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THE EVOLUTION OF SLAVIC SOCIETY

AND THE SLAVIC INVASIONS IN GREECE

The First Major Slavic Attack on Thessaloniki, A.D. 597

1fN A SCHOLARLY GATHERING which has as its purpose the centennial celebration
II of the .American School of Classical Studies the topic of my communication is appro­
priate by virtue of the fact that the excavators who have carried on the investigations of
the Athenian Agora, ancient Corinth, and Kenchreai have also turned their attention to
the fates of these sites in the 6th and 7th centuries after Christ, the period of the Slavic
migrations and settlements in the Balkan peninsula. The appearance of new peoples and
the transformation of the religious life of these areas are among the most crucial factors
in the evolution of early mediaeval Greek culture.! The fate of mediaeval Greece at this
juncture in history is, accordingly, closely intertwined with the dynamics of Byzantium's
internal evolution, which profoundly altered urban and rural life,2 ~nd with the Avaro­
Slavic invasions, which deracinated much of Byzantine society in the north and central
Balkans and which also had important effects within the Greek peninsula.3

1H. A. Thompson and R. E. Wycherley, The Athenian Agora, XIY, The Agora 0.[Athens, Princeton 1972.
H. A. Thompson, "Athenian Twilight 267-600 A.D." iRS 49,1959, pp. 11-72.
J. Travlos, "XptO'TtaVtKat 'AfJijvat," E>P'Y/O'KEVTtK7] Kat i}fJtK7] EYKVKA.01T'atOEta, Athens 1962, pp. 709-768;

"'AfJijvat," aOJ,t7] , pp. 159-200; Pictorial Dictionary 0.[ Athens, New York 1971; lloA.EoooJ,ttK7] E~EA.'Y/~t~

TWV 'AfJ'Y/vwv, Athens 1969, pp. 125-162.
A. Frantz, "Paganism to Christianity in the Temples of Athens," Dumbarton Oaks Papers 19, 1965, pp.

187-207.
R. Scranton, Corinth, XYI, Mediaeval Architecture in the Central Area 0.[ Corinth, Princeton 1957.
C. Morgan, Corinth, XI, The Byzantine Pottery, Princeton 1942.
G. Davidson, "The Avar Invasion of Corinth," Hesperia 6, 1937, pp. 227-239; Corinth, XII, The Minor Ob­

jects, Princeton 1952, pp. 5-6, 199, 266-267.
R. Hohlfelder, Kenchreai, Eastern Port 0.[ Corinth, III, The Coins, Leiden 1978, p. 4; "Barbarian Invasions

into Central Greece in the Sixth Century of the Christian Era. More Evidence from Corinthia," Eastern
European Quarterly 9, 1975, pp. 251-258.
2Most seminal on the fate of the forms of late ancient life in the Balkans are the works of Y. Yelkov,

Cities in Thrace and Dacia in Late Antiquity (Studies-Materials), Amsterdam 1977; "Die antike und die mit­
telalterliche Stadt im Ostbalkan Om Licht der neuesten Forschungen)" (Die Stadt in SUdosteuropa. Struk­
tur und Geschichte), SiJdosteuropa iahrbuch 7, 1968, pp. 23-24; "Das Schicksal der antiken SHidte in den
OstbalkanHindern," Wissenschq[tliche Zeitschri[t der Humbolt-Universitet, Berlin (Gesellschaft- und sprachwis­
senschaftliche Reihe) 12, 1963, fasc. 7/8, pp. 839-843; "Die Stadt und das Dorf in SUdosteuropa. Die
Antike," Actes du II e congres international des etudes du sud-est europeen, II, Histoire , Athens 1972, pp.
147-165; "Les campagnes et la population rurale en Thrace en lye-VIe s.," Byzantino-Bulgarica 1, 1962,
pp. 31-66. Of particular interest is his examination of the transformation of late ancient urban life, the
siphoning off of municipal income by the central government and the corresponding stagnation which it
produced in the more customary manifestations of ancient urban life.

3The literature on the Avars and Slavs and their invasions and settlements in the Balkans is vast, and I
only indicate here some basic guides to the subject:
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The problem of the Slavs in Greece remains an extraordinarily comp~ex one be­
cause of the nature of the sources. By and large the written sources for the late 6th and
7th centuries are unsatisfactory for the question of the Slavs in Greece inasmuch as
these sources concentrate on events outside Greece, are few in number, and some of
them were written at a later period.4 The archaeological evidence is considerable,
though the results of excavations at Greek sites have been somewhat disappointing, up
until the late 1950's and early 1960's, inasmuch as specific material evidence of the
presence of the Slavs was largely absent, went unidentified, or was of a negative type.5

A Slavic archaeology proper in Greece came into being with the identification of materi­
al items and practices specifically identifiable as Slavic, to wit, a Slavic pottery, the so­
called Prague type, and a Slavic type of burial, featuring the cremation of the dead. The
delay in the incorporation of a Slavic component in archaeological investigations and in
the use of appropriate techniques, applied to excavations carried out in Greece, was due
in part to the late development of a general Slavic archaeology.

H. Ditten, ~~Zur Bedeutung der Einwanderung der Slawen," in Byzanz im 7. lahrhundert. Untersuchungen zur
Herausbildung des Feudalismus, F. Winkelmann, H. Kopstein, H. Ditten, I. Rochow, edd., Berlin 1978,
pp. 73-160.

S. Vryonis, ~I(TTopia TWV BaA.KavLKwv A.awv. llapaoo(TEt~, Athens 1979.
M. W. Weithmann, Die slavische Bevolkerung au.f der griechischen Halbinsel. Ein Beitrag zur historischen Ethno­

graphie Siidosteuropas, Munich 1978.
P. Charanis, "On the Demography of Mediaeval Greece: A Problem Solved," Balkan Studies 20, 1979, pp.

193-218. .
Vryonis, "Recent Scholarship on Continuity and Discontinuity of Culture: Classical Greeks, Byzantines,

Modern Greeks," The 'Past' in Mediaeval and Modern Greek Culture, Malibu 1978 (on the contro­
versies surrounding the theory of Fallmereyer), pp. 237-256.

F. Barisic, "Proces slovenske kolonizacije istocnog Balkana," pp. 11-25, Simpozijum predslovenski etnicke
elementi na Balkanu u etnojenezi Juznih Slovena, A. Benac and B. Covic, edd., Sarajevo 1969.

