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Summary 
In this thesis I will discuss the changes in the administration of the Byzantine Empire in the 7th 

century which led to the creation of the theme system, which would become the Empire’s 

principal governing entity until the fall of Constantinople in 1453. I will discuss: 1) The reasons 

behind the 7th century crisis which precipitates the need for administrative changes, focusing 

on warfare and the actions and decisions of individual emperors from Justinian I to the fall of 

Phocas, 2) The significance of plague and religion leading up to these events, 3) Heraclius 

actions during first the war against the Sassanid Empire, and then in face of the Arabic Storm in 

connection to the evolution of Byzantine administration, 4) The problems with the lack of 

written sources during the 7th century, and how it affects the debate surrounding its 

introduction today, 5) The significance of the supposed introduction of military lands and the 

role of the commericiarii after Constans II cut in military wages, 6) The role of new archeologic 

evidence in the debate, and specifically the excavations of Kastro Apalirou on Naxos 

I have concluded on the reasons for the decline precipitating the need for administrational 

changes is that the inability of the emperors following Justinian I to avoid wars and religious 

dissention, along with the lasting effects of the Justinianic plague and its periodic return, 

stopped the Empire from recovering both demographically and economically in such a way that 

it nearly proved to be the death sentence for the Byzantine Empire in the 7th century.  

Regarding the introduction of the theme system itself it’s impossible to conclude on anything 

solid. The lack of written sources and nearly complete lack of contemporary ones forces us to 

turn to largely to circumstantial evidence, which might give us some plausible scenarios, but no 

definitive answers. My own theory would be the evidence points towards the plausibility of 

Constans II using the centralized government of Heraclius to alter the system in which the 

military was supplied and payed, and to a degree establishing a system of military holdings. The 

plausible solution to why Constans reacts after the Battle of the Masts, is that Constans ended 

up in a naval arms race against the Arabs where the cost of building a navy and strengthening 

the defenses around the Aegean Sea required him to use every available resource towards that 

goal. The system that Constans created would then slowly evolve through changes made by 

different emperors after him, leading up to the systems height in the 9th and 10th century.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Thesis and presentation 

Thesis: How was the reorganization of the Roman provincial structure into the early Byzantine 

theme system implemented, and what were the driving factors behind the 7th century crisis that 

created the circumstances that saw the need for it? 

The 7th century was a time of existential crisis for the Roman world. During the reign of 

Heraclius (610/42), they would first have to fight off the Persian Sassanid Empire in the east, the 

Avar Confederacy in the north and the Lombard threat in Italy, before having to face the newly 

united Arab tribes. At the same time the economic situation in the Empire was close to a 

complete collapse while the peasants flocked towards the cities for protection. We know that 

the Roman society changed, and that the change not only affected its administrative structures, 

but that it led to a mental contraction within the now Byzantine society. What was the clearly 

defined Roman Empire during Justinian with ambitions of restoring the whole of the Roman 

Empire to its former glory, changed into the Greco-Roman successor state we now know as the 

Byzantine Empire. The testament to the success of the 7th century changes can be traced to the 

continued survival of the Empire, and its rise to new prominence during the 9th through the mid-

11th century. This success is usually attributed to the new system of provincial administration 

called the Sýstima Thémata or the theme system in English. The systems origination is however 

clouded in mystery brought by the near complete lack of sources for the latter half of the 7th 

century which has been called the Byzantine dark ages. This thesis’ goal is then to shed light on 

the circumstances for the system’s introduction. 

In the attempt to form a chronological and holistic theory on how the theme system was 

implemented I have decided to ask two questions. How was the theme system implemented, 

and what were the driving factors behind circumstances of the 7th century crisis which saw the 

need for provincial reorganization? To answer both questions, I will look into the challenges and 

changes in military, economics, politics, mentality and religiousness.  
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Regarding the economic challenge we have to consider how the fight for survival in the end was 

connected to the Empire’s ability to keep its armies and navy in a fighting condition. The Roman 

society from its start was built on the military’s ability to expand and defend its frontiers, and in 

this period keep its heartland and Capital safe from its enemies. Without sufficient money to 

keep the armies intact the Byzantine Empire would have perished during the 7th century. This is 

connected to the Empire’s ability to sufficiently extract enough resources from its population, 

and especially in a time where it lost approximately 75% of its revenues but kept 75% of its 

armed forces. 

