrate a broader description of
the Bulgarian land and not necessarily reveal the exact location that was written. Al-
beit, these details would still be accurate, and would explain his reports about the
water shortage in these areas during the summer. The surface water in the climati-
cally transitional area aforementioned reaches its minimum flow in August, due to
extensive evaporation, and consequently some places could, indeed, experience water
inadequacy®.

The region between Singidunum (Belgrade) and Serdica, through Naissos, has
been mentioned in the texts of the First (1096), the Second (1147) and the Third
(1189/90) Crusade. This zone is referred to as deserted, probably due to the enor-
mous and troublesome crusade march or even for political purposes to discourage in-
truders*. Odo of Deuil, who is the most descriptive, accounted dense and extensive
forests and places suitable for vineyards and cereal crops, for which it was commented
that they could be watered from nearby streams®. Obviously, this is a quite different

33 This densely wooded area is suggested by the twelfth century Byzantine toponymic Dendra.
HENDY, Studies, 38; cf. STEPHENSON, Balkan Frontier, 267. For the image of the landscape,
see OBOLENSKY, Commonwealth, 19-20.

3 For Antiochos’s reference, see above no. 8.

35 GAYDARSKA, Landscape, 57.

3¢ MAGDALINO (Manuel, 134—136) assumes that the events of the 1150s in the Balkan front

could result in “maintaining a deep intermediate zone between the Danube and the Mediter-
ranean littoral for at least the northern part” to discourage invaders. He suggested that the
second letter depicts these conditions and concludes that “it is unlikely that this zone extended
any further south than Ni§” probably estimating that the second letter was written around this
area, which was depicted in the Crusader texts (for their references, see below no. 37). Cf.
HENDY, Studies. 38. Based on Antiochos’s report and the points made here, maybe this zone
should include at least the southern wider suburbia of Ni§ and could even extend further to the
south.

37 Odo of Deuil, De profectione Ludovici VII in Orientem, ed. V. G. BERRY (Records of Civili-
zation: Sources and Studies 42), New York 1948, 30-32: (...) led de illa superest, ut ita
dixerim, pratum est nemorosum vel nemus pabulosum (...) Non plana iacet, nec montibus
asperatur; sed inter colles vineis et segetibus habiles rivis et fontibus lucidissimis irrigatur. Car-
et fluviis; cf. William of Tyre, Willelmi Tyrensis Chronicon, ed. R. B. C. HuyGeNs (Corpus
Christianorum Continuatio Medievalis 63—-63A), Turnhout 1986, 166; E. A. BABCOCK-A.
C. KREY, 4 History of Deeds Beyond the Sea 1, New York 1943, 100. For the conditions ac-
counted by the Crusaders in these areas, also see Albert of Aachen, Historia lerosolimitana,
ed. S. B. EDGINGTON (Oxford medieval texts), Oxford 2007, 10-11, 26-27; for the Anony-
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description from the one Antiochos presents.

It seems that the two reports present the contradictive elements of the physical
structure of the landscape between Serdica and Naissos mentioned above. The Cru-
saders, marching on the same road and the same season as Antiochos, although from
Singidunum (Belgrade) to the south-east, recorded the dense forest cover of these
areas. Antiochos, following the opposite direction, to the north-west, witnessed the
stripped of forest and mountainous surrounding landscape of Serdica before meeting
the wooded plains of Naissos. Conversely and as already mentioned, it is possible
that the generic depiction of the landscape in Antiochos’s letter involves an extensive
area to and from the upland basin of Serdica, which could also support a hypothesis
that the second letter may have been written on the way back to Constantinople.

In any case, we should keep in mind that this second letter is quite extensive (a
little less than 400 lines) and could not have been written at once under the condi-
tions of a marching army and the preoccupations the author had during the journey.
So Antiochos could have, more or less, intended to give to Eustathios the general
idea of what is referred to as Bulgarian land, more eager to show his way of living and
demonstrate his rhetorical skills, rather than write an actual travelogue.

