
THE EVOLUTION OF SLAVIC SOCIETY 
AND THE SLAVIC INVASIONS IN GREECE 

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

N A SCHOLARLY GATHERING which has as its purpose the centennial celebration 
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.1 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 and 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 
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The problem of the Slavs in Greece remains an extraordinarily complex 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. 
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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 Since 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 early middle ages in 
Greece has been established with the identification of specific Slavic objects and prac- 

6T. Borkovski, Staroslavanska keramika ve stredni Evrope, Prague, 1940. Z. Hilczerowna, "Praski typ 
ceramiki," Slownik staroiytnosci sAowianskich 4, 1970, pp. 305-309. It has since made substantial progress: 
Z: Vana, Einfuhrung in die Friihgeschichte der Slaven, Neumunster 1970; W. Hensel, Die Slawen im frihen 
Mittelaltar, ihre materielle Kultur, Berlin 1965; I. P. Rusanova, Slaviianskie drevnosti VI-VII vv, Moscow 
1976. 
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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, Slavjiani i Prabylgari pa danni na nekropolite ot VI-XI 
vv na teritorijata Bylgarija, 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, op. cit. (footnote 3 above), passim. 
8N. Yalouris, AEXT 16, 1960, B' [19621, pp. 125-126; AEXT 17, 1961/2, B' [19631, p. 106, and especially 

pl. 117. BCH 84, 1960, p. 720, and BCH 85, 1961, p. 722. 
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pottery of the Olympic site to the 7th century (communicated to me by Popovic and so recorded in his 
study cited above [footnote 61, 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 graeci minores II, 
p. 583, ?21), gives literary evidence for Olympia which complements Yalouris' finds. 

"OT ZaXwoVEV%, OLVOAXoq, HEXIIEo Kat Ot[ HEXOIl8at E' f lv 0 KaT(XKOVV, 

vIJ Bto-a KAXTat. Nvp 8E' oV'' 6'voAa' Eurt Hflto-arJv Ka KavO VKaOwV Kat 

fI-pv)op axTravrTa ya&p TraVTra ZKvGa vEIOvTat. 
10G. Daux, "Rapport sur les travaux de l'Ecole Franvaise 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 11th 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, op. cit. [footnote 3 above], for further 
bibliography. 

"G. 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."2 

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 Slavic 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 and 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 

'2M. Vasmer, "Die Slaven in Griechenland," Abhandlungen der Preussischen Akademie der Wissen- 
schqften, Jahrgang 1941 (Phil.-hist. Klasse) XII, Berlin 1941. 

'3The 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 prqfane 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. 

"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, "1vt43oA0Xi Ets Tr'v XpovoOXoyrjcrtv rcv 'A,faptKW'v Ka t 

Y2XaJ3LKCWV E8poWu2v, Eirt MaVpZtKtov (582-602) (,tEr' EItL/E'TpOV wept Tp V 7IEpcTKLLIV ITOXEWVV)," EV,uuELK- 

ra 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. 



382 SPEROS VRYONIS, JR. 

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.'5 

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 walls 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.'9 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. 

'5Saint 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. 
Ka' TavTa IxE'v o-vvE/,83T YEPEoGrat El' VLTTEpOV. ToTE 8U aVsTq'IT T)/LEpa' 069oTw v aVTW)V 7TEpL Ta 

aw, a 7Tro-XoXA9-qo-aP orvPayoPTE' 8p4uxTa Kat atX/AXTOVl Kat XpfiaTa' Kat 7Ta 6XXov 
o-urov Kat a"XXW KaplTwv vlT avlTWV XA0E'VTwV-a7TavTa yap TOTE Ta yEopyE ETa Kat 7TpOTE- 

pw &aw aTEo9ETa T'o &i>y aEoE- uoEt6s a7vTols Tqv T)/LEpav EKEL VVTT)pKEoa V Kat T) Eal- 

PtLO /LEXpt' aptc-Tov. METa 8E TavTa Tov1 KaplTov; TWV E8V8W Kat TO1N OpTT)Ka' Kat TC 

aVTCV TE Kat XaXavwv 7TaVTWV, ELTa TT)V T).EpOv xV oXTlV Kat Taq ayptOJ8XaUzTOVl foTava' KaL 

TO v KaXoV/UEVolv XkXpovPOl aKaV'w, Kat aVTOV XOLTOV ToV XOVV TT)' Y71) KaTE p Ka8aIJaV, Kat ETL 
I I I c I . - 

- 
I ,,t s n 

EXt,AWTTOV, OVX V7TO/LEVOVOT)q TT)' 7T' To% / 3apos a vTOV, Ka9&$; yEyparTat. 