The military factor is concerned with changing tactics in the face of the challenge presented in 

the 7th century. How was the defensive tactics, evidently applied by Belisarius in the Gothic 

campaign, and later mimicked by following emperors responsible for the appearance of the 

theme system? 

Dealing with the factor of politics I have focused on the Byzantine Emperors and how their 

individual politics affects the Empire. Some were aggressive and focused on expansion, while 

others were concerned with survival. Their economic policies ranged from presumed avarice, to 

spendthrifts. How did this affect the Byzantine Empire in this era?  

The mentality of the Byzantine court and population is a key factor for understanding the 

changes of the Roman society. While Justinian sought to restore the whole Empire, and his main 

general Belisarius was a Latin speaker by birth, others like Maurice started the process of 

Hellenization of the state, evident by the Greek language and terms being introduced into the 

court and military administration.  

For religiousness and its significance, I have decided just to do a brief summary of the religious 

matters and challenges. The reason is that the issues of religiousness in this era of the Roman 

world is simply too complex to be able to significantly go into its depths in this thesis.  

My choice to deal with the subject in a chronological order regarding the reasons for the 7th 

century collapse has to do with the reader’s ability to follow the historical context. The sources 

available from the 6th century is overwhelmingly focused on the militaristic aspects of their era, 

and this leads to our interpretation of the evidence being focused on the results of the warfare 
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itself. The economic, political, mentality and religious factor will then have to be deduced 

through the militaristic writings that are available and discussed inside each period instead of 

breaking the factors up into separate chapters. 

For the introduction of the theme system I’ve taken a different approach since there is no 

reliable chronology for the introduction of the theme system, and the main goal of the chapter 

is to try and establish a plausible theory on how the system came to be. To do this I have 

focused on Heraclius policies and their impact on the development from the battle of Yarmuk 

River of 636, if the theme system was a real innovation or based on inspiration particularly from 

the exarchates, the issue of military lands, military pay and the role of the commericiarii in 

connection to this, and the prominent role of archaeologic evidence in our attempt to 

understand the drastic changes to the Byzantine Empire during the time of the theme system’s 

introduction. At the end of this chapter I will produce a plausible chronological theory on the 

theme systems introduction before I conclude on the chapter. This chapter will also be heavily 

based on secondary literature and archaeology. More specifically I have been focused on the 

respective theories of John Haldon and Warren Treadgold which are the only two notable 

historians which have produced research specifically on the challenges of the 7th century in the 

last decades.   

My motivation for writing this thesis is guided by my keen interest for the mechanics of state 

governance and Roman history. My bachelor’s degree falls within the same category, the 

implementation of the Roman provincial system in Britannia. The only question that was left to 

ask was where I believed that I could make a contribution towards the history of the Roman 

world. The theme system is seen as the key instrument to the survival of the Byzantine Empire, 

and the continuance of the Roman legacy up until the fall of Constantinople in 1453. In its 

success it ensured the continual existence of a multi-cultural Empire at the edge of Europe, and 

there is no doubt that the continual existence of the Byzantine Empire had much to say for the 

course of history, even for our own Norwegian history. Harald Hardrade made his fortunes 

during his service in the Varangian Guard, which was directly under the command of the 

Emperor in Constantinople. Harald’s actions would shape the course of history but is connected 

to the survival of the Byzantine Empire. Such examples are ample in history of course, but it 
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serves to show how Constantinople would continue on being an influence in all aspects of 

history. The understanding of the theme system is then an important factor of our history, and 

hopefully makes this thesis a contribution towards it.                           

