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PARISTRION AS CENTRE AND PERIPHERY: FROM BYZANTINE
BORDER PROVINCE TO HEARTLAND OF THE SECOND
BULGARIAN TSARDOM"

Abstract. In 1185, after a successful revolt against the Byzantine empire, the so-called second Bul-
garian kingdom was established on the territory of the former province of Paradounavon/Paristrion,
that had been the first area of settlement of the Bulgars who had crossed the Danube and estab-
lished their state in 681, and had become a peripheral region of the Byzantine empire after the con-
quests of Tzimiskes and Basil II. Even before the 1185 revolt, however, Paristrion had already begun
to develop an embryonal degree of self-consciousness, although not in a ‘national’ way, owing to its
peculiar history and ethnic composition. During the course of the 9"-12% century it had experi-
enced a constant influx of invaders from the north, many of whom had in the end settled, either
forcibly or after reaching an agreement with the imperial authorities. Those mixobarbaroi, half-civ-
ilized barbarians (according to the Byzantine point of view) had gradually integrated with the local
population, made of Bulgarians, Vlachs, and Byzantine soldiers, settlers and administrators coming
from the various provinces of the empire. When the military presence on the Danube was strong
the region prospered economically, and became integrated in a vast trade network managed by
Cuman and Rus’ traders and raiders; but during the 12" century the empire gradually withdrew its
troops and its interest in Paristion, and this relative prosperity began to diminish. Coupled with the
remembrance, in popular traditions, of the past glory and abundance of the first Bulgarian empire,
and with the increasing fiscal burden that oppressed the local traders, the Paristrians gradually
became convinced that their future prosperity, much like at the time of the first Bulgarian kingdom,
was in their independence from the empire. Once again, this peripheral region began the centre
of an independent polity that traced its roots in the past Bulgarian kingdom, but exhibited also
some radically different traits.

Keywords: Byzantine history, Medieval Bulgaria, Ethnicity, Peripheries, Medieval Nomads, Medi-
eval Statehood
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he asymmetric relationship that connects the centre and the peripheries of

a state is not necessarily fixed and permanent. It often remains basically
unchanged during the course of time, as in the case of Constantinople and its
provinces: but under certain political or economic circumstances it is also pos-
sible for a core region to become periphery and vice-versa, especially if the area
under scrutiny is contested between different polities. The present paper will anal-
yse such an occurrence: the establishment, in 1185/1186, of the so-called ‘Second
Bulgarian kingdom’ in the region of Paristrion, also called Paradounavon, that is
the area framed North by the river Danube, East by the Black Sea, and West and
South by the Stara Planina and Sredna Gora massifs, called Aipog in the Byzantine
sources and Haemus in the Latin ones. What had previously been a peripheral bor-
derland, separating the core of the European imperial territories from the bound-
less expanse of land outside the limits of the Byzantine oikoumene, became, at the
end of the 12" century, the heartland of an independent polity which traced its
origins back to the old Bulgarian kingdom established in 681, and vanquished and
reabsorbed by the Byzantine empire between the end of the 10" and the beginning
of the 11" century.

Protected by the rugged terrain and impenetrable forests of the Stara Planina, that
the Byzantines were reluctant to cross and where they suffered many defeats', the
territory of Paristrion itself (at the time still called with the ancient name of My-
sia) was the central area of the first Bulgarian kingdom. Between the 7™ and the
10™ century, this new polity took control of a large part of South-Eastern Europe,
including a sizeable territory north of the Danube. Both its capitals, Pliska and
Preslav?, were built in that region. The old Roman and Byzantine fortresses along
the Danube, that had been ineffective in stopping their invasion, were refurbished.
Their importance was not only of a military nature: one of the residences of khan
Omurtag was built in the vicinity of the fortress of Dristra, as a further proof
of the centrality of the region’. From this relatively secure heartland the Bulgarians
constantly expanded south- and westward, towards Byzantine-held Thrace and

! K. MARINOW, Across Haimos: Inconveniences and Dangers in Crossing the Mountains of Bulgaria
in the Middle Ages, VTUR 1.1, 2018, p. 11-24; K. MapuHoB, Cmpamezuueckama pons Ha Cma-
ponnanunckama u CpedHO20pCKAMA 6epueu 8 C6EMAUHAMA HA Obreapo-6U3AHMUTICKUME B0eHHU
conwvcoyu npes VII-XI sex, VIPVIMT 2, 2014, p. 111-134.

? It is perhaps an exaggeration to consider Pliska and Preslav as proper capital cities, or as the sole
residences of the khans and tsars of the first Bulgarian kingdom. See D. ZIEMANN, Pliska and Preslav:
Bulgarian Capitals between Relocation and Invention, [in:] beneapcko Cpednosekosue: 00ujectnso,
enacm, ucmopus. Coopruk 6 uecm na Ipo. JI-P Munuana Kaiimaxamosa, ed. I. Huxonos, A. Hu-
ko1oB, Codus 2013, p. 170-185.

> I. ATaHACOB, Jpwscmop (Cunucmpa) u oyHasckama pe3udenyusi Ha Ovr2apckume xaHose npes
nepsama nonosuxa Ha IX 6., Apx 53.1, 2012, p. 28-45; I. AtaHACOB, K. Muxamnos, Hosu daxHu 3a
osopeua Ha xan Omypmaze 6 [pocmop (Cunucmpa) (= vrépoupov Ukov ic Tov Aavovfny), [in:] Tpe-
mu mexoyHapoder koHepec no 6vneapucmuxa, 23-26 maii 2013 e. Cexyus “Vicmopust u apxeonoeus’,
nodcexyust “Apxeonozus u cmapa ucmopust’, ed. T. IlonHERENEB, Codust 2015, p. 213-245.
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Macedonia, and built a well-organised state which, albeit for a short time, seemed
capable of taking control of the whole peninsula*.

The regional balance of power changed in the second half of the 10™ century,
after a long period of peace. In 966 the emperor Nikephoros II Phocas refused
to pay the annual tribute to Bulgaria and invited Svjatoslav of Kiev to raid the
Bulgarian cities on the northern Danube. The plan was successful, but brought
along unexpected consequences: Svjatoslav, enticed by the riches found in the
region, returned with a large army of Rus, Magyar and Pecheneg warriors, and
took control of the lower Danube without Byzantine permission. The Bulgarians
were forced to acknowledge his dominance and Svjatoslav’s army moved south,
menacing Constantinople. Nikephoros was killed by his nephew John Tzimiskes,
who became the new emperor and managed to repel the Rus’ invasion, conquering
Bulgaria and deposing its last tsar, Boris, in 971. Preslav was renamed Ioannopolis
and became the seat of the strategos entrusted with the defence of the region, while
Dobrudja and the Danube delta, renamed “‘Western Mesopotamia, were garrisoned
with a substantial amount of Byzantine troops under the supervision of a katepa-
nos. The old fortresses of Dristra, Isaccea (Noviodunum), Dinogetia, Capidava,
and Dervent were restored and enlarged, and new strongholds were built, such as
the one known today as Pacuiul lui Soare®.