7Saint Demetrius, p. 136. 
Tolv 8e ~4aTzov X//3Ov3 T TTOXE TOTE TTEPLEVTOLIOE, Kat TO 7TpwTwq t8EtV Xayya paptKV. 

18Saint Demetrius, p. 137. 
'9They 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. 
20Saint Demetrius, pp. 151-152. 

A 8E aVTO0Et/ KaTEL8OV Kat TaVS XEPULV Et/JTXa4JT)cTa KaTa To aVaTOXLKOV TTJl 7TOXEOJs /ZEpOs EK 

TE TWVP ITOXEWWV0 yE-yEVT/ILEVa Ka t VITO /kOPV OEOV 0 tao-KE8aoTEVPTa, Kat TaVTa /JEpLKW' Kat 

0-VVT/kY)TtKw8 8tu)yi'o-oa? t . . . 
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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 

It is clear from the text that the Avaro-Slavic army disposed of a formidable array of 
EXEITOXELA, KptOt, XEXLO vat and rETpof80Xot, 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. 

Now 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 not 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 machines situated before the outer wall for the purpose 

21Saint Demetrius, pp. 148-149. 
ElZa Kat' tiOkOVS KVKXO9EV T)KOVO/.tEV 8& 6A'X VVKTO' KaU Tl ElTaVpa O, KrT'KEVaOvrw av-rwv 

XEITroXEL' KaL KptOlN o-t8jpoiV Kat IETpOJON v7TEp/LEyEGEV9, Kat Ta% KaXovi'vaq XEXWvOs, 

aorTtva' TvV Tois 7TETpO8OXOvs 8EppEoItv E7Lo-KE7TaGcaVTEq (TjpaiAs, /.ETa48oVXEV0-catEVot VLTaXtv 8ta 
TO ,uq V7ITO TVVpO' 7T 0C0T7) KaXXa4ov'oT, a'8tKEtcr9at, 8EppEV' PEo0cTaywVp 8owv Kat KaiXcv 

VLay, Eva,q Et TOtS OpyacOVs EKELOUOV EwrTXo-av. Kat OvrT TavTa I7TX)cTLOV Tov TftXovN lTpocTa- 

Y0 VTE4, aTo T7T)4 TpMrjsq T,Epw' Kat EITEKELVa e 8aXXov Xi0otv, wAaXov 8E 8ovvois p /E7EG8EEL 

TVyXaPOVOC, Kat 8EXEoit MUMo oi Tof6Tac aviTWv vorta8a' jxtxovgEVotV XEt/LEptvaq, xs /A17tva 

TCO Ew T TEXEEL 8vao8Oat Ka% ITpOKVl/at aKtV8v'VW Kat Tt Trw 'W GEaoa-ao9at akka% Kat Trt 

XEXw0'vav Trf E(W TElXEL 7TpOOkVvrEc, /UOXxo0t Kat' a'6vavt a ETW' TTEpLETLTpW V a iEIEo- 

Xtaw qo-av yap aivTatl rv XdWV I7TXELtovN oAat, T4 apto/w4. 
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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: 

'EVTEL' TTota 0-TEppOTrJ' av9(pOTtfVT) OV KaTE1TT-)XE Kat KaTE PEKpOVTO Tm 9E T E) 7ETpo3oXov 

XaXa';T, EKEL'VYJ Kat T(t) aUTEKTO) pOt4& TT) XELPOTOoTOV fpOvTi7 *--- 

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 Demetrius, 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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texts 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. Our 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 Toirot 
KOLVOL, 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. Whenever-death is already close to them, or they are seized by illness, or they are ar- 
rayed for battle, they promise, if they escape, 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 of them. They carry out their divinations in these 
sacrifices. They dwell in pitiful huts, living far from onex another, changing frequently all, and 
each severally, the location of habitation. Arrayed for 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 dark, 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 Uber slavische Vorzeit. Beitrage zur historiographischen Methode des 
Prokopios von Kaisariea," JOBG 14, 1965, pp. 51-78. 

25Procopius, de bello gothico, iii.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, iii.14.24-25. 
27Procopius, de bello gothico, iii.29.1-2. 
.. . K8E t K poVp'ta EVTav9a iToXaX TE Kat 8oKOVvTra EXvpa Ta TpOTEpa EtVat oV8EO6% a/AVVO- 

/VOl) E Xv ioAxvoav . . .. 