1.2 Delimitation and structure of the study 

This master’s thesis will focus on the how, why and when the start of the theme system 

happened. The system would solidify the Eastern Roman Empire’s transition into a medieval 

Byzantine state.  For this sake I have divided the thesis into two parts. The first part is focused 

on the driving factors behind the 7th century crisis that led to Heraclius ascension to the throne 

in Constantinople. The first part is a chronological account and discussion of the time between 

Justinian’s bid to reconquer the west in 533 and the overthrow of Phocas in 610. The goal of the 

first part is to show the reader the context of the 7th century struggle for survival in the 

Byzantine Empire. The reasoning for starting with Justinian’s wars is that they are critical to 

understanding the historical developments within the Eastern Roman Empire that leads to the 

crisis in the mid-7th century. The end at 610 I’ve decided upon since it is clear by then that there 

is a crisis in the Roman civilization. This is also where I draw the line between calling the Empire 

Byzantine instead of Roman. 

 The second part will focus on trying to establish a plausible theory on when and how the theme 

system was implemented in its early form. The introduction of the theme system is a source for 

much debate among scholars due to the critical lack of written sources for the period. My goal is 

to produce a theory on which emperor plausibly introduced the theme system, and how it was 

done. The second part of the thesis starts with Heraclius’ reign in 610 and continues to 

Constantine V’s introduction of the tagmata army division around 750. The end around 750, I 

decided upon because of the introduction of the tagmata army divisions. These tagmata 

divisions were created after dividing the Opsikion theme as a result of the end to Artabasdos 

revolt that started in 742. The division of the Opsikion signals the end of the introduction period 

of the theme system which is the period in question. The subsequent period would be the one 

where the Byzantine Empire would begin offensive operations again after a century of a 
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defensive minded strategy signaling the end to the defensive strategy that the Byzantine Empire 

had adopted throughout the 7th century. 

When this is said I should clearly express that 750 does not constitute the theme system as a 

holistic system such as the system is known between the 9th and 10th century, but by then there 

are sources that state what the system consisted of. This is not the case for the time between 

the middle of the 7th century and the middle of the 8th century where we more or less lack 

contemporary historical sources. Even legal documents which are usually abundant concerning 

the Byzantine state are severely lacking in this period. This is why the study is relevant, since the 

lack of sources give room for a wide variety of interpretation of what was happening during this 

time of peril for the Byzantine state. I make use of what contemporary sources there are, and 

especially when it comes to the time up until the end of the wars against the Sassanid Empire 

during Heraclius reign. When it comes to the time between the Arabic storm and Artabasdos 

defeat I’m leaning more heavily on secondary literature because of the lack of reliable sources. 

The paper is divided into 4 chapters; one introduction, two main chapters and a concluding 

chapter. The first chapter will first account for the ruling perspectives on the theme system 

between 640 and 750 as this is the main focus of the debate between scholars today. Then I will 

account for my sources and how I intend to use them before I end the chapter by explaining a 

little bit about the period where the definitive change to an early medieval society in the 

remains of the old Roman Empire happens. 

Chapter two is concerned with the chronological account and discussion leading up to the 7th 

century crisis. It’s subdivided into seven subchapters, where the first five subchapters 

chronologically attest for the events during the emperors Justinian, Justin, Tiberios Constantine, 

Maurice and Phocas. The Justinianic era five further subdivisions which is natural because of the 

length of his reign. The sixth part concern itself with a brief account of the plague and its 

impact, and the impact of religious instability. The seventh part will be a conclusion on the 

reasons for the 7th century crisis. 

Chapter three is focused on the theme system and its introduction.   
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1.3 Ruling perspectives 

The research into Byzantine 7th century was very limited before the latter parts of the 20th 

century when George Ostrogorsky wrote his History of the Byzantine State (1956), a book that 

has been reprinted up until recent time. In this book the first holistic theory on the theme 

system was formed. Ostrogorsky believed that the theme system was created by the emperor 

Heraclius. He also believed that Heraclius dealt with the fiscal problems of the empire by giving 

out imperial estates to the soldier in exchange for military service, making a system of farmer 

soldiers called the Stratiotika Ktemata. In this theory the theme system would be a result of a 

clearly planned action by the emperor because he had to deal with fiscal problems and military 

threat at the same time. The problem for Ostrogorsky, and everyone that are researching the 

subject is that the main source for the time would be that of Theophanes the Confessor, 