Byzantine control of Paristrion was short-lived. The region was wrestled away
from the empire after the revolt of the so-called kometopuloi, the four sons of the

* On the history of the first Bulgarian kingdom in the 9"and 10" century, see especially 1. Boxu-
108, B. T103ENEB, Mcmopus Ha Cpednosexosra boneapus, VII-XIV sex, Codus 1999, p. 169-297;
M. Leszka, K. MARINOW, Carstwo Bulgarskie. Polityka, spoleczeristwo, gospodarka, kultura 866-971,
Warszawa 2015; The Bulgarian State in 927-969. The Epoch of Tsar Peter I, ed. 1DEM, £6dz-Krakow
2018; boneapckusam snamen eex. Coopruk 6 uecm na uap Cumeon Benuku (893-927), ed. B. [103ENEB,
. Vinues, K. HEHOB, ITnosgus 2015; E. CURTA, Southeastern Europe in the Middle Ages, 5001250,
Cambridge 2006 [= CMT], p. 166-179, 213-238; ].V.A. FINE, The Early Medieval Balkans. A Critical
Survey from the Sixth to the Late Twelfth Century, Ann Arbor 1983, p. 112-157; P. STEPHENSON,
Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier. A Political Study of the Northern Balkans, 900-1204, Cambridge 2000,
p. 18-48.

*> P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 48-57; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Or-
ganization on the Danube, 10"-12" Centuries, Leiden 2013 [= ECEEMA, 22], p. 28-44, 101-114;
N. OIKONOMIDES, Recherches sur histoire du Bas-Danube au X°-XI siécles: la Mésopotamie d Oc-
cident, RESEE 3, 1965, p. 57-79. On the strategoi of Ioannopolis/Preslav see especially 1. Viopna-
HOB, [leuamume om cmpameeusma 6 Ilpecnas (971-1088), Copust 1993; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine
Military Organization..., p. 59-62. On Picuiul lui Soare see G. ATANASOV, On the Initial Date of the
Medieval Lower Danube Fortress of Pdcuiul lui Soare and its Harbour, ABu 23.3, 2018, p. 77-106;
I. ATAHACOB, Ouje 8e0HBIHC 30 damuposxKama, NPUHAONEHHOCMMA U UOeHMUPUUUPaHemOo HA Kpe-
nocmma Iexyion nyit Coape u npucmanuusemo, [in:] Acta Mediaevalia Magnae Tarnovie, vol. I, Baa-
oemen, [opxasa u Llvpkea na Bankanume npes Cpedrosexosuemo. Cooprux 6 Yecm Ha 60-Ioouwi-
Hunama na Ipod. JI-P ITnamen ITasnos, Benuko ToprOBO 2020, p. 626-674. According to Atanasov
the fortress was built by the Bulgarians in the end of the 9" - beginning of the 10" century, but the
harbour was built after Basil II's conquest.
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comes Nicholas: the most successful of them, Samuil, created a large state centred
around Macedonia and the Western Balkans and conquered Preslav in 986, but
not Western Mesopotamia which remained under Byzantine control®. However,
Paristrion was too far from the centre of Samuil’s dominions and of secondary
interest to him - it was, in essence, once again a periphery. After 1001 it was recov-
ered by emperor Basil II who, between 1014 and 1018, reclaimed all the territo-
ries lost by the empire in the previous decades. Basil II organized the conquered
Bulgarian lands into three themes, Bulgaria, Sirmion, and Dristra’, which became
known as Paradounavon (Paristrion is the name most commonly employed by
the sources, but it was not the official name of the military district) in the middle
of the 11" century®, and remained under imperial control until the last quarter of
the 12™ century?’.

The establishment of Paristion as a separate region, with a strong military
character, dates back to the reforms of Basil II aimed at achieving a stable con-
trol of the lands that had previously formed the Bulgarian kingdom. Since the
Rus’” menace had waned, he did not leave a large standing army in Paristrion
but relied on the network of fortresses on the Danube'. The renewed impor-
tance of those citadels and their larger population of soldiers caused a significant
increase in trade. Local goods and local workers were needed by the military, and

¢ V1. Boxwunos, B. T1o3EnEB, Mcmopus na Cpednosexosna Boneapus..., p. 312-331; FE CURTA,
Southeastern Europe..., p. 241-247; J.V.A. FINE, The Early Medieval Balkans..., p. 188-199; A. MAD-
GEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 47-48; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier...,
p. 58-61; C. IlupuBaTPUE, Camyunosa opiasa. Obum u xapaxmep, Beorpap 1997; B. T'03ENEB,
I. Huxonos, Esponetickusam Fzousmoxk npes emopama nonosura Ha X — Hauanomo Ha XI eex. Vc-
mopus u kynmypa, Copust 2015.

7 V1. Boxwnos, B. T103eEB, Mcmopus na Cpednosexosra Boneapus..., p. 343-359; P. STEPHEN-
SON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 63-78; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization...,
p. 55-58, 62-64; N. BUNESCU, Les duchés byzantins de Paristrion (Paradounavon) et de Bulgarie,
Bucarest 1946; L. MAKSIMOVIC, Opeanusayuja 6U3anmujcke 61acmu y H0800C80jeHUU 00acmuma
nocne 1018 eooune, 3PBU 36, 1997, p. 31-42.

8 A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 68—-69; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan
Frontier..., p. 94.

° On Paristrion and the lower Danube region in the eleventh and twelfth century see especially
P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier...; IDEM, The Byzantine Frontier at the Lower Danube
in the Late Tenth and Eleventh Centuries, [in:] Frontiers in Question. Eurasian Borderlands, 700-1700,
ed. D. POWER, N. STANDEN, London 1996, p. 80-104; B. T'brikoBa-3auMOBA, Jonnu JJyHas, epa-
HUYHA 30HA HA 6U3AHMULICKUS 3aNad: KoM UCHOPUAMA HA Ce6ePHUIME U ceBepou3mounume 6veap-
cku 3emu, kpas Ha X-XII 6., Cous 1976; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization...; IDEM,
Dundrea in epoca bizantind (secolele X-XII): o frontierd permeabild, RI 10, 1999, p. 41-55; IDEM, The
Military Organization of Paradunavon, Bsl 60.2, 1999, p. 421-446; 1. BARNEA, $. STEFANESCU, Din
istoria Dobrogei, vol. 111, Bizantini, romani si bulgari la Dundrea de Jos, Bucarest 1971; E. CURTA,
Southeastern Europe..., p. 293-299, 302, 314, 319; V1. Boxxmnos, B. [03EnEB, Mcmopus Ha Jo6pydsca,
Bapna 2004, p. 102-124.