It’s a wonder that in the second letter he starts reviewing the fruit, the bread and
the wine and, shortly thereafter, returns to the same issues, using bigger and more
elaborate rhetorical schemes. It seems that the letter was written partially, if not at
once, during a camp or in a more civilized environment®. The text structure creates
the impression that after finding a more convenient place and time, Antiochos de-
cided a more caustic return on the same issues. Besides, he mentioned that he could
not get involved with his scholarly activities during the campaign and was about to
go mad dealing all day with the stubborn horses and mules of the army®.

As for his comments about the nutritional aspects of “the malicious diet™,
which he had to tolerate, in all likelihood have nothing to do with the prosperity of
the land. These soils in the Bulgarian region are considered very fertile, though quite
thick to cultivate by hand and for this reason they probably used cattle. Cereals, oat
and barley can be produced adequately in the area described, especially in the valleys
and upland basins, where the earth is more stable than in the river beds. Further-

mus called Ansbert, Historia de expeditione Friderici Imperatoris, ed. G. A. Loup (Monumenta
Germaniae Historica), 27-71; cf. G. A. LouD, The Crusade of Frederick Barbarossa. The His-
tory of the Expedition of the Emperor Frederick and Related Texts (Crusade Texts in Translation
19), Ashgate 2010, 65. On the political events during this period, see C. TYERMAN, God's
War: A New History of the Crusades, London 2006, 97-98, 317-18, 422-423; F. DUNCALF,
The First Crusade: Clermont to Constantinople, in A bistory of the Crusades 1, Philadelphia
1955, 259, 261-261, 484; E. N. JoHNsON, The Crusades of Frederick Barbarossa and Henry
VL, in A history of the Crusades 2, Philadelphia 1962, 94-95.

Cf. the commentary of DARROUZES in Antiochos, Ep. 2,75, no. 3.

% Antiochos, Ep. 2, 226-227. For his life during the campaign, see Antiochos, Ep. 2, 163-205;
235-395.

40 Antiochos, Ep. 1, 63-65: Té ye wipv woyBnpdv tijg dietitng xopdy oyethwTepov.

38
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more, the climate and the rich in organic material land can produce apples, pears,
grapes and figs of excellent quality.

However, it is quite possible that the poor condition of the food provisions could
have been caused by a number of reasons; as in the case of fruit, the quality of such
products is compromised when exposed and transferred by pack animals through
rather difhicult mountainous passes. Apart from that, it may be have been a circum-
stantial occurrence, suggestive of a recent physical catastrophe, or may even illustrate
the lack of extensive trade of some agricultural products, as an after effect of the po-
litical, fiscal or military circumstances of the past*.

Even so, these comments reveal a certain bias for the Bulgarians and their coun-
try, which is reflected in extensive rhetorical comparisons on the nutritional facts
and cultural practises of the two countries. After all, the Bulgarian land has been con-
sidered fertile and with products renowned for their quality in Byzantium®; a fact
which Antiochos himself seems not to ignore and was willing to state, even in an
ironic tone, by using an expression of a certain proverbial meaning when mentioning
“the goods of Serdica” (t& wpaia Tig Zapducii), which fall pray to the cold and the

excessive ice of these lands®.

To sum up, despite a rather critical review, Antiochos illustrates a true picture of the
environmental and climate data of the region at the time of his visit. The Byzantine
scholar describes the climatic characteristics of the transitional zone formed in the