Theophanes who was born over a hundred years after the death of Heraclius. Ostrogorsky’s 

theory is backed by a statement from Theophanes that Heraclius rode through the land of the 

themes already during the Byzantine-Sassanid wars in the 620’s.1 This part of the Chronographia 

by Theophanes has later been deemed an anachronistic passage by most modern scholars.2  

Especially John Haldon is negative to the both the idea of the theme system and stratiotika 

ktemata during the 7th century.3 According to Haldon most of the restructuring of both the 

military and their provincial occupation had little to do with any grand plan by any emperors, 

but was little more than organic changes in a society due to crisis management.4 Haldon 

remarks the lack of any evidence from the 7th century backing such a system that Ostrogorsky 

proposes ever existed before the late 9th century.5 While he is positive to the armies being 

spread across their geographical areas as a way to deal with the fiscal problems, he insists that 

this has nothing to do with the soldiers doing any farm work.6 Instead his theory is that they 

                                                           
1 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p13 
2 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p267-268 
3 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p35 stratiotika ktemata is also known as military lands, or the 
grant of imperial estates in exchange for military service. This is not feudalism since the state retained its 
ownership and control over the lands, and the soldier could choose to leave his stratioi. 
4 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p35 
5 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p271 
6 (Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 1990) p245-246 
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were placed in their respective areas according to each areas productive capability.7 This way 

the commericiarioi would be able to facilitate the paying of the soldiers in kind, reverting back 

to the system under Diocletian in the 4th century. 

Haldon’s view is opposed by Warren Treadgold who is closer to Ostrogorsky’s theories but 

places the introduction of the themes at the hands of Constans II around 659-660.8 He connects 

the commericiarioi with the distribution of supplies for the soldiers too, but rather has them 

selling it to them through their warehouses in exchange for whatever the soldiers was 

producing on their farms, instead of the commericiarioi distributing supplies for free as payment 

for the military service.9 Treadgold argues that the system proposed by Haldon would have 

been incredibly wasteful for the state, just as it had been in the 4th century.10 This would have 

done nothing to solve the fiscal problems that the system was supposed to solve according to 

Treadgold.11 He also notes that the reason for the change in the 4th century was the collapse of 

the currency, while in the 7th century the currency was solid despite the state’s fiscal 

challenges.12  

1.4 Sources 

My thesis time span is a little more than 200 years in time, and covers the political, social, 

economic and cultural development within one of the most fascinating empires the world has 

ever seen.  

Translated primary literature 

My primary source for the Justinianic period is H.B Dewing’s translation of Procopius of 

Caesarea and his book collection. De Bellis, “About the Wars” consists of eight books concerning 

the three great wars of Justinian against the Persian Sassanid Empire, the Vandal kingdom and 

the Ostrogothic kingdom. Most of the books are written when Procopius was adsessor to the 

                                                           
7 (Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 1990) p227-229 
8 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p207 
9 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p181 
10 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p184 
11 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p184-185 
12 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p185 
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great magister militum Belisarius and would follow Belisarius on campaigns getting a firsthand 

experience of the tactics, politics and battles that was a part of Justinian’s bid to reconquer the 

west.13 He is also the author of two other major works, the panegyric De Aedificiis (The 

Buildings) and the scandalous Historia Arcana (Secret History). According to Cameron all of his 

works were most likely done by 550 and 554/55 and both De Aedificiis and Historia Arcana 

shows signs of being unfinished works.14 Procopius is by far the major historian of the 6th 

century, and he had a great position to follow the spectacular developments during Justinian’s 

reign. To better understand Procopius, I have read Averil Cameron’s splendid book Procopius 

and the Sixth Century where Cameron systematically analyzes Procopius works, and gives 

valuable insight in how De Bellis, De Aedificiis and Historia Arcana are interlinked and give a 

much fuller understanding of the circumstances that Procopius was molded by.  