B. Grafenauer, "Proces doseljavanja Slovena na zapadni Balkani u istocne Alpe," pp. 29-55, Ope cit.
V. Tapkova-Zaimova, Nasestviia i etniceski promeni na Balkania prez VI-VII v, Sofia 1966; "Sur quelques

aspects de la colonisation slave en Macedoine et en Grece," Etudes Balkaniques 1, 1964, pp. 111-124.
M. Com~a, "Slavii pe teritoriul R.P.R. in sec. VI-IX in lumina cercetarilor arheologice," Studii Si cercetari

de istorie veche, Bucuresti XX, i, 1959, pp. 65ff.
I. Nestor, "L'etablissement des Slaves en Roumanie a la lumiere de quelques decouvertes archeologiques

recentes," Dacia, n.s. 5, 1961, pp. 429-448.
On the Avars:
A. Avenarius, Die Avaren in Europa, Amsterdam 1974.
J. Kovacevic, Avarski Kaganat, Belgrade 1977.
D. Csallany, Archaologische Denkmaler der Awarenzeit in Milteleuropa; Schrtfttum und Fundorte, Budapest

1956.
A. Kollautz, Denkmaler byzantinischen Christentums aus der Awarenzeit der Donaulander,Amsterdam 1970.

4For a survey of the written sources and the relevant literature consult Weithmann, Ope cit., pp. 20-53.
5The matter of belt buckles and related metallic objects is a difficult one inasmuch as there is some

confusion as to whether these can be definitively identified with Slavs alone or rather with Germans or
with both. Weithmann and Werner assume that there is a clearly identifiable Slavic type (Weithmann, Ope
cit. [footnote 3 above], 239ff.; J. Werner, "Neues zur Frage der slawischen Bligelfibeln aus slidosteuro­
paischen Landern," Germania 38, 1960, pp. 114-120). For the older controversy over these items see D.
Pallas, "'ApxatoA.oytKa TEK/--t7Jpta T7j~ Ka(Jooov TWV {3ap{3apwv Ei~ T7]V ~EA.A.aoa," ~EA.A.l1vtKa 14, 1955, pp.
87-105.
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The basic identification of a Slavic pottery, the so-called Prague pottery, was estab­
lished systematically only in 1940 by the Czech archaeologist Borkovski.6 Though tenta­
tive identification of Avaric, or Slavic, or Avaro-Slavic remains had been made by
Soteriou at Nea Anchialos in 1929 and by Davidson (Weinberg) at Corinth in 1937,7
there was nothing certainly identifiable as Slavic until Yalouris uncovered the first major
Slavic cemetery in Greece at the time of the building of the new museum at Olympia.
The tombs contained the positive evidence of a Slavic presence, i.e., cremation of the
dead and a rough, hand-made pottery of the well-known Prague type.8 Inasmuch as the
graves were immediately above the latest Roman stratum, Yalouris dated the tombs to
the 6th century.9 Sit:lce then, the French excavations at Argos have uncovered some
fragments of Slavic pottery in the rubble of the bath house, the destruction of which
has been tentatively dated to 585/6,10 while a soldier's burial discovered in 1938 in the
colonnade of the South Stoa of ancient Corinth, .and long a mystery, was explained by
Yalouris on the basis of the Slavic vase found in the grave.11

Thus the beginnings of a new phase in the archaeology of the ~arly middle ages in
Greece has been established with the identification of specific Slavic objects and prac-

6T. Borkovski, Staroslavanska keramika ve st'fedni Evrope, Prague, 1940. Z. Hilczerowna, "Praski typ
ceramiki," Sfownik staroiytnosci sfowianskich 4, 1970, pp. 305-309. It has since made substantial progress:
Z: Vana, Einfuhrung in die Fruhgeschichte der Slaven, Neumunster 1970; W. Hensel, Die Slawen im fruhen
Milte/a/tar, ihre materielle Kultur, Berlin 1965; I. P. Rusanova, S/aviianskie drevnosti VI-VII vv, Moscow
1976.

The application of the methods and techniques of this Slavic archaeology is apparent now in the other
Balkan countries. Important in this respect is the identification of the earliest large Slav graveyard in Ru­
mania at Sarata Monteoru: I. Nestor, "La necropole slave d'epoque ancienne de Sarata Monteoru," Dacia,
n.s. 1, 1957, pp. 289-295. For Bulgaria, Z. Vuzharova, S/avjiani i Praby/gari pa danni na nekropolite ot VI-XI
vv na teritorijata By/garija, Sofia 1976. In Yugoslavia, V. Popovic, "La descente des Koutrigours, des Slaves,
et des Avares vers la mer Egee: Le temoinage de l'archeologie," CRAI, Paris 1978, pp. 596-648.

7See Weithmann, Ope cit. (footnote 3 above), passim.
8N. Yalouris, aeA.T 16, 1960, B' [1962], pp. 125-126; aeA.T 17, 1961/2, B' [1963], p. 106, and especially

pI. 117. BCH 84,1960, p. 720, and BCH 85,1961, p. 722.
9Nestor, the excavator of the largest of the early Slavic cemeteries, had on the basis of style dated the

pottery of the Olympic site to the 7th century (communicated to me by Popovic and so recorded in his
study cited above [footnote 6], p. 636, note 156). It would seem premature to date such pottery on the
basis of style. The well-known text from the Epitomator of Strabo, C. MUller (Geographi graeciminores II,
p. 583, §21), gives literary evidence for Olympia which complements Yalouris' finds.

t'OTt LaA.jUJJvev'), Oivoj.UXo') , lleA.ot/J Kat 0;' lleA.o7Ttoat Ev IItU11 KaTciJKovv, i1
vvv Btua KaA.etTat. Nvv oE ovoE ovop,& EUTt IItuaTwv Kat KavKwvwv Kat
IIvA.twv· a7TaVTa yap TaVTa LKv(Jat ve/-WVTat.

lOG. Daux, "Rapport sur les travaux de l'Ecole Francaise en Grece en 1976," BCH 101, 1977, p. 669.
A detailed study of this find by P. A. Yannopoulos has now appeared; see footnote 38 below. It is certainly
a crucial piece of archaeological evidence when one considers the contents of the Chronicle Qf Monemvasia.
Written between the 9th and 11 th centuries (806-1082/3), this states that the Avars invaded and held the
Peloponnese from the sixth year of the reign of Maurice until the fourth year of the reign of Nicephorus I,
from 587/8 to 804/5. P. Lemerle, "La chronique improprement dite de Monemvasie. Le contexte histor­
ique et legendaire," REByz 21, 1963, pp. 5-49. See Charanis, Ope cit. [footnote 3 above], for further
bibliography.