41 Kor1a-DermITzAKT (H Etcédve towv Bovkydpwy, 84, 86-87) very reasonably suggests that the
11th century revolts, the raids of the Petsenegs on the 11th and Cumans on the 12th century,
the march of three Crusades from the region as well as the continuous recruitment of the byz-
antine army with Bulgarians probably diminished the agricultural quality and potentiality of
these lands. On the other hand, A. P. KAzHDAN-A. W. EpSTEIN, (Change in Byzantine cul-
ture in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries, Berkeley 1985, 31-32) suggest that the Bulgarian
towns in the 11th and 12th centuries generally “prospered under byzantine rule” and despite
the raids of steppe tribes. In any case, a few years later these conditions probably changed or
became clear. In 1218, the Metropolitan of Naupaktos and Arta, Ioannes Apocaucos, wrote to
the chartophylax (yoeproddrat) Georgios Vardanes, who had refused the proposal to become
bishop of Vonitsa. This letter highlights the advantages and disadvantages of the Bulgarian
dioceses of Ochrid. Vardanes preferred to remain in the diocese of Grevena, because the dio-
ceses of Ochrid were not inhabited purely by Greek-speaking populations. Apocaucos believes
that the Bulgarian bishoprics benefit in financial annuity and geographical position, although
lacking in ethnic homogeneity and linguistic unity, and advises him to accept the offer. See
Ioannes Apocaucos, ed. DELIMARTS, A7avze, 109; [ed. J. VasILJEVSKT], Epirotica saeculi XIII,
V'3 (1896) 251-252]: (...) xatd Te Tpooddovg katd Te Tomucdg Béaelg kol Hymholoyoluever
ol peyelBuevan (... ). Cf. LAMBROPOULOS, A7dxavxos, 188—189; MAGDALINO, Manuel,
132-136.

4 Indicatively, see above no. 3, 18, 24.

# Antiochos, Ep. 1, 51-52: Obte xatédaye T dpein T7ig Sapduciig o mip dhoyilov, ig Aéyog, 4R

6 avtiBeTov Yiyos kel Tod kpupod T woAl. CE Ep. 2, 17: (... ) (mept Thy Zapduciv) yiy éxelviy
Bovkydpwy adynue (... ); 78-79: Euélhopev 8¢ dpa pepviioeaBou yig fxeivne kol 6w éxeibey
KoAGY kol YV pokdpwy ob T Tot Bovkydpwy Tadtny petapabel.



The 12th-century physical landscape and climate of Bulgaria 107

upper Thracian plain: low barometric temperatures during winter, when the Con-
tinental climate dominates, wet and dry conditions during summer, generally un-
known to the Mediterranean climate, when the contrasts of the two climate zones
are becoming more intense.

Antiochos describes elements of certain areas of the Bulgarian countryside: the
lack of forest cover and the erosion of the lower altitudes; the water shortage of some
areas, due to extensive evaporation during summer; the alluvial meadow type of soils
by the river of Hevros along the Imperial road; all resulting from the characteristics
of the transitional climatic zone in the area, as experienced by a Mediterranean coast-
line inhabitant.

Moreover, these writings include exaggerations and are subjected to philological
genres, along with other texts of scholars, who were expatriated for a while and feel
quite uneasy, to say the least. These letters, beyond the eloquent expressions and the
apparent convergence towards some standard rhetorical patterns, are based on real
incidents, for which, under careful examination, the extent of subjectivity and sar-
casm cannot really affect the actual circumstances.

Regardless, in this case, Antiochos’s exaggerations are mostly concentrating on
the diet and the food products, illustrating a picture of minimum agriculture poten-
tial and maximum livestock production. The latter can be an undoubtful character-
istic of a mountainous country, whereas the former seems to be contradictive to the
environmental nature of this area as well as the historical data from other sources.

Above all, these writings express Antiochoss personal perceptions and critical
comments filtered by his involuntary alienation from the scholarly environment of
the capital®. Among extensive rhetorical schemes often implying a comparison to
Constantinople, he reviews critically the climate, the landscape, the agricultural po-
tential and the local population of an otherwise hostile land. Although the strained
relations and latent antipathies between Byzantines and Bulgarians emerge through
Antiochos’s account, these letters present valuable and considerably reliable informa-
tion about the climate and the geophysical image of the Bulgarian countryside in the
late 12th century.

4 Antiochos, Ep. 1,2-7: émokévwaig. Ep. 2, 21-25: éxdnpia; 296: dmodnuia.