For the rest of the period leading up to Heraclius reign I have used Paul the Deacon – History of 

the Langobards translated by Wiliam Dudley Faulk, Agathias – The Histories translated by Joseph 

D. Frendo, John of Ephesus –Ecclesiastical History translated by R. Payne Smith, Nicephoros 

Patriarch of Constantinople – Short History translated by Cyril Mango, John of Nikiu – Chronicle 

translated by R.H Charles, and Maurice’s Strategikon translated by George T. Dennis. While the 

work of Agathias, Theophylact and John of Ephesus, along with the Strategikon, are 

contemporary for their time, Nicephoros and Paul the Deacon writes in the 8th century and for 

Nicephoros the very start of the 9th as well. There are big differences in these sources, both in 

origin and how they are biased often because of personal preference like Theophylact’s bias 

towards the Elder Heraclius, or there might be bias because of religious stance like John of 

Ephesus demonstrates in his writings.  

For the 7th century and onwards the main historical source would be Theophanes – 

Chronographia. Theophanes the Confessor wrote in the 9th century, which in itself would have 

been a problem, but it is clear that most of his work is based on the work of others. The theory 

is that he Chronographia is based largely on the work of George Syncellus, a friend of 

                                                           
13 Adsessor is best translated in this case to legal advisor, magister militum is the master of soldiers, or general. 
14 (Cameron, 1997)p9-10 p12 
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Theophanes that died before finishing the book, but then entrusted its completion to 

Theophanes.15 For the period between Heraclius and Justinian II there is very few passages that 

is of extended information, which is a general trend throughout that period. The first writer that 

mentions the theme system is also Theophanes, which I will try to analyze later on. To 

understand the different aspects of Chronographia I have used Studies in Theophanes (2015) 

edited by Jankowiak and Montinaro.  

Secondary literature 

I have read secondary literature to further understand the era of Justinian and Procopius 

writing. The Gothic War by Torsten Cumberland Jacobsen gives a unique insight on the war in 

Italy. Especially valuable is Cumberland’s insight into the terrain where battles were fought, 

being able to more closely examine Procopius accounts of these events. Belisarius by Ian Hughes 

is mainly focused on the military events surrounding Belisarius, and not his personality or life. It 

provided valuable insight into the military campaigns that Belisarius was a part of, from the east 

to the west. The problem with the book is his severe lack of citation, which makes it problematic 

to use in research.  The age of Justinian by J.A.S Evans provides a general account of the era of 

Justinian. The book is based on secondary literature for the most part but is a good guide to the 

military and theological aspects of Justinian’s reign. The Emperor Justinian and the Byzantine 

Empire by the same writer focuses on Justinian’s achievements in the form of his building 

program and legal work and provides a small sample of sources from the Justinianic era. It 

provides a good insight into the character of Justinian himself, and that of Theodora the 

Empress. Plague and the end of Antiquity (2007) edited by Little was of special importance 

regarding the effects of the 6th century plague that hit the Roman Empire hard. Especially the 

part of Peter Sarris which concerns itself with the evidence of Non-literary sources was valuable.   

For the 7th century my method is more concerned with socio-economic change within the 

Empire, so the secondary literature is more focused on these aspects, but as the general 

reference work to the historic events I have used Andreas Stratos’ Byzantium in the Seventh 

Century (1968/80) which consists of five books covering the era. Stratos’ books are probably the 
                                                           
15  (Jankowiak & Montinaro, 2015) p10-12 
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most complete books regarding the general history of the 7th century in Byzantium. He does 

have his flaws, which can be seen in an overly defensive position regarding the actions of 

Emperors, or at places getting events wrong. Examples of the first can be seen in his description 

of Justinian II’s execution of Slavs, and example of the second can be seen in his description of 

the Battle of the Masts during Constans II. Hendy’s Studies in Byzantine Monetary Economy 

(1990), and Laiou et al.’s trio of books The Economic History of Byzantium forms the backbone 

of economic studies to understand the 7th century changes to Byzantine administration. Bot 

Haldon and Treadgold often base their estimates or theories on the underlying studies of 

Hendy. Haldon has written several books regarding the 7th century in the Byzantine Empire. 