llG. D. Weinberg, "A Wandering Soldier's Grave in Corinth," Hesperia 43, 1974, p. 515.
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tices. Toponymy and linguistics are the two remaining branches of science which furnish
us with sources, additional to those forthcoming from texts and archaeology, in the
effort to elucidate the impact of the Slavic invasions on the society of mediaeval
Greece.12

Within this larger and complex historical problem I have chosen a key historical
event, the first major Slavic attack on the city of Thessaloniki, principally because the
dating of the event is still disputed. The date, set by some in 586 and by others in 597,
is in itself of some importance. The choice between the two alternatives arises from the
unique source which mentions it, the Miracula of St. Demetrius, patron saint of Thessa­
loniki.13 This portion of the Miracula was recorded by John, Archbishop of Thessalo­
niki, who was an eyewitness to the siege and who tells us that the pending arrival of the
Avaro-Slavic army was announced to the city's inhabitants on a Sunday, September 22,
in the reign of Maurice "of blessed memory." A reckoning has shown that September
22 in the reign of Maurice could have fallen on a Sunday only in 586 or in 597.14 The
event is important, however, for a second reason, inasmuch as it tells us something
about the evolution of SJavic society during the course of the 6th century and after a
considerable contact, albeit hostile, with Byzantine society. Let us turn to the Miracula
of St. Demetrius and examine what its author has to say about the first major Avaro­
Slavic attack on the city of Thessaloniki.

It is said that the chief of the Avars at that time desired something and that he sent ambassadors
to Maurice, of blessed memory, who held the scepter of the Romans at that time. As he failed to
obtain his petition arid was consumed by unbounded rage and unable to do anything to him who
had ignored him, he devised a manner by which especially he reckoned to afflict him greatly ....
Having ascertained that the metropolis of Thessaloniki, guarded by God, greatly surpassed every
city in Thrace and in all of Illyricum as to variety of wealth and as to distinguished, intelligent
and most Christian population; and to speak simply, knowing that the aforementioned metropolis
lies in the heart of the emperor because it shines forth through its virtues and knowing that if it
should suffer something unexpected, that he would afflict the crowned emperor no less than
would the slaughter of children; he therefore summoned to himself the entire beastly nation of

12M. Vasmer, "Die Slaven in Griechenland," Abhandlungen der Preussischen Akademie der Wissen­
scha.!ten, Jahrgang 1941 (Phil.-hist. Klasse) XII, Berlin 1941.

13The edition of the text used here is that of P. Lemerle, Les plus anciens recueils des miracles de Saint
Demetrius, I, Le Texte, Paris 1979. The older editions are those of A. Tougard, De l'histoire prQ(ane dans les
actes grecs des Bollandistes, Paris 1874, and that in vol. 116 of the Patrologia Graeca, Migne, ed., For its
historical importance and its composition, see Lemerle, "La composition et la chronologie des deux pre­
miers livres des Miracula S. Demetrii," BZ 46, 1953, pp. 349-361.

14 Barisic (op. cit. [footnote 3 above], pp. 22-23) has accepted 586 as the date of the first major Avaro­
Slavic attack on the city on the grounds that the Slavs continued southward and westward, after the failure
to take the city, and then invaded the Peloponnese, as is mentioned by the Chronicle of Monemvasia, in the
sixth year of the reign of Maurice, 587/8. In greater detail see his Chuda Dimitrija Solunskog kao istoriski
izvori, Belgrade 1953, pp. 56-64. M. Nystazopoulou, "LVf.,L{30A.7} Eis T7}lJ XPOlJoA.o'Y'YJUtlJ TWlJ 'A{3aptKWlJ Kat
LA.a{3tKWlJ ETrtOPO~lJ, ETrt MaVptKiov (582-602) (f.,LET' ETrtf.,LETPOV TrEpt TWlJ TrEpUtKWlJ TroA.E/oLWlJ)," LVf.,Lf.,LEtK­
Ta 2, 1970, p. 173, and Lemerle, "La composition ... ," p. 354, set the date at 597 on the basis of the
mention of the Thessalonian archbishop Eusebius. Since the latter is mentioned in the papal correspon­
dence between 597 and 603 there was a greater probability that the attack occurred in 597.
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the Sklavenoi, for the entire nation was subject to him, also adding to them certain other barbar­
ians, and ordered them all to march against Thessaloniki, guarded by God.

And this army was the largest, 0 beloved, which was seen in our times. Some thought them
to number more than 100,000 armed men, others thought fewer and others many more. As the
truth could not be established because of the multitude, the opinions were divided. We saw it to
be a new army of Xerxes, or that of the Ethiopians and Libyans which was formerly armed
against the Jews. We heard that rivers and springs were dried up when the enemy were en­
camped near by them, and all the earth through which they passed they rendered a plain of
desolation according to the prophet.15

Though one cannot rely on the numerical accuracy of such figures the entire narra­
tive leaves us to understand that it was a major military undertaking which faced the
Thessalonians. Aside from the figures quoted, the author relates that it was the largest
army seen in his times, and he gives a graphic description of the desolation which the
Avaro-Slavic army wreaked in its attempt to find provisions in the environs of the
city.16 Further, it was the first time that the city's inhabitants had seen the armies of the
barbarians.17 The inhabitants despaired of their salvation, for not only was the barbarian
army large but the numbers of the inhabitants of Thessaloniki had greatly diminished as
a result of the plague (which had lasted until the previous July); many of the Thessa­
lonians were outside the city's w~l1s tending their fields, and the army and officials were
for the most part away.18 Most frightful, however, was the sight of the numerous siege
machines which the invaders constructed on the fields in front of the city.19 The de­
scription of the poliorcetic weaponry among the Avaro-Slavs during this first siege is of
particular interest to our theme and I shall henceforth concentrate on this portion of the
Miracula. John relates that he was an eyewitness to the events and that he is relating
only those things which he himself actually saw.20 He gives a very detailed description
of the Avaro-Slavs and the siege.

15Saint Demetrius, p. 134. There had been another smaller attack on the city by 5,000 Slavs, which
probably preceded this major attack.