10" J. SHEPARD, Information, Disinformation and Delay in Byzantine Diplomacy, BF 10, 1985, p. 254
259; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 115.
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archaeological excavations have unearthed many isolated low-value coins, large
amounts of amphorae used primarily to transport wine and oil, and other ceram-
ics produced in Constantinople. Moreover, the presence of new markets attracted
Pecheneg and Rus’ merchants, who could acquire Byzantine wares without having
to travel to Constantinople or to the other Byzantine ports on the Thracian coast'’.

The Pecheneg presence north of the Danube, however, soon turned into a men-
ace and the river, to use the term coined by Alexandru Madgearu, became for
a long time a ‘permeable frontier’%. The first Pecheneg incursion in Byzantine ter-
ritory dates back to 1027 and the most devastating raids were carried between
1032 and 1036. Those expeditions had a serious impact on the local population,
not only because of the destruction they obviously inflicted but also because,
between 1045 and 1047, and again in 1059, large groups of invaders received the
permission to settle in the region: the Byzantine army was unable to repel them,
and thought best to reach an agreement. The Pecheneg chieftains received sti-
pends, gifts, military commands, and became involved in the task of defending the
Danube frontier from other nomads such as the Oghuzs, who raided Paristrion
in 1064/1065. Gradually assimilated within the imperial military and administra-
tive system, they were called mixobarbaroi, half-barbarians, by the Byzantine writ-
ers. This derogatory term must not be intended as an ethnonym: the Byzantines
were not describing a different population but rather a group of ‘almost-civilized’
foreigners, whose actual ethnicity was not important to investigate since, in their
eyes, they all belonged to the undifferentiated mass of the northern nomads. Even
if they had partially absorbed some Byzantine customs and values, including the
Christian faith, they were nonetheless perceived as essentially alien'*. Thus, mix-
obarbaroi was the name given, regardless of their ethnic origin, to the local elite
of military servicemen who were employed for the defence of the Danube limes,
and who were rewarded with money and, after the institution of the pronoia sys-
tem, with plots of land".

' P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 84-88.

2 A. MADGEARU, Dundrea in epoca bizantind..., p. 41.

3 V. TOPKOVA-ZAIMOVA, Les Mixobarbaroi et la situation politique et éthnique au Bas-Danube pen-
dant la seconde moitié du XTI siécle, [in:] EADEM, Byzance et le Balkans a partir du VI siécle, London
1979, p. 615-619; N.-S. TANAsOCA, Les Mixobarbares et les formations politiques paristriennes du
X siécle, RRH 12.1, 1973, p. 61-82; H. AHRWEILER, Byzantine Concepts of the Foreigner: the Case
of the Nomads, [in:] Studies on the Internal Diaspora of the Byzantine Empire, ed. IDEM, A. La1ou,
Washington D.C. 1998, p. 10-15; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 87-88;
P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 109-114.

' On the problem of how nomads were perceived by sedentary populations see especially F. HAR-
TOG, Le miroir d Hérodote. Essai sur le représentation de I Autre, Paris 1980; specifically for the
Byzantines H. AHRWEILER, Byzantine Concepts...; for the less studied question of how sedentary
populations appeared in the eyes of the nomads, see Ts. STEPANOV, The Bulgars and the Steppe Em-
pire in the Early Middle Ages. The Problem of the Others, Leiden 2010 [= ECEEMA, 8].

> On the institution of pronoia see especially M. BarTusiS, Land and Privilege in Byzantium. The
Institution of Pronoia, Cambridge 2012, p. 94-97; J. BIRKENMEIER, The Development of the Komnenian
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The politics of appeasement was initially successful. Peace and trade were
restored and the Danubian cities began to experience an economic and demo-
graphic upsurge, vividly described in a well-known passage in Attaleiates’ History'c.
In 1072 Nikephoritzes, the powerful minister of emperor Michael VII, decided to
withdraw payments to the Pechenegs, who rebelled and resumed their devastat-
ing incursions. The local population rebelled as well, fearing that Nikephoritzes’
plan to reform the taxation of the local markets, by forcing the producers to bring
their goods to deposits controlled by imperial officers, would be detrimental
to their income. This period of armed confrontation and general unrest, resem-
bling very closely a secession of Paristrion, lasted until 29 April 1091 when the
Pechenegs were finally vanquished in the battle of Levounion'’. This victory end-
ed the Pecheneg threat, but did not guarantee the safety of the Danubian bor-
der. Another nomadic people, the Cumans, who were already present in the area
and had fought as Byzantine auxiliaries at Levounion, crossed the river in 1095 and
plundered the region for the first time. Other raids followed in 1114, 1122 (along
with a contingent of Pechenegs) and 1148, with some minor incursions in the fol-
lowing years. A number of Cumans settled in Paristrion, further complicating the
ethnic and cultural mosaic of the area'®. In the same period the Vlach presence

Army, 1081-1180, Leiden 2002, p. 148-168; A. LA1OU, Peasant Society in the Late Byzantine Empire,
Princeton 1977, p. 142-158; P. LEMERLE, The Agrarian History of Byzantium from the Origins to
the Twelfth Century, Galway 1979, p. 166-188, 230-248; A. KAXIAH, AepapHole omHouenus 8 bu-
sanmuu, XIII-XIV e6., Mocksa 1952, p. 202-223; A. KAZHDAN, Pronoia: the History of a Scholarly
Discussion, MHR 10, 1995, p. 133163, with a comprehensive bibliography. On the nomad chieftains
in Byzantine service see also JX. JKexkoBa, I[Teuamu na Homaou na cnyxc6a 6v6 Busanmus (XI-XII 6.),
[in:] Acta Mediaevalia Magnae Tarnovie, vol. I..., p. 836-845. Niketas Choniates was extremely crit-
ical of this development, which according to him weakened the Byzantine army by giving military
commands not only to half-barbarians, but also to people of low status and inadequate experience:
Nicetae Choniatae Historia, ed. J.L. vAN DIETEN, Berlin-New York 1975 [= CFHB| (cetera: CHONIA-
TES), p. 208-209. For other examples of Byzantine writers expressing disgust at the idea of barbarians
leading Byzantine soldiers, see H. AHRWEILER, Byzantine Concepts..., p. 2-3.

16 Michaelis Attaliatae Historia, ed. E.Th. TsoLaKk1s, Athens 2011 [= CFHB.A, 50], p. 158: numerous
and large cities, populated by a multitude of people speaking all languages.

7 PB. GOLDEN, Nomads and their Sedentary Neighbors in Pre-Cinggisid Eurasia, AEMA 7, 1987
1991, p. 53-61; E. CURTA, The Image and the Archaeology of the Pechenegs, Ban 23, 2013, p. 143-202;
P. D1aconu, Les Petchénégues au Bas-Danube, Bucarest 1970; E. MALAMUT, L’image byzantine des
Petchénégues, BZ 88, 1995, p. 105-147; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 29-31,
87-103; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 64-84, 116-139; J. SHEPARD, John
Mauropous, Leo Tornicius and an Alleged Russian Army: the Chronology of the Pecheneg Crisis
of 1048-1049, JOB 24, 1975, p. 61-89.