Byzantium in the Seventh Century (1990), State, Army and Society in Byzantium (1995), The 

Empire That Would Not Die (2016)  are all good books trying to tackle the 7th century and its 

challenges it presents to us. The Empire That Would Not Die can be seen as an attempt at 

creating a better version of Byzantium in the Seventh Century. The book of 2016 certainly has an 

more accessible language to non-scholars, attempts to bring climate change into the picture and 

deal with the Byzantine Society in Haldon’s own marxist way. While I like the book in that 

respect, I think the simplifying of the language also makes it less precise. Haldon also has a 

tendency to brush off historical theories with a degree of arrogancy if there is little to no written 

sources to back them up, especially if they are in opposition to his own theory. This is especially 

problematic in a time where we at times do not have any contemporary sources to tell us what 

is going on. His work on the era is anyway of the kind which is invaluable to research into the 

Byzantine 7th century. Warren Treadgold and the book  Byzantium and its Army (1995) presents 

probably the best research into the army, and its interaction with Byzantine society. While 

Treadgold’s calculations in the book often are invaluable for the reason that he is the only one 

that have made them at all, they at some points have a tendency to be overly optimistic. He is 

also has a tendency to dismiss others reaseachers very rapidly, like Haldon for being Marxist. I 

have chosen not to use Haldon’s book Recruitment and Conscriptionin the Byzantine Army c. 

550-950 (1979) because of its overly marxist approach, but Haldons later books are more 

moderate in his newly defined marxism. Even though I personally belive that we can’t explain 

history through any general theory of that sort, I see no reason not to use Haldon’s at times 
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excelent research. Haldon and Treadgold is also the ones that have formed the two main 

theories on the theme systems origins which I look into, so naturally their work will be central to 

my thesis. 

For genereal reference works I have used Treadgold’s A history of Byzantine State and Society 

(1997), Timothy E. Gregory’s AHistory of Byzantium (2005), John Julius Norwich’s Byzantium the 

Early Centuries (1988) and The Oxford Centre for Byzantine Studies’ The Oxford Dictionary of 

Byzantium (1991) edited by Alexander P. Kazhdan. 

Archaeologic sources 

Archaelogy has to have a one of the leading roles when it comes to dealing with the 7th century 

due to the lack of written sources. I have used Dumbarton Oaks online collection of 7th century 

seals to understand the spread of seals from the commericiarii that begins mid-7th century. I 

have personally been to the excavation site at Kastro Apalirou on Naxos, and besides my own 

observation I got a guided tour of the site by Knut Ødegård and David Hill. I have also used New 

Cities in Late Anitquity (2017) edited by Rizos where the initial survey of Kastro Apalirou is 

included, along with the raw text and articles to the upcomming publication Naxos and the 

Byzantine Aegaen: Insular Responses and Regional Transformation edited by Crow and Hill, 

scheduled to come out at the end of May. This coming publication is sentral for me to be able to 

connect the apprent building  program of Constans II, focusing on fortification of the Aegaen 

Archipelago as a respons to the naval threat posed by the Arabs after the defeat at Battle of the 

Masts/Phoenix. To understand Kastro Apalirou’s place within the 7th century Byzantine world I 

have used Ballance et.al’s Excavation in Chios 1952-1955: Byzantine Emporio (1982),Hodges et 

al.’s Byzantine Butrint Excavations and Surveys 1994-1999 (2004) and Clive Foss’ Ephesus after 

Antiquity (1979). These are all detailed book containing Archaelogic surveys and the historical 

context of the respective cities that were excavated. They are especially usefull for me in 

comparative studies of the different sites. The massive book on shipbuilding, Age of the 

Dromon: The Byzantine Navy ca 500-1204 (2011) by Pryor and Jeffreys is the book I have used to 

understand the Byzantine navy and the challenges of naval warfare in the Mediterranean during 

the early middle ages.  
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1.5 Theory and Methodology 

Trying to describe the need for, and subsequent change of how a society works is nothing that 

can be described without taking a long durée stance to the debate. The time period in question 

itself spans over at a minimum one hundred years, and it should be obvious to any observer 

that these events are the results of changes that happen slowly within the Roman Empire. It is 

only when these changes within a social system forces a crisis upon the society that we will see 

changes happen, and these changes might at first glance look like they are sudden and 

complete, but in truth they might slowly evolve over hundreds of years to become how we 

understand them as holistic systems. There is no doubt that this is what happens with the 

theme system of the Byzantine Empire. When George Ostrogorsky formed the first theories 

about the theme system singular events and emperors were granted far more importance then 

they are given today, and the theories of the annales school of history is granted much more 

prominence.   