16Saint Demetrius, p. 148.
Kat TavTa /-Lf.V a-VVf.{3TJ yEVf.a-{}at Eie; Va-TEpOV. TOTE of. aVT-Yje; r,/-Lf.pae; f.A{}OVTWV aVTWv 1TEpt Ta

f.~W, a1TTJa-XOA-Y,{}TJa-a v a-vvayo VTEe; {3pWJLaTa Kat aiXJLaAwTove; Kat xp-y'JLaTa· Kat 1Ta/-L1TOAAOV
a-iTOV Kat aAAWV Kap1TWV V1T' aVTWV ATJ¢{}f.VTWV-a1TaVTa yap TOTE Ta YEWPYTJ{}f.VTa Kat 1TPOTf.­
pWV f.TWV a1TO{}ETa f.~W f.TvyxavOV-/-LOAte; aVTOlS T,ryV r,/-Lf.pav f.KEivTJv f.1T-y'pKEa-av Kat riI f.1TaV­
ptOV /-Lf.xpte; apia-Tov. METa O€ TavTa Tove; Kap1Tove; TWV Of.VOpWV Kat Tove; Op1TTJKae; Kat Tae; pi~ae;

aVTWV TE Kat Aaxavwv 1TaVTWV, EZTa T,ryV ii/-LEpov XAOTJV Kat Tae; aYPto{3Aaa-Tove; {3oTavae; Kat
Tove; KaAOV/-Lf.VOve; XAwpove; aKavae;, Kat aVTOV AOt1TOV TOV XOVV T-Yje; y-Yje; KaTEoapoat/Jav, Kat f.Tt
f.Ai/-LWTTOV, OVX V1TO/-LEvova-TJe; T-Yje; y-Yje; TO {3apoe; aVTWV, Ka{}we; yf.ypa1TTat.

17Saint Demetrius, p. 136.
Tov of. a¢aTov ¢o{3ov rii 1ToAEt TOTE 1TEptE1ToiTJa-E, Kat TO 1TpWTwe; iOEtv ¢aAayya {3ap{3aptK-y'v.
18Saint Demetrius, p. 137.
19They had done this after their initial attempt to storm the walls by the use of ladders had failed

(Saint Demetrius, p. 135), due to the intervention of the saint himself.
2°Saint Demetrius, pp. 151-152.
~'A of. aVTot/JEt KaTEtOOV Kat Tate; XEpa-tV f.t/JTJAa¢TJa-a KaTa TO avaTOAtKOV T-Yje; 1TOAEwe; /-Lf.poe; f.K
TE TWV 1TOAE/-Liwv YEYEVTJ/-Lf.Va Kat V1TO /-LOVOV {}EOV Otaa-KEOaa-{}f.VTa, Kat TaVTa /-LEptKWe; Kat

a-VVT/-LTJTtKWe; OtTJy-Y,a-OJLat ....



THE EVOLUTION OF SLAVIC SOCIETY

Then we heard noises from all around throughout the whole night. And on the following day,
they prepared siege machines, iron battering rams, catapults for throwing stones of enormous
size, and the so-called tortoises, onto which, along with the catapults, they placed dry skins,
again having devised so that they might not be harmed by fire or boiling pitch. They nailed
bloodied hides of newly slain oxen and camels onto these machines and they thus brought them
up near to the wall. From the third day, and thereafter, they hurled stones, or rather mountains
as they were in size, and the archers shot further, imitating the winter snowflakes, with the result
that no one on the wall was able to emerge without danger and thus to see something outside.
The tortoises were joined to the wall outside and without restraint were digging up the founda­
tions with levers and axheads. I think that these numbered more than one thousand.21

383

It is clear from the text that. the Avaro-Slavic army disposed of a formidable array of
EAE1TOAEt~, Kptoi, XEAWVat and 1TE'Tpof3oAOt, and John tells us that they would have
succeeded in battering down the walls had it not been for God and St. Demetrius who
intervened to destroy many of the machines.

We have already said that on the first day of the siege and on the second the enemies gathered
for themselves foodstuffs and that they prepared many various, frightful machines on the third
day and up to the seventh (for the most glorious martyr did not allow them to besiege the city
beyond this). All together they brought up to the walls everything, the siege machines, the
battering rams and the ballistrae and the ground-creeping tortoises with their digging. They first
prepared the armored ram against the so-called gate of Cassandra. As they saw on the gate,
suspended by the inhabitants of the city, some grappling hook of iron, short, unremarkable and
hanging like a child's hobgoblin, they were seized by fear, and despising the ram they withdrew
to their tents on the same day, having burned the ram and the others similar to it.

No,w did the military force of the city accomplish this or generally was it that of God, which
can frighten even the bold like children? Then with the hide-bearing tortoises going underneath,
like terrifying serpents, they attempted, as was said, to undermine the outer wall from its foun­
dations with axes and levers. This plan they would have accomplished if again the heavenly
shining providence had ~ot armed the hearts of the defenders with courage and enjoined them to
go out against the outside wall and to frighten those who had already dug up most of it. For
there was nothing to throw down on the enemy from above as the latter entered inside, as they
would be sheltered by the outside wall and would in no way be seen by those above.

Then armed men, few in number, of whom God had heightened the eagerness, went out
through the gate of which the so-called portcullis had become loose~ they then raised it and
merely by going up before the outer wall filled the enemy with amazement. The enemy, seized
by unspeakable fear, abandoned all those macl)ines situated before the outer wall for the purpose

21Saint Demetrius, pp. 148-149.
EiTa Kat t/Jo¢ove; KVKAO(JEV T,KOVO/-LEV Ot' oA'Y/e; VVKToe; Kat rfi erravptOv, KaTacrKEva~oVTWV aVTWV
f.AerrOAEte; Kat KptOVe; crto'Y/pove; Kat 1TETpo{3oAove; V1TEP/-LEYEfJEte;, Kat TOS KaAOV/-LEvae; XEAwvae;,
aaTtVae; crvv TOte; 1TETpo{3oAOte; OEppEcrtV E7TurKE1TacravTEe; ~'Y/pate;, /-LETa{3ovAEvcra/-LEVOt 1TaAtV Otl~