'8 A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 54-68, 142-147, 150-153; P. STEPHENSON,
Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 103-106; 1. VASARY, Cumans and Tatars. Oriental Military in the
pre-Ottoman Balkans, 1185-1365, Cambridge 2005, p. 13-47; P.B. GOLDEN, Nomads and their Sed-
entary Neighbors..., p. 61-81; IDEM, The Cumans, [in:] The Cambridge History of Early Inner Asia,
ed. D. SINOR, Cambridge 1990, p. 277-284; 1DEM, The Quipchaks of Medieval Eurasia: an Example
of Stateless Adaptation in the Steppes, [in:] Rulers from the Steppe. State Formation on the Eurasian
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also increased significantly, or at least the sources record their name more fre-
quently. The primary economic activity of the Vlachs was sheep breeding, but they
also contributed troops and scouts to the Byzantine empire, although their loyalty
was, at times, questionable’.

After 1095 there is no more evidence of the presence of a katepanos stationed
in Paristrion. The fortress of Preslav/Ioannopolis had, apparently, lost its impor-
tance, along with the whole defensive system of the region. This was a consequence
of the fact that Alexios I Komnenos changed the traditional Byzantine strategy
regarding the Danube limes: realizing that the province was difficult to defend,
he reduced the military presence in the region, leaving garrisons only in the most
important citadels (Isaccea and Dristra above all) and abandoning the rest of the
settlements. The main line of defence was moved south, on the slopes of the Stara
Planina mountain range, in order to minimize the risk of incursions in Thrace
stopping the invaders on the mountain passes, in an interesting reversal of the clas-
sic (an soon to be renewed) Bulgarian strategy to block the attacks coming from
the south. Moreover, Byzantine foreign politics concerns and military engage-
ments gradually shifted westward as the confrontation with the kingdom of Hun-
gary became more intense during the reign of emperors John II and, especially,
Manuel, who established a new theme in Ni$ which drained even more manpower
and resources from Paristrion. This does not mean that the province was aban-
doned or neglected - Manuel himself led the counterattack against the Cuman
invasion of 1148, although he achieved little?® - but the interest of the central gov-
ernment for Paristrion was sensibly reduced, and the local population was mostly
left to itself. Owing to the fact that the Cumans acted as commercial intermediar-
ies between Constantinople, the Byzantine fortified emporia on the Danube, the
lands of Rus” and Galicia and the farthest Eastern regions, local trade continued to
flourish especially in the centres of Dristra, Dinogetia and the new town of Kilia.

Periphery, ed. G. SEAMAN, D. Marks, Los Angeles 1991, p. 132-157; P. DiacoNu, Les Coumans
au Bas-Danube aux XTI et XII siécles, Bucarest 1978; E CURTA, Southeastern Europe..., p. 293-317;
A. IImmunayk, Couianvua icmopis kunuaxie y IX-XIII cm., Kuis 2018; A. IMunnmnuayk, Keinuaku
u Busanmis (koney XI - nauano XIII 6.), SHEO 5, 2012, p. 41-52.

' M. GYONI, Le nom de BAéyot dans I'Alexiade d Anne Comnéne, BZ 44, 1951, p. 241-252; IDEM,
La transhumance des Vlaques Balcaniques au Moyen Age, Bsl 12, 1951, p. 29-42; E. STANESCU, La
population vlaque de I Empire Byzantin au XI*-XIIF siécle, BF 7, 1979, p. 23-53; P.S. NASTUREL, Les
Valaques balkaniques aux X*-XIIF siécles. Mouvements de population et colonisation dans la Roma-
nie grecque et latine, BF 7, 1979, p. 89-112; E. CuRTA, Southeastern Europe..., p. 280-282, 316-317,
354-365; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 104-105; A. MADGEARU, Byzantine
Military Organization..., p. 140, 143.

% A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 85-86, 99-100, 147-158; P. STEPHENSON,
Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 103-105, 203-210, 229-269; F. CURrTA, Southeastern Europe...,
p. 328-334; J.V.A. FINE, The Early Medieval Balkans..., p. 234-247; F. MAKK, The Arpa’ds and the
Comneni. Political Relations between Hungary and Byzantium in the 12" Century, Budapest 1989,
p. 96-124.
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The relative scarcity of Cuman raids in the hinterland of Paristrion is a further
proof of the fact that the locals and the last wave of invaders had gradually reached
a modus vivendi, and that peaceful relations within the various ethnies living in the
region were more productive than a state of constant threat and warfare?'.

The local population, as it has been already mentioned, was extremely diversi-
fied: Bulgarians, Vlachs, Cumans, and soldiers and administrators coming from
various parts of the Byzantine empire had developed their own peculiar culture
during the course of more than a century in which Roman, Slavic and ‘alien’ cus-
toms forcibly coexisted””. As the military confrontation between the ethnies inhab-
iting the region of Paristrion waned during the course of the 12 century, renewed
trade opportunities created the conditions for the development of an integrated
economic system, in which nomadic, semi-nomadic and sedentary communities,
each with their own peculiarities, language and lifestyle, coexisted and prospered.
Once again, the presence of a sizeable military force, although smaller than the one
stationed on the Danube in the previous century, protected the inhabitants and
their trade: what's more important, it generated the need for supplies and services
provided by the locals, who also worked as intermediaries in the flow of goods
exchanged between Constantinople, Paristrion itself and the territories to its north.

Progressively, a group of small- and medium-scale local magnates began to
emerge. Their ethnic origins and their economic activities were varied. Some had
received land in pronoia, and commanded fortresses and military units on the river
or on the mountain slopes: most likely, but not necessarily, they were sedentarized
mixobarbaroi of Petcheneg or Cuman origins (or Rus: Manuel I entrusted four
Danube fortresses to Rus’ chieftains, who presumably garrisoned them with their
retinue and troops, after 1160)* with ties with the Cumans living north of the Dan-
ube. Other Cumans had not renounced their nomadic lifestyle, and bred horses for
the needs of the Byzantine military. There were landholders, descendants of the
old Bulgarian aristocracy who, although culturally and politically part of the Byz-
antine oikoumene, had not entirely forgotten their heritage. And there were Vlach
merchants and sheep breeders, living on the hills and moving with their herds,
descending on the plains to trade their products. Long coexistence and economic

2! A. MADGEARU, Byzantine Military Organization..., p. 153; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan
Frontier..., p. 106; . SHEPARD, Tzetzes Letters to Leo at Dristra, BF 6, 1979, p. 191-239.