In a sense we are compelled to abide to the annales way of thinking when the textual evidence 

is lacking, since archaeology is best used to prove a longer trend in society. Archaeology will be 

central to the thesis itself, and best used in comparative studies. Comparing what has been 

before with the new development will always reveal at least overarching structures of the needs 

of society. You do not build a walled city on top of a mountain without proper road access 

because you want to increase the trade output inside your own borders. You do it because you 

need protection from an enemy. The example is a very real one and will be used to dispute the 

theory that explains the sudden increase in commerciarii activity inside the Byzantine state with 

the increase in domestic trading.  At the same time, we need to do qualitative surveys of the 

sources. For fourth chapter of my thesis it is qualitative studies of prior qualitative studies along 

with applying the archaeologic evidences into the equation. This way we might be able to 

properly form a plausible long durée theory on the creation of the theme system. 



 
13 

2 The effects of warfare on the Byzantine Empire from the age 

of Justinian until the Arabic Storm 

Successful warfare and conquest was the key to the growth of power that saw the old Roman 

Empire propelled to European domination from the start. It was also what brought destruction 

to the Byzantine empire in the end. At the height of Byzantine power during Justinian’s reign it 

seemed like the Romans was on the brink of reconquering the western parts of the empire that 

were lost to the Germanic tribes in the 5th century, and thus again securing the domination of 

the Mediterranean Sea and all the lands surrounding it.  Just years after Justinian’s death 

however, the Empire started crumbling again and, in the end, had to be reorganized in the 7th 

century. War exhaustion and overextension played a crucial part in disrupting the seemingly 

stable Byzantine Empire, which during Justinian was the dominating power in the region. Just 

over a century later, Constantinople itself would be under siege by the Arabs. In what way did 

the seemingly endless warfare conducted by the Byzantine Empire contribute to its own crisis, 

and the eventual reorganization of the provinces into what we now know as the theme system? 

More and more historians are starting to point the finger at Justinian. Justinian who had earlier 

escaped scrutiny because of his ability to extend the Late Roman Empire’s borders to the 

greatest it would ever be. However, the Empire’s troubles quickly became apparent after his 

death, and even became evident towards the end of his reign. Averil Cameron goes as far as 

writing: “Justinian’s policies of reconquest, conceived as revitalization, in fact proved a death-

blow to that system”.16 To understand the development of the Byzantine society within the 

context of the 7th century reformation we have to begin by looking at Justinian’s campaign to 

regain territory lost, and determine if Justinian was responsible for the emerging problems that 

comes to light right after Justin II’s succession to the throne. 

                                                           
16 (Cameron, 1997) p23 
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17Fig 1: Justinian’s Empire, pre and after conquests. 

  

                                                           
17 (Britannica, 2018) Retrieved from: https://www.britannica.com/place/Byzantine-Empire#ref9232 
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2.1 Justinian’s wars 

Justinian waged three significant wars during his reign, against the Sassanid Empire in the east, 

the Vandals in Libya and the Ostrogoths in Italy. While the war against the Persian Sassanid 

Empire was one that was forced upon Justinian by the fact that it had already started when he 

took on the mantle as Emperor, the wars against the Germanic states were as I will argue, wars 

of opportunity. The wars against the Persians were primarily a war to control parts of Armenia 

and Caucasus. Especially the province called Lazica which was of great tactical importance to 

both empires, but also to control the mineral rich areas in the area to bolster the economy. 