TO /-L7] V1TO 1Tvpoe; 711Ticrcr'Y/e; KaXAa~ovcr'Y/e; aOtKEtcr(Jat, OEppEte; vEocr¢aywv {3owv Kat Ka/-L-ryAWV
ilJLaY/-LEvae; f.Tt TOte; opyaVOte; EKEivote; Ev-ryAwcra v. Kat OVTW TavTa 1TA'Y/crio v TOV TEixove; 1Tpocra­
yovTEe;, a1To Ti]e; TpiT'Y/e; T,/-LEpae; Kat E1TEKEtVa f.{3aAAov At(JOte;, ~AAOV oe {3ovVOte; T4) /-LEyEfJEt
Tvyxavovcrt, Kat {3EAEcrt AOt1TOV oi TO~OTat aVTWV Vt¢aoae; /-LtJ,-WV/-LEVOte; XEt/-LEptVae;, we; /-L-ry TtVa
TWV EV T4) TEtXEt ovvacrfJat Kav 1TpOKvt/Jat aKtVOVvwe; Kat Tt TWV f.~W fJEacracr(Jat· aAAa Kat Tate;
XEAWVate; TqJ f.~W TEiXEt 1Tpocr¢vvTEe;, /-L0XAOte; Kat a~tvate; a/-LETpWe; 1TEptETtTpWV aVTOV Ta (JE/-LE­
Ata· r,crav yap aVTat TWV XtAtWV 1TAEiove; oiJLat T4) aptfJ~.
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of mining, and they fled, although those who had sallied out against them had in their hands
only spears and shields. Nor were columns hurled down, as you know, on the tortoises as they
had been covered with the hides of freshly slain oxen and camels, nor did they pour down boil­
ing pitch because the wetness of the hides made it impossible to do harm, neither could the
small. numbers of men, armed only by bows and spears ....22

According to the Miracula St. Demetrius had caused the Avaro-Slavs to abandon their
battering rams and then their tortoises, there remaining now only the ballistrae.

These were tetragonal and rested on broader bases, tapering to narrower extremities. Attached to
them were thick cylinders well clad in iron· at the ends, and there were nailed to them timbers
like beams from a large house. These timbers had the slings hung from the back side and from
the front strong ropes, by which, pulling down and releasing the sling, they propel the stones up
high and with a loud noise. And on being fired they sent up many great stones so that neither
earth nor human constructions could bear the impacts. They also covered those tetragonal ballis­
trae with boards on three sides only, so that those inside firing them might not be wounded with
arrows by those on the walls. And since one of these, with its boards, had been burned to a char
by a flaming arrow, they returned, carrying away the machines. On the following day they again
brought these ballistrae covered with freshly skinned hides and with the boards, and placing
them closer to the walls, shooting, they hurled mountains and hills against us. For what else
might one term these extremely large stones?23

Though the Avaro-Slavs ultimately failed to take the city, the danger had been great.
What is of particular interest is the ability of the Avaro-Slavs to build and equip them­
selves with siege machinery traditionally belonging to Byzantine military science and
tactics, that is, with 1,000 tortoises, an unspecified number of battering rams, and with
a comparatively large number of ballistrae (50 along the city's eastern walls). The text
is specific about the fact that these were built after the arrival of the barbarian army
before the walls of Thessaloniki and so were built by the barbarians themselves.

When did the Avaro-Slavs acquire the poliorcetic technology necessary for military
success against the fortified Byzantine cities? An examination of the earliest Byzantine

22Saint Demetrius, pp. 152-153.
23Saint Demetrius, p. 154. John writes:
'E7TEt Troia O"TEPPOTTJe:; av(Jpw7TivTJ OV KaTf.7TTTJXE Kat KaTEVEKpOVTO rii (Jf.f!. Tije:; 1fETP0{30AOV

xaAa~TJe:; f.KEiVTJe:; Kat TqJ aO"Tf.KTqJ poi~qJ Tije:; XEtp07TOt-Y,TOV {3povTije:; ....
The defenders devised a method of halting the fury and force of the missiles. They suspended, from the par­
apets and on thin rods, cloth curtains and mattresses (St. Demetrius, pp. 154-155). The attack was thwart­
ed, but the danger had been extreme. One missile, which actually struck the walls, demolished a substantial
part of them. There were some fifty of these catapults along the eastern walls of the city. Lemerle (Les plus
anciens recueils des Miracles de Saint Demetril-{s, 'II, Commentaire, Paris 1981, p. 54, note 65, 96ff.) has dis­
credited the section of John's account of the siege that deals with the siege weaponry, but he does not do so
with sufficient scholarly justification. Now the historical reliability of the Miracula in the first instance rests
on the fact that John is reporting what he himself had seen. This is the premise on which scholars, including
Lemerle himself, have evaluated and utilized his account as historical. In this section John states specifically
that he is going to report only that which he himself had seen, to wit, on the eastern walls. Further, his de­
tailed description of the petroboles is specific and detailed, hardly the product of rhetorical exercise or imagi­
nation. Finally, we know from Theophylactus Simocatta that the Avaro-Slavs acquired the knowledge of this
machinery only in 587 and began to take cities in the interim between 587 and 597 with siege machinery.
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te,xts that describe the Avaro-Slavs indicates that these latter possessed no advanced
siege, technology when they first appeared in the Balkans in the 6th century. OUf prima­
ry' written sources for the state of Slavic society in the 6th century are three: Procopius,
the so-called Strategicon of Maurice, and Theophylactus Simocatta. Specific studies ,have:,
shown that the pieces in Procopius and the Strategicon describing the early Slavic society
are not simply archaistic rhetorical exercises consisting largely of meaningless T01TOL

KOLvoi, but are actually accurate reflections of Slavic society at that point in time when
the Byzantines first came in contact with it.24 Theophylactus Simocatta is a rich source,
reliable, with· specific details, and tends to confirm the picture presented of early society
in both Procopius and the Strategicon. In fact, however, any discussion of early Slavic
society must begin with Procopius.