22 See J. BONAREK, Le Bas Danube dans la seconde moitié du XI-éme siécle: nouveaux états ou no-
veaux peuples?, BSC 5, 2007, p. 193-200; V. TUPKOVA-ZAIMOVA, La population du Bas-Danube et le
pouvoir byzantine (XI'~XIFs.), [in:] EADEM, Byzance, la Bulgarie, les Balkans, Plovdiv 2010, p. 68-76;
EADEM, Les mouvements des populations en Meésie et en Thrace entre le début du XTI et le début du
XIIFs., [in:] EADEM, Byzance, la Bulgarie..., p. 77-85; F. DALLUAGLIO, The Interaction between No-
madic and Sedentary Peoples on the Lower Danube: the Cumans and the ‘Second Bulgarian Empire’,
[in:] The Steppe Lands and the World beyond them. Studies in Honor of Victor Spinei on his 70" Birth-
day, ed. F. CURTA, B.-P. MALEON, lasi 2013, p. 299-312.

# TI. T1aB1OB, 3a pyckomo npucecmeue Ha Jonnu JJynas u 6vnzapo-pyckume épo3ku npes XI-XII 6.,
06 3, 1986, p. 11-20; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 107.
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interdependence had gradually blurred the ethnic and cultural divisions which
separated them, and trying to make a distinction between Bulgarians, Vlachs and
Cumans is a difficult and most certainly irrelevant task.

This situation of relative prosperity came to an end in the second half of the
12™ century. Due to the concerns arising from the old conflict with Hungary,
now coupled with tensions with the Normans and the Western powers in gen-
eral, the Byzantine military presence on the Danube was reduced to a minimum.
The definitive inclusion of the Cumans in the Byzantine commercial and diplo-
matic space made its presence redundant, and the network of fortresses and trad-
ing posts that dotted the Danube was gradually decommissioned**. While peace
is certainly a desirable condition, the reduction of the military presence brought
a parallel reduction in trade and, consequentially, a decrease in economic prosper-
ity and social stability*. The good relations between the Cumans and the inhabit-
ants of Paristrion favoured trans-border commercial exchanges, but this was not
to the benefit of the locals. Trans-Danubian Cumans were generally not interested
in trading agricultural goods: likewise, the goods they exported south of the river
were of no commercial interest to the locals, being mostly luxury items like silk,
or horses for the needs of the Byzantine military. The locals found themselves pro-
gressively cut out from the main commercial routes of the empire. Without a sig-
nificant military presence that could absorb the local production, the main market
for horses, cattle and agricultural produce was Constantinople: but the Paristrian
entrepreneurs had to compete with the provinces of Thrace and Macedonia, which
produced more, were nearer to the capital and better connected by a good network
of roads and especially harbours for sea trade, something which Paristrion lacked.

The region became progressively irrelevant, both from a strategic and commer-
cial point of view. The reduction in the volume of trade, coupled with an increas-
ingly oppressive fiscal politics, generated a great deal of resentment amongst the
local population. This was encouraged by the remembrance of the past glory of
the Bulgarian kingdom, celebrated in many anonymous texts written during the
Byzantine domination of Bulgaria, either as originals or as translations and adapta-
tions from Greek models. Known as ‘historical-apocalyptic writings, those are
not trustworthy recollections of the past: on the contrary, characters and events
of Bulgarian history are mixed together with religious texts and transfigured into
allegoric tales with strong prophetic and eschatological overtones®. While the

** V. Boxxnnos, B. T103ENEB, Mcmopus Ha [Jobpyodxa..., p. 113114, and especially note 186.

» For an analysis of the decrease of monetary circulation in the region see V1. Boxxunos, B. ['103E/EB,
Ycmopus na Jobpyosxca. .., p. 183-186.

* On the Bulgarian historical-apocalyptic literature see especially B. TprkoBA-3AMMOBA, A. Muj1-
TEHOBA, VICmMopuko-anokanunmuuHama KHUXHUHA 6v6 Busanmus u 6 cpedHosexosHa boneapus,
Codms 1996, p. 12-117 (English edition, V. TAPKOVA-ZAIMOVA, A. MILTENOVA, Historical-Apoca-
lyptic Literature in Byzantium and Medieval Bulgaria, Sofia 2001); M. KAIMAKAMOBA, Bracm u uc-
mopus 6 cpedHosexosHa boneapua, VII-XIV eex, Codus 2011, p. 157-216; F. CURTA, Southeastern
Europe..., p. 288-289.
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texts are of a different nature, there is a certain insistence in all of them on repre-
senting the past of the virtuous Bulgarian people as an age of splendour and moral
excellence. The champion par excellence of those virtues is tsar Peter (927-970),
celebrated for his love of peace and for his religious zeal. The most eloquent exam-
ple of this laudatory attitude, in which the symbolic and eschatological elements
prevail over the historical truth, is the Tale of the Prophet Isaiah:

He [Peter] ruled over the Bulgarian land for twenty years without sin and without a wife,
and his reign was blessed. In that time, in the days and years of saint Peter, tsar of the Bul-
garians, there was abundance of everything, namely grain and butter, honey and milk and
wine [...] and there was want of nothing, but there was abundance of everything according
to God’s will””.

Isolated from the centre of the empire, impoverished and disenfranchised,
increasingly confronted with the memory of a past they found much more enticing
than the glim reality of the present, the local inhabitants gradually lost their emo-
tive and identitarian connection with Constantinople®. Other factors, not directly
connected to Paristrion but to the general state of the empire, weighed in. The death
of Manuel I, in 1180, marked the beginning of a political crisis in Constantinople,
which had serious repercussions on its peripheral territories”. Béla III of Hungary
resumed military operations and occupied the regions of Srem, Fruska Gora, Cro-
atia and Dalmatia while his ally, the grand Zupan of Serbia Stefan Nemanja, began
a parallel expansion on the Adriatic coast, Kosovo and Macedonia®. To make

¥ Cxa(3)anie Hcaie np(o)pxa, in B. TbIKOBA-3AMMOBA, A. MWITEHOBA, VMcmopuko-anokanun-
muunama kHuxmcHuna. .., p. 200 (English translation by the author). On the significance and textual
history of the Tale, see I. BILIARSKY, The Tale of the Prophet Isaiah. The Destiny and Meanings of an
Apocryphal Text, Leiden 2013 [= ECEEMA, 23].

# This phenomenon was not limited to Paristrion. See for instance the letter addressed by Mi-
chael Choniates to Demetrios Drimys, in which he laments that Constantinople was neglecting its
obligations towards the provinces: Michaelis Choniatae Epistulae, ed. H.-G. BECK, A. KAMBYLISs,
R. KeyDELL, Berlin-New York 2001, p. 69, 52-70, 68. See also V. TREMBLAY, L’identité romaine est-
elle exclusive a Constantinople? Dichotomie entre Byzance et les Balkans a I'époque médiobyzantine
(VI-XIF siécles), [in:] From Constantinople to the Frontier. The City and the Cities, ed. N. MATHEOU,
T. KAMPIANAKI, L. BoNDIOLL Leiden 2016 [= MMe, 106], p. 36-40. Of course the relation between
capital and provinces, the attraction exercised by the capital on provincials, and the question of pro-
vincial versus ‘Roman’ identity are much more nuanced than a simple opposition: see A. KALDEL-
LIS, Provincial Identities in Byzantium, [in:] The Routledge Handbook on Identity in Byzantium,
ed. M.E. STEWART, D.A. PARNELL, C. WHATLEY, New York 2022, p. 248-262.