28Procopius, de bello gothico, iii.38.7. He qualifies this somewhat by a previous reference. 
29Procopius, de bello gothico, iii.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 

Again the 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.3" 

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. 

30H. Mihaescu, Mauricius. Arta mifitar6, Bucharest 1970, pp. 278, 280. The absence of any mention of 
siege machinery in these sections has implications for the dating of that portion of the Strategicon, or for its 
accuracy. 

31Agathias, 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: 

... 7rOXXaKtlq LEuV TW 7rEptj3o8X 7rpo(UE3ojaXXov, KXt/axxKaS TE 7rpo(UaoyoVTE' Kat Ta gXaVas TAS 

EXE7T'OXEVSqs 

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 slay 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 struggles 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: "... Et Tc3v rotoOVTctv opyavcv apa6Eo-TaTOV4 

VlrCpXoVTac,." After Bousas' instruction as to how to construct, a siege engine, EAXE7To- 

Xtv, 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), ii.16.9-10: 
. . . Ka 8Tra 

I Bovau& Tov 'Af3&povq E868acKE ovvTyvvo-9at 7TOXLOpKTTKOV rt f ET 

TeLV TOCOVTVV opyavov a/MaEO-TaTOV' v1Taopxovraq, aKpOf8oXtVECV TE 7TapEcKEV'aE T)V EXE7rOXCV. 

34Theophylactus Simocatta, ii.16.1-10. Kovacevic, op. cit. (footnote 3 above), pp. 127-128. Zasterova, 
op. 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, i.e. 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. 

Kal. ovv O XRayvos roS SKXavT)POV; ITpOUTaTTEt aKa-TWvP 7rX 'TEKTatvEoY&at, e'rnvU irp? &- 

f3aotv o-oUrX0 TO v "IrTpov ITEd7 'VLOV. oi ,'v A rEP T tyyn)86ovO9 OtKT)TOpE9 'Op?ate p6i 8otu T0tS 

rvv YKXavnv-OJv rO9 lrOvOv' Xntrovrat KaLA iTvpA ITapE8 oPav 7 ipO vavrtXav rOl'T+v E7rL- 

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. 

* Kai Oiv o XaP vo; lrapaouayya'; I)TOLcXaEVO 1TEVTE oUTpaTO TE6EVETaI ava r0 YpAto v 

ITXT)'O) TE YKXavnPvov (VkOVpyEtEV TapEUTKEV'a,Ev, OM'rS TOIv PTOTraov TOIv XEAyO/LEVOV -aopv vav- 

TtXXo'AEVOI 8capvqr'Tat-. o EAP OViv pos T-qv EIrto-TparEtaPv TITECYETO, oit 8E uvv8popov rTi lrpo- 

0ray/uaTt Tni'v vavrttaPv 1rapEtXovTo ... (Theophylactus Simocatta, vi.4.4). 
The text of Theophylactus is replete with incidents reflecting the skills of the Slavs in riverine navigation 
and 'warfare. 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, vii.10.1. 
37Theophylactus Simocatta, vii.12.1. 
... 8EK 'T) 86 Epa, Kat Taq TEpt aVTO a 8v aVVaEoS uvva9poCoaq 8 fpf8apo' E7TCA T 'IAvtoO 

KOXITOV o-TpaTEV'EI TrA o-aAXrTyya. irEpi. roVrov; roTV T07TOV' 1 AEXLarta Xwpa Ka9EO'flTKEv. 

TOLtvv tKavovq Xo apaKa o 3ap,83apoq 7Trotno-aEPO% EtL TaA9 XEAyOEvaE B6yKELS EyX@(PV0EP, Kal 8 

TOapaOraTnfkaEPO; Tniv iToXtv rots i6;AXavtact TEo-o-apaKOvTa ESE1TOpOnT)E OpOvpta. 
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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 

SPEROS VRYONIS, JR. 
CENTER FOR NEAR EASTERN STUDIES 
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 
Los Angeles, CA 90024 

38Since the preparation of this paper Supplement VI of the Bulletin de Correspondance Helkenique, 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 'a Argos," pp. 323-372; P. Aupert, "Ceramique slave 
a Argos (585 ap. JC)," pp. 373-394; idem, "Objets de la vie quotidienne 'a Argos en 585 ap. 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. 
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