These barbarian nations, the Sklavenoi and Antae, are not ruled by one man, but live from of
old in "democracy" and because of this they always manage their profitable and difficult affairs in
common. Similarly, all other matters, so to speak, are common to each of them and were han­
dled according to custom by these same barbarians. They believe there is one god, that of light­
ning, creator of all~ they believe him to be sole lord, and they sacrifice oxen and all sacrifical
animals to him. They neither acknowledge fate nor" that it. has some decisive influence in human
affairs. WheneveL death is already close to' them, or they are, seized by illness, or they are ar­
rayed for battle, they promise, if they escal1e, to' make a sacrifice immediately in return for their
life. When they have escaped they sacrifice: that which they promised and think that the salvation
was purchased for them with this sacrifice'; Moreover they revere both rivers and nymphs and
some other daemons, and they sacrifice to all ~f them. They carry out their divinations in these
sacrifices. They dwell in pitiful huts, living far'" ftom one' another, changing frequently all, and
each severally, the location of habitation. Arrayed f0r battle the majority advance on foot against
the enemies, with small shields and javelins, nor do they in any way don corselets. Some have
neither a chiton nor a short cloak, but having put on only trousers up to and including the geni­
tals, they are thus arrayed for a clash with enemies. And there is, simply, one barbarian language
for each of the two nations.

They do not differ even in shape from one another. All are particularly tall and stout~ their
bodies and hair are neither very white nor blond nor are they very darl~, but all are ruddy. Just
as the Massagetae so they also have a harsh and careless way of life, and just as the Massagetae,
they are full of filth. They are rarely knavish or base, even maintaining the Hunnic characteristic
of simplicity. In past times the Sklavenoi and Antae had one name. In former times they called
both Sporoi because, I think, they inhabit the land scattered about sporadically. Thus they have
much land. They inhabit the greater part of the other bank of the Ister. And as regards this
people it is thus.25

Procopius' description is one of a people with a poorly developed military technology.
They are very lightly armed and there is no mention of siege machinery.

The remaining accounts in Procopius which deal with Slavic military technology are
consistent with this initial impression that he conveys. The Slavs seem to have contented
themselves with raids for booty in the mid-6th century, always returning to their bases

24See, above all, B. Zasterova, Les avares et les slaves dans la Tactique de Maurice, Prague 1971, and R.
Benedicty, "Prokopios' Berichte tiber slavische Vorzeit. Beitdige zur historiographischen Methode des
Prokopios von Kaisariea," JOBG 14,1965, pp. 51-78.

25procopius, de bello gothico, 111.14.22-30.
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north of the Danube.26 The first fortresses which we know the Slavs captured were those
of Illyricum in the year 547/8. In this raid, marked by extensive killing and enslavement,
they were able to take walled fortresses that were empty of defenders.27 In 549/50 an­
other Slavic band crossed the Danube and, dividing into two sections, sacked the villages
of Thrace and Illyricum, and in addition, "they both took many fortresses by siege,
never having laid siege before. "28 Procopius then follows the progress of one of these
looting bands and describes how they took the town of Toperus on the Aegean.

They took it in the following manner. Most of them hid themselves in hilly country opposite the
walls, and a few of them, going up before the eastern gates, annoyed the Romans on the para­
pets. The soldiers who were on guard there, thinking that they (Slavs) were no more numerous
than those whom they saw, all immediately taking up their weapons, went out against them. The
barbarians retreated, giving the appearance to their pursuers that they retreated out of fear.
Those in ambush came out now, behind the pursuers, no longer allowing them entry into the
city. Those who appeared to be fleeing now turned about and placed the Romans in a position of
double attack. Having slain all of them, the barbarians attacked the wall. The inhabitants of the
city, deprived of the soldiers, were at a great loss and defended themselves against the attackers
with those that remained. First, heating oil and pitch, they poured it on the besiegers and, all of
them hurling stones against them, came close to repulsing the danger. But then the barbarians,
having driven them back from the parapets by a multitude of arrows and having placed ladders
against the wall, took the city by storm. They slew all 15,000 men, plundered all the wealth, and
enslaved all the women and children.29

In the incidents set forth above, dated to 547/8 and 549/50, Procopius indicates that in
the one case the Slavs were able to take walled fortresses when they were defenseless
and that in the other they had to resort to ruse. They then utilized ladders, having
swept the defenders from the parapets by a sustained archery attack. In no case does
Procopius mention siege machinery.

The same picture emerges from an examination of the text of the Strategicon of
Maurice, which describes a Slavic society still underdeveloped in the realm of siege
technology:

Leading a life of banditry, they like to carry out undertakings against their enemies in the for­
ests, passes, and precipitous regions. They utilize skillfully ambushes and surprise attacks and
thefts, at night and in daytime, devising many methods. They are experienced beyond all men in
the crossing of rivers and bravely endure in the waters. Often some of them, while in their own
land, are surprised by trouble and, diving into the depth of the water, hold canes in their
mouths, made long especially for this and hollowed throughout, reaching up to the surface of the
water~ lying on their backs in the deep, they breathe through them. And it is sufficient for many

26Procopius, de bello gothico, 111.14.24-25.
27Procopius, de bello gothico, 111.29.1-2.
. . . -YiOTJ OE Kat ¢povpta f.VTav(Ja 7TOAAa Tf. Kat OOKovVTa f.xvpa Ta 7TpOTf.pa f.'lvat OVOf.VOC:; a/-LVVO-

/-Lf.VOV f.~f.Af.tv to"'xvO"'av ....

28Procopius, de bello gothico, 111.38.7. He qualifies this somewhat by a previous reference.
29Procopius, de bello gothico, 111.3.9-19. The remainder of the passage is of great interest for the state

of Slavic society.
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hours, so that no suspicion of them arises. But even if it should transpire that the canes are seen
from outside it is supposed by the inexperienced that they are one with the water. Wherefore
those who are experienced in this, recognizing the cut and position of the cane, either stab their
mouths with them or, taking them away, bring them up from the water as they are no longer
able to remain in it.