¥ M. ANGOLD, Church and Society in Byzantium under the Comneni, 1081-1261, Cambridge 2000,
p. 126-136; for a partial reassessment of this position see the essays in Byzantium, 1180-1204:
‘the Sad Quarter of a Century’?, ed. A. SIMPSON, Athens 2015.

% F. CURTA, Southeastern Europe..., p. 334-335, 339, 346-347; ].V.A. FINE, The Late Medieval Bal-
kans. A Critical Survey from the Late Twelfth Century to the Ottoman Conquest, Ann Arbor 1994,
p. 6-9; P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan frontier..., p. 279-284; A. MADGEARU, The Asanids.
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matters worse, in August 1185 a Norman army sacked Thessalonica and remained
in the region until the month of November. In the eastern part of the empire there
were no invasions, but some local archontes profited from the turmoil and tried
to secede from the empire, after having increased the size of their militias: the
most successful one was Isaac Comnenos, who took control of Cyprus and styled
himself as a legitimate emperor?'.

The idea of seceding from the empire, or at least to achieve some greater degree
of autonomy, was evidently entertained also by some members of the local aristoc-
racy of Paristrion. The catalyst that accelerated this process was an unexpected and
severe onset of cattle confiscations in the early autumn of 1185. The new emperor
Isaac II was about to marry Margaret, the daughter of king Béla III of Hungary.
The marriage would have finally put an end to the hostilities between the two
countries: Isaac did not want to use the public treasury to pay for the expenses, so
he decided to take what was needed from his estates in Thrace. The greed of the
tax collectors, anyways, went past his orders, and they confiscated cattle and flocks
in Paristrion, especially in the region of Anchialos and the cities around it, to the
point that the barbarians living on the mount Haemus rebelled®?. Anchialos is not
far from the easternmost slopes of the Stara Planina, with its population of itin-
erant Vlachs and Bulgarian farmers, and it was the main commercial hub of the
region, where the local merchants carried their stocks to be transported oversea,
and where the Byzantine tax collectors could sieze their cattle and produce.

The population of Paristrion, exacerbated by this last extraordinary taxation
which they rightly perceived as an abuse, convinced that the empire was no longer
able to guarantee the security and the interests of its citizens, and that it could not
oppose a resolute action, as the recent setbacks against Hungary, Serbia and the
Normans had proved, finally decided to take the matter in their own hands. In
the autumn of 1185 two brothers, Asen and Theodore (who will later chose the
name Peter) approached emperor Isaac II while he was encamped at Kipsella,
before his successful campaign against the Normans. We know nothing certain
about them. From the fact that they were able to access the emperor, we may sup-
pose that they were already in the service of the empire, either as holders of a pro-
noia or as suppliers of horses or goods to the army: in short, they were part of the

The Political and Military History of the Second Bulgarian Empire (1185-1280), Leiden 2017
[= ECEEMA, 41], p. 32-33.

! P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium Transformed, c. 9501200, MEnc 10, 2004, p. 206-208; W.H. RupT DE
COLLENBERG, L'empereur Isaac de Chypre et sa fille (1155-1207), B 38, 1968, p. 123-179; ]. HOFF-
MANN, Rudimente von Territorialstaaten im byzantinischen Reich (1071-1210). Untersuchungen iiber
Unabhiingigkeitsbestrebungen und ihr Verhdltnis zu Kaiser und Reich, Miinchen 1974 [= MBM, 17],
p. 32-38, 86-89; J.-C. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations a Byzance (963-1210), Paris 1990, p. 117.
2 CHONIATES, 368; A. SIMPSON, Byzantium’s Retreating Balkan Frontiers during the Reign of the An-
geloi (1185-1203): a Reconsideration, [in:] The Balkans and the Byzantine World before and after the
Captures of Constantinople, 1204 and 1453, ed. V. StaNKoVvIC, Lanham 2016 [= B.EEL], p. 6-7.
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local elite of mixobarbaroi so despised by Choniates. We can assume that they
were affluent, well connected to the Cumans (and possibly of Cuman, or partly
Cuman descent), as the future events will show, and that they enjoyed the esteem
of their countrymen.

Much has been said about the ethnic origins of the brothers (and of the reb-
els in general), especially because the sources, with no exception, describe them
as Vlachs. The same sources, however, while carefully distinguishing between
Vlachs and Cumans make almost no mention of the Bulgarians. This is confusing,
since there is no evidence that the Bulgarian ethnic element had been supplanted
by the Vlachs or that it did not participate in the uprising, given especially the fact
that the new polity would immediately represent itself as the resurgence of the
old Bulgarian kingdom rather than a new political entity. In the past decades,
the controversy between Bulgarian and Romanian scholars over this matter has
been fierce, and ultimately pointless*. The most logical explanation for this is
that the Byzantine authors called the rebels Vlachs because the name of Bulgaria
had been used, since the time of Basil II, to indicate the western regions of the
old Bulgarian kingdom and not the region of Paristrion®. The same Choniates,
while employing almost only the ethnonym ‘Vlach also states that people ‘of both
descent’ (i.e., Bulgarians and Vlachs) participated to the revolt, which was aimed
at the freedom ‘of the people of the Bulgarians and the Vlachs™*. The matter, how-
ever, is of very little importance: as said before, the populations living in Paristrion
had already begun to forge a distinct identity which included and surpassed their
actual, different ethnic allegiances. Questioning the ethnicity of the leaders of the
revolt and of their followers, and attempting to ascribe it to any of the populations
living in the region (especially to serve contemporary political and nationalist pur-
poses), is a sterile occupation in the light of their future actions and ideology™.

Once in Kipsella and at the presence of the emperor, Peter and Asen demanded
some concessions (according to Choniates, a small plot of land), which Isaac did
not grant. Tempers rose high and Asen, the more uncompromising of the two, was
slapped in the face by order of the emperor’s uncle, John the sebastokrator. Enraged
and humiliated, they returned home and staged the uprising that would bring to

* For a relatively unbiased exposition of the controversy see Ph. MALINGOUDIS, Die Nachrichten
des Niketas Choniates iiber die Entstehung des zweiten bulgarisches Staates, Bu{ 10, 1980, p. 89-100,
123-129; V. Boxxmiios, Qamunusima na Acenesyu (1186-1460). Ierneanoeust u npoconoepagus, Co-
bua 1994, p. 11-19; R. DAsKALOV, Feud over the Middle Ages: Bulgarian-Romanian Historiographical
Debates, [in:] Entangled Histories of the Balkans, vol. 111, Shared Pasts, Disputed Legacies, ed. IDEM,
A. VEZENKOV, Leiden 2015, p. 274-354; A. MADGEARU, The Asanids..., p. 60-63.