They are armed with short javelins, two to a man, and some of them with stout shields that
are cumbersome. They use wooden bows and short arrows smeared with a poisonous drug, and
this kills if a man wounded by it is not safeguarded in time by a draught of antidote, by other
aids known to the science of the doctors, or if the wound is not cut away immediately so that it
does not spread to the rest of the body. Being without leadership and hating one another, they
do not know order nor do they practice closed battle, nor do they appear in open and level
places. Or, if it should happen to them to venture into an open clash, shouting, at the same time
they advance a little. And if those opposed to them give in to their voice, they attack violently.
But if not, at that same moment they turn, not attempting to test by hand the strength of their
enemies; they flee toward the forests, having much success therefrom as knowing suitably how
to battle in narrow places. Often when bearing booty, in the face of ordinary disturbance' they
disregard the booty and hasten into the forests, and while the attackers are roaming about the
booty, they turn about and easily inflict damage upon them.30

387

Again t,he description gives no indication of an advanced siege technique or even of
military science. Whatever specific and inferential evidence we have for the 6th century
is strongly indicative therefore of the fact that the Avaro-Slavs did not possess a devel­
oped poliorcetic technology. They were able to take walled towns and fortresses only by
ruse, or when they were undefended; or when they were able to place their ladders on
the walls themselves. There is not a word about battering rams, tortoises, or ballistrae,
only simple ladders.31

The testimony of Procopius and of the Strategicon of Maurice is specifically con­
firmed by Theophylactus Simocatta, historian of the crucial reign of Maurice (582-602),
who tells us exactly when the Avaro-Slavs did acquire advanced siege technology.
Though he relates that the barbarians did succeed in taking a number of towns and
fortresses early in the reign of Maurice, there is no indication as to the manner by
which they were reduced. But in the year 58732 the armies of the Chaqan appeared
before the walled fortress of Appiareia in Moesia Inferior and besieged it. Theophylac­
tus pauses at this point in his narrative to inform the reader that he is going to give
extra details on this particular siege before going on to his regular discourse, for in his
eyes the history of the siege of this fortress is important.

30 H. Mihaescu, Mauricius. Arta militara, Bucharest 1970, pp. 278, 280. The ab~ence of any mention of
siege machinery in these sections has implications for the dating of that portion of the Strategicon, or for its
accuracy.

31 Agathias, v.21.1, Keydell ed., does mention the fact that Zabergan's Cotrigurs had siege machines
when they invaded the Thracian Chersonnese late in the reign of Justinian I:

... 1ToAAaKt~ f..tEV T4) 1TEptfJOAlp 1TpoG"EfJaAAov, KAiJ,taKa~ TE 1TpOG"a'YOVTE~ Kat Ta~ f..tYJxava~ Ta~

EAE1TOAEt~ ....
But they were temporary interlopers, and the technology does not seem to have been passed on from them
to the Avaro-Slavs.

32Velkov, Cities in Thrace (footnote 2 above), pp. 55, 102.
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There was a certain soldier, Bousas was his name, a good man in the line of battle and through
the virtue of his soul more glorious than those others who exceed in valor and are· brave, .. always
seeking out danger ahead of them whenever he would hear the battle cry of the blaring bugle. "At
that time he dwelt in the fortress. Bousas decided to ride out to the meadows near .. by the for­
tress and then to go farther out where the hunting was better. The barbarians captured him,
however, and thus the hunter became the object of the hunt. As they held him they threatened
to strike him with his spear. He begged that they not do this and instead exchange his life for
ransom, as the killing of Bousas would not profit the barbarians and they would thus forego
brilliant gifts. The barbarians accepted the promise and did not reject the exchange. So they led
the captive to the fortress and proclaimed to those in the fortification that they would ~lay Bousas
before their eyes if they did not pay for him with gifts and such. Bousas entreated the Romans
not to disregard him as he was swaying in the balance between salvation and death, and he
beseeched them to weigh out grace for him. Loudly shouting and weeping, he was relating the
brave deeds which he had attained through great dangers on behalf of the Romans, drawing up
thus a catalogue of the struggles. And he displayed the str~ggles inscribed in the wounds of his
body as reflections of the pains, and he bared more clearly the wounds inflicted by the enemies.
In short, for all that he had suffered he hoped not to die, but to be rescued by those whose
benefactor he had been. But the inhabitants were vexed, having been corrupted' by a certain man
who, according to censorious rumor, had secretly been intimate with the wife of Bousas. They
sent away the barbarians disgraced. Now in greater danger, Bousas beseeched the barbarians to
give him a short reprieve from death; as a price for this stay he would turn the fortress over to
the barbarians. For he reckoned that those who were forgetful of gratitude should suffer first and
should share first in .the inhumanity of the tragedy in order that he might not suffer the evil first.
When the enemy was given a greater promise they graciously became kinder. They guaranteed,
under oath, to save Bousas, not to kill him, allowing him the power to die a natural death and
allowing him to dissolve his bond whenever he should desire. And they would not apply to him
this contrived and unnatural death if his promise should be made good. Indeed Bousas taught the
Avars to construct a certain siege machine, for they (the Avars) happened to be most ignorant of
such machines, and he built the siege engine to hurl missiles.33 Soon thereafter the fortress was
leveled, and Bousas collected judgment for their inhumanity, having taught the barbarians some­
thing frightful, the technology of besieging. Thence the enemy captured effortlessly a great many
of the Roman cities by making use of this original device.34

Our author is emphatic. Prior to the siege, the Avaro-Slavic army of the Chaqan had no
knowledge of poliorcetic machinery: "... ETt TWV TOtOVTWV opyavwv aJUX(JE(TTaTOV~

v7TapxovTa~." After Bousas' instruction as to how to construct a siege engine, EAE7TO­
AtV, the barbarians were able to capture effortlessly many Roman cities. The date of this
occurrence, 587, is crucial, as we shall see.35 Eight years later, in 595, there is evidence

33Theophylactus Simocatta (De Boor, ed., here and passim), 11.16.9-10:
... Kat 0l1Ta 0 BOVCTa~ TOV~ 'AfJapov~ EoioaCTKE CTVI.J/lT~'YvvCT(}at 1TOA.tOPKYJTtKOv Tt f..tYJXavYJJ..UX ETt

TWV TOtOVTWV oP'Yavwv af..W.(}ECTTaTov~ v1TapxovTa~, aKpofJoA.i'EtV TE 1TapECTKEva'E T~V EA.E1TOA.tV.
34Theophylactus Simocatta, 11.16.1-10. Kovacevic, Ope cit. (footnote· 3 above), pp. 127-128. Zasterova,

Ope cit. (footnote 24 above), p. 72, no. 114.
35Slavic military technology seems to have been developed primarily in the realm of riverine nav­

igation and shipbuilding for riverine movement. When the Avar Chaqan decided to transport his armies
across rivers he usually called out the Slavic carpenter-shipbuilders to construct the transport boats. Thus
when the Chaqan declared war on the empire and decided to cross the Danube,
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in Theophylactus that siege machinery had become a regular part of the Avaro-Slavic
military apparatus and technique. In that year the Byzantine general Priscus was in­
formed that the Chaqan had leveled the walls of Singidunum,36 and had removed the
population to his own territory. Soon after this episode the Chaqan assembled his army
to march toward Dalmatia. En route he captured the city of Bonkeis and 40 fortifica­
tions by the use of siege machines.37

The sum total of the literary evidence points to the following critical fact. When the
Slavs and Avars first appear in the Balkans they do not possess the technology of ad­
vanced siege warfare. This is clear from both Procopius and the Strategicon of Maurice.
Theophylactus confirms this in an unexpected but decisive manner. He pinpoints the
moment in time and place when they acquired this technology: in 587, before the gates
of Appiareia. From that time the Avaro-Slavic threat to urban centers and fortresses
became much greater and no such establishment could henceforth rely exclusively on
the strength of its walls for security.

The dating of the acquisition of poliorcetic technology among the Avaro-Slavs also
has a bearing on the date of the first major Avaro-Slavic attack on Thessaloniki. The
Miracula of St. Demetrius date the appearance of this army to Sunday, September 22,
in the reign of Maurice, Le. either in September of 586 or in September of 597. As we
saw from the analysis of the Miracula, the army besieging Thessaloniki on Sunday,
September 22, in the reign of Maurice, was fully possessed of a highly developed siege
technology. According to Theophylactus, they began to apply this technology only in
587; therefore the evidence for dating the first major Avaro-Slavic attack on Thessalo­
niki in 597 rather than 586 is now much stronger. It is stronger because the author of
this portion of the Miracula was an eyewitness to the events, and his description of the
siege engines is very precise and realistic in detail.

Kat Ol)V 0 Xa'Yavo~ TOt~ LKAav'Y]vOt~ 1TpouTaTTEt aKaTtWv 1TA~(}'Y] TEKTatvEu(}at, 01TW~ 1TPO~ Ota­

{JaUtv UXOt'Y] TOV "!UTpOV 1TEt(}~vtOv. oi f..tEv T1j~ Lt'Y'Y'Y]oovo~ OlK~TOPE~ a(}poat~ E¢OOOt~ TtUt

TWV LKAav'Y]vwv TOV~ 1TOVOV~ A'Y]t~OVTat Kat 1TVpt 1TapEOtOOUav Ta 1TPO~ vavTtAtav TOVTWV E1Tt­

XEtpa (Theophylactus Simocatta, VI.3.9).
As a result the inhabitants of Singidunum attacked the Slavs and burned the boats. Then the Chaqan
moved on to Sirmium.

. .. Kat ol)V 0 Xa'Yavo~ 1Tapaua'Y'Ya~ 1TOt'Y]uaf..tEvO~ 1TEVTE uTpaTo1TEoEvETat ava TO Ltpf..ttOV

1TA~(}'Y] TELKAav'Y]vwv gVAovp'YEtV 1TapEUKEva~EV, 01TW~ TOV 1TOTaf..t0v TOV AE'YOJ.,tEVOV Laov vav­

TtAAOf..tEVO~ Otav~g'Y]Tat. 0 J.,tElJr Ol)v 1TPO~ T1]V E1TtUTpaTEtav Y]1TE t'YETO , oi oE UVVOPOf..tov TqJ 1TpO­

uTa'YJ,taTt T1]V vavTtAtav 1TapEtXOvTO ... (Theophylactus Simocatta, VI.4.4).
The text of Theophylactus is replete· with incidents reflecting the skills of the Slavs in riverine navigation
and Iwarfare. See for instance the case of Mousocius, a Slavic chieftain, who disposed of at least 150 mono­
xyles (Theophylactus Simocatta, VI.9.5-6).

36Theophylactus Simocatta, vu.lO.l.
37Theophylactus Simocatta, vu.12.1.
... oEKaT'Y] oE Y]f..tEpa, Kat Ta~ 1TEpt aVTOV OVvaf..tEt~ uvva(}pOtua~ 0 {Jap{Japo~ E1Tt TOV '!ovtOV

KOA1TOV UTpaTEVEt T1]V uaA1Tt'Y'Ya. 1TEpt TOVTOV~ TOV~ T01TOV~ Y] aEAJ,taTta xwpa Ka(}EUT'Y]KEV.

TOtVVV iKavov~ xapaKa~ 0 {Jap{Japo~ 1TOt'Y]uaf..tEVO~ El~ Ta~ AE'YOf..tEva~ BO'YKEt~ EXWP'Y]UEV, Kat 01]

1TapaUT'Y]uaf..tEVO~ T1]V 1TOAtV TOt~ f..t'Y]xav~J,taUt TEuuapaKOVTa EgE1TOp(}'Y]UE ¢pOVpta.
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The dating of the first major attack on Thessaloniki has further implications for the
Slavic invasions in Greece. Barisic, in his fundamental study, had attempted to connect
the Avaro-Slavic army of this first major attack on Thessaloniki with the supposed entry
of the Avars into the Peloponnese as narrated by the Chronicle of Monemvasia in 587/8.
It is now fairly clear that there is no connection between the two notices in the written
sources. The dating of the acquisition of siege technology also helps to date the contents
of the Strategicon of Maurice pertaining to the Slavs and Avars. Inasmuch as this sec­
tion contains no reference to siege machinery, it reflects a state of development prior to
587,. the date when Bousas instructed them in these matters. Finally, our texts shed
light on an important aspect of Slavic social development which resulted from Slavic
contacts with Byzantine material culture.38
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38Since the preparation of this paper Supplement VI of the Bulletin de Correspondance Hellenique, Etudes
Argiennes, 1980, has appeared. It contains the following three articles which are of primary interest to the
present study. P. Yannopoulos, "La penetration slave it Argos," pp. 323-372~ P. Aupert, "Ceramique slave
it Argos (585 ape JC)," pp. 373-394~ idem, "Objets de la vie quotidienne it Argos en 585 ape JC,", pp.
395ff.

Yannopoulos in a very thorough and important review of the primary sources, secondary literature,
numismatic and archaeological evidence comes to the conclusion that the first major attack on Thessaloniki
by the Avaro-Slavs could not have occurred in 597 but must have transpired in 586 (pp. 339, 359, 364).
He suggests that they took Argos in 585 and relinquished it to Byzantine forces in 586 (p. 368). Though he
notes (p. 361) that in the Miracula the Avaro-Slavs appear before Thessaloniki well armed, he does not
take into account the dating of the Avaro-Slavic acquisition of poliorcetic technology. The study of Aupert
on the Slavic ceramics found at Bath A is of the first order of importance.