** FE DALLAGLIO, The Interaction between Nomadic and Sedentary..., p. 302-304, for some examples.
* CHONIATES, 371.

* For a summary of the many theories proposed about the ethnic origins of the Asenids see V1. Bo-
KWIOB, Pamunusma Ha Acenesyu. .., p. 18-19.
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the establishment of the second Bulgarian kingdom?. This series of events, appar-
ently quite straightforward, present some substantial differences with the other
uprisings taking place within the imperial boundaries in the same period. The first
one is the fact that, since the beginning, it seems that a large part of the popula-
tion was involved: while it may have been started by some local archon, apparently
the population was quick to join them, for the reasons that have been examined
above. The same Choniates states that the uprising had been planned well before
the encounter with Isaac IT*, so that Asen’s rude behaviour may have been, in fact,
a provocation aimed at exacerbating the situation.

Another difference, and a very important one, is the constant reference made
by the rebels to their connection with the first Bulgarian kingdom. Choniates
observed, with a certain trepidation, that the ultimate aim of the rebels was to
reunite the kingdom of the Mysians and of the Bulgarians, as it had been in the
past*®. While we may suppose that, probably, in the beginning of the uprising
the aim of the rebels was not that ambitious, and their political program not so well
defined, it is uncontroversial that, once the survival of the breakaway province had
been assured, their actions moved into that direction. Theodore was crowned tsar
in the attire of the old Bulgarian rulers (a golden circlet and red boots, according to
the dismissive description made by Choniates) and chose the name Peter, charged
with so much significance; one of the first campaigns was directed at the old capital
Preslav where he evidently wanted to perform his coronation®. The new capital was
set in Tarnovo, previously a town of small importance. The two Bulgarian king-
doms were separated by almost two centuries and by many differences, not least
the ethnic and cultural composition of its population. It is therefore impossible to
assume that the state created by the Asanids at the end of the 12" century was just
the natural continuation of the old Bulgarian kingdom, whose development had
been interrupted, but not destroyed, by the Byzantine conquest ad domination, as
it it had remained dormant waiting for a chance to resurface. Nonetheless, this was
precisely the concept that its rulers strived to expound: and in a certain way, there

7 CHONIATES, 368-369. The establishment of the second Bulgarian kingdom is the subject of a con-
siderable amount of historiography. For a general bibliography on the revolt and on the first years
of the kingdom see V. Boxxinos, B. ['03EnEB, Mcmopus Ha Cpednosexosra Boneapus. .., p. 421-440;
V. Boxmnos, Pamunuama na Acenesyu. .., p. 11-42; Ph. MALINGoUDIs, Die Nachrichten des Ni-
ketas Choniates... (see also its review, with many corrections and additions: I. JIntaspun, Hosoe
uccnedosarue o soccmanuu 6 Ilapucmpuone u 06pasosanuu emopoeo boneapckoeo yapcmea, BB 41,
1980, p. 92-112); P. STEPHENSON, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier..., p. 288-315; C. BRAND, Byzantium
Confronts the West, 1180-1204, Cambridge Mass. 1968, p. 88-96; E CurTa, Southeastern Europe...,
p. 357-365; A. MADGEARU, The Asanids..., p. 35-83; A. SIMPSON, Byzantium’s Retreating Balkan
Frontiers...

* CHONIATES, 368.

* CHONIATES, 374.

* CHONIATES, 372.
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was truth in their claims that the aim of the uprising was the restoration of an old
polity, and not the creation of a new one, as the same Choniates admitted. While
it is certainly possible to frame this rebellion in the general contemporary trend
of centrifugal peripheries at the edges of the Byzantine empire*, the breakaway of
Paristrion was ideologically supported by much more than simple fiscal protest
and social unrest. Peter and Asen were indeed local archontes struggling to break
free from the empire and carve out an independent principality. Yet, their idea
was welcomed by the local population who participated enthusiastically, notwith-
standing the great dangers and difficulties it entailed: this proves that the memory
of the first Bulgarian kingdom was not just a political ploy, but an idea that reso-
nated strongly at least with the ruling elite of the region and could be used to suc-
cessfully rally the population in such a difficult endeavour®.

The reasons for this success are manifold. Obviously the general discontent
with the Byzantine government, and especially the recent surge in extraordinary
taxes, was an important factor but not one that, taken alone, would be sufficient to
explain the events: once paired with the remembrance of the old Bulgarian state, it
become irresistible. Since all the ethnies living in Paristrion took part in the revolt
and in the defence of the new polity, it is evident that this discourse was attractive
not only for the ethnic Bulgarians but for all the inhabitants of the region. What
they saw in the memory, or in the myth of old Bulgaria was not national pride
(something that could maybe work for the Bulgarians, if such a concept can be
applied to the Middle Ages) but a palingenesis in which moral renewal and spiritu-
al virtues, the core concepts of the historical-apocalyptic literature, were as much
important as material prosperity. Furthermore, from a political point of view,
seeking an affiliation with a once-powerful state was of great importance for the
Asenides: presenting themselves as the successors of the old Bulgarian kings, even
if they were not related by blood to them, would guarantee that their claims to
autonomous rule would be taken seriously by their opponents. As a matter of fact,
the Byzantine emperors, the Hungarian king Imre and the Latin crusaders that
took control of Constantinople after the deviation of the Fourth Crusade tried to
undermine their pretensions, considering them usurpers who had unjustly and
forcefully taken control of territories that did not belong to them. Asen and Peter
tried to be recognized as legitimate sovereigns by Frederik Barbarossa during his
passage in the Balkan peninsula in the Third Crusade, but to no avail*’. The matter
was finally resolved by pope Innocent III who sent a royal crown and sceptre to
tsar Kalojan (1197-1207), the third ruler of Bulgaria after Asen and Peter, stating

1 For which see again J. HOFFMANN, Rudimente...; J.-C. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations...

2 F. DALLUAGLIO, As it Had Been in the Past: the Idea of National Continuity in the Establish-
ment of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, [in:] Laudator Temporis Acti. Studia in Memoriam Ioannis
A. Bozilov, vol. I, ed. I. BILIARSKY, Sofia 2018, p. 282-299.

* Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, rec. A. CHROUST, Berolini 1928, p. 58; Historia Pere-
grinorum, rec. A. CHROUST, Berolini 1928, p. 149.
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that he and his brothers were legitimate sovereigns and not usurpers: descendants
of the lineage of the old kings, they succeeded not in occupying, but in recovering
the land of their fathers*, providing Kalojan with a prestigious endorsement for
his claims.

The last factor that guaranteed the success of the revolt, perhaps the most impor-
tant one from the military point of view, was the involvement of the Cumans: not
only of those settled south of the Danube, who had by then become part of the
ethnic mosaic of Paristrion, but of those stationed north, much more numerous
and warlike. For them, the establishment of a state that would necessarily engage
in military operations against Byzantium, and provide a buffer between their
lands and those of the empire, was a great opportunity to resume their plundering
raids in relative security®: as a matter of fact, the Cumans participated in the mili-
tary operations on the rebels’ side since the beginning of the uprising, and their
help was of invaluable importance until the end of the first decade of the 13" cen-
tury, when more pressing matters in the core of their commonwealth reduced, but
never completely extinguished, their presence south of the Danube*. Rather than
being the gateway from which hostile populations descended to pillage and devas-
tate the region, as in the past centuries, the Danube became a sanctuary and a sup-
ply line, from which the Cuman light cavalry could join forces with the Bulgarians
and, if necessary, retreat to safety. Secure in its northern boundaries, Paristrion
was easily defensible if the attackers came from the south, as long as the defend-
ers had control of the mountain passes and fortresses: this was the initial strategic
goal of the rebels, and their success in doing so proved crucial in assuring the sur-
vival of the new-born state in the first years of its existence.

The insurrection of 1185 was a turning point in the history of Paristrion, and
the final step in the process of identity-building that had been taking place in the
region since the 11™ century: and yet, paradoxically, it also meant the end, or
at least a radical redefinition, of its specific features. The idea of a secession brought
together all the different components of the Paristrian population, each with its
own characteristics — Bulgarians, be they descendants of the old aristocracy or

# [...] de priorum regum prosapia descendentes, terram patrum suorum non tam occupare quam
recuperare ceperunt: Die Register Innocenz’ 111, vol. VII, Pontifikatsjahr, 1204/1205. Texte und Indices,
ed. O. HAGENEDER et al., Wien 1997, p. 205. The letter is dated 15 September 1204 and is addressed
to Imre of Hungary, who was opposing Kalojan’s coronation in the light of the ongoing conflict
between Bulgaria and Hungary for the possession of the Belgrade-Branicevo area.

4 According to Nicetae Choniatae Orationes et Epistulae, ed. ]J.L. vAN DIETEN, Berlin-New York
1972 [= CFHB, 3], p. 7-8, Peter won the assistance of the trans-Danube Cumans promising easy
campaigns and rich plunder. Of course, Choniates” orations were rhetoric exercises delivered in the
presence of the emperor and the court, so their historical value must be carefully weighed.

6 B. CrosHOB, Kymanume 6 Bbovneapckama ucmopus (XI-XIV e.), VIIT 61.5/6, 2005, p. 3-25;
E DaLvr’AcLio, The Military Alliance between the Cumans and Bulgaria from the Establishment of
the Second Bulgarian Kingdom to the Mongol Invasion, AEMA 16,2008/2009, p. 29-54; K. GOLEV, The
Bulgarophilia of the Cumans in the Times of the First Asenids of Bulgaria, 30 6.3, 2018, p. 452-471.
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simple farmers, who could revive the glorious days of their forefathers, Vlach
traders who wanted a fairer tax regime, Cuman merchants and raiders who were
looking for more profitable enterprises, and the many more whose ancestry was
unclear, mixed, untraceable — and made a single people out of them. This final act
of unity, which was the high point of the formation of an embryonal Paristrian
identity and at the same time the beginning of its dissolution, was the way they
chose to satisfy their material and spiritual instances, since their previous existence
as citizens of the Byzantine empire was evidently no longer desirable. The state that
was born out of this rebellion carried, for political and cultural reasons, the name
of only one of its constituents, but it was the joint creation of all its inhabitants®".
Once again Paristrion became the heartland of a Bulgarian kingdom, after hav-
ing been one of the many peripheries of the Byzantine empire. This had already
happened in 681 when the Bulgars established their khanate over the local Slavs
and Byzantines, and it happened again in 1185: but this time the kingdom was
established by local elements, although with the assistance of the Cumans who,
coincidentally, were based in the lands occupied by the Bulgars before their final
descent in the Balkan peninsula. And of course, before becoming again the centre
of a Bulgarian polity it was the centre of the Paristrian community, incorporat-
ing Bulgarian, Vlach, Byzantine, Cuman, sedentary, transhumant, and nomadic
elements into a new collective body who was conscious of its demands, willing to
fight to satisfy its necessities, and looking back to the past to legitimize its actions
and its future. But when it comes to the theme of peripheries, we should not lim-
it our remarks to the obvious fact that the Byzantines considered it a peripheral
province inhabited by a peculiar population of half-barbarians. Paristrion was
a periphery to the Cumans as well, being the south-westernmost point of their
own oikoumene, stretching from West-Central Asia to the heart of the Balkans:
and it was for them an area of great importance, where they got direct contact with
the Byzantine empire and the trade (and plunder) opportunities it provided*.
Paristrion does not fit well in the usual narrative of a binary and static opposi-
tion between centre and periphery. Its peculiar history and the development of its
identity cannot be understood only in reference to Constantinople, and the same
is true for the whole of Central and South-Eastern Europe. The history of Bulgaria,
Hungary, Galicia, Rus’ is related not only to Constantinople or western Europe, but

¥ While known as ‘kingdom of the Vlachs and the Bulgars’ in its first years, it became known as
‘kingdom of Bulgaria® during the reign of Boril (1207-1218). ‘Second Bulgarian kingdom’ or ‘Em-
pire’ (in Bulgarian, usually, Bropo Bbirapcko 1japcrso) is, of course, a modern appellative. See also
A. MADGEARU, The Asanids..., p. 58: the Bulgarians had a solid state tradition, while the Vlachs had
none. The Bulgarian aristocracy [...] was linked to the past in a manner in which the Vlach nobility
was not.

# K. GOLEV, On the Edge of “Another World”: the Balkans and Crimea as Contact Zones between the
Cuman-Qipchaqs and the Outside World, EB 54, 2018, p. 109-110; Ts. STEPANOV, Periphery as Uni-
verse, Bsl 59, 1998, p. 247-254.
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also, and with the same degree of importance, to the constant afflux of populations,
ideas and goods coming from the East. In this perspective, Pechenegs, Oghuzs,
Cumans, Mongols were not just exotic barbarians bent on pillaging and destroy-
ing, but important actors in a dynamic network of constant interactions, which
had enormous repercussions on Constantinople and the West as well. The whole
idea of a sedentary, and obviously fully-civilized, world existing in a self-sufficient
void from which it projected itself outside, interacting with the nomadic polities
only if and when this was suitable to its aims, must be rediscussed. Paristrion,
being simultaneously a centre and a double periphery, to Constantinople and to
the Cumans, and being the hinge connecting the world of the steppes with that
of the sedentary civilizations, may provide an excellent case study in this regard,
and on the way in which identities were formed, debated, and negotiated in the
late 12 century.
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