Wars between Roman and Persian states were nothing new, and both sides could claim world 

sovereignty as their ultimate goal throughout their history. The war which was waged forth and 

back for five years with limited success on both sides was concluded by an “eternal peace” in 

532.18 According to Procopius this cost the Byzantine Empire 110 centaria of gold, one centaria 

being a hundred pounds of gold.19 This tribute would correspond to 792,000 nomismata, the 

highest ever recorded to be sent to a foreign power by the Roman Empire through history. This 

accounted for about a quarter of Justinian’s inheritance from Justin. This peace however was of 

great importance to Justinian in his bid to invade North-Africa which at this point was controlled 

by the Vandals and might seem as a calculated gamble by Justinian counting on the new Persian 

emperor Chosroes I to keep his end of the bargain. This way the Romans managed to free up 

the manpower and military resources to send Belisarius to Africa. But there is possibly a more 

important development which is in connection to this move done by Justinian. At this time the 

Roman Army was divided up into two separate entities, the regular field forces of the 

cometatenis and the guard forces of the frontier districts known as the limitanei. Following the 

truce with the Persians Justinian evidently cut the pay of the eastern prefectures limitanei 

altogether.20 This would save the emperor 900,000 nomismata and turn the peace treaty into 

                                                           
18 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume I: Books I and II, 1914) p203 
19 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume I: Books I and II, 1914) p205 
20 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p1 93 
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an overall budget surplus according to Treadgold.21 In 545 Justinian would abolish the pay for all 

limitanei, effectively reducing these soldiers to a militia force, which had to rely on other 

sources of income between campaigns where they would get pay if they were involved. This 

system is possibly an inspiration of the suggested system of military lands from the 7th century 

onwards, seeing how at least some limitanei remained useful for operations later on, while not 

being reimbursed on a regular basis. The problem with the limitanei and their faith is that they 

certainly disappear from the sources at some point, and it’s impossible to know what happened 

to them after the Persian takeover of the eastern prefectures later on. The most consistent 

theory is that the limitanei just kept on living where they had been stationed, seeing that they 

were already getting their income from elsewhere. They would thus have become farmers or 

shopkeepers on a full-time basis at that point. Before disappearing from our sources, they still 

seem to have been used for military operations, it is possible that this might have served as an 

inspiration for the possible grant of military lands in the 7th century. The debate on military 

lands will be a part of Chapter 3. 

Up until this point the Romans under Justinian had kept good relations to the Vandals, and 

trade between the respective empires had been good. Circumstances changed in 530 A.D when 

Gelimer usurped the Vandal throne from Ilderic which was in direct conflict with Vandal 

succession laws According to Procopius this greatly upset Justinian which sent envoys to 

demand that Ilderic be restored to his throne. 22 Ilderic was even considered a long time 

personal friend of Justinian from the time he was serving Emperor Justin.23 This then poses the 

question about Justinian’s motives. It seems that he was content with Vandal rule as long as it 

was friendly to him and the Byzantine Empire. It’s only after Gelimer ascends that Justinian 

recall Belisarius to Constantinople to prepare him for the upcoming war against the Vandals. 

The North African province at this point in time was a very wealthy one, and probably the 

easiest province to generate imperial wealth from during the old unified Roman Empire. 

Justinian might have considered that the threat to trade around the Mediterranean and the 

                                                           
21 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p1 93 (see footnote 25 in Treadgold (1995) for the 
explanation on the calculation) 
22 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p87 
23 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p85 
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very real military threat the Vandals posed to be real. On the other hand, the prospects of high 

income after a military victory would also be worth warring over. Gelimer tried to open positive 

negotiations with Justinian, and even made attempts to reconcile with the Ostrogoths in Italy, 

so that in retrospect it might seem like Gelimer knew that he ran he risk of imperial fury.24  

The question of funding the military campaign was a very real one, with John the Cappadocian 

among others, trying to talk Justinian out of his plans to invade the Vandal territories according 

to Procopius.25 John was the Praetorian Prefect situated inside Constantinople and had the best 

insight into the state treasury because of his position. If John was negative about the toll a big 

war would take on the treasury, it seems likely that it was under real pressure at this time. 

Procopius shares with us his utter dislike for John, but also notes that he is the most capable 

man in his position.26  This only solidifies the notion that John had real and concrete fiscal 

worries about conducting a grand campaign. The Cappadocian’s words might be considered an 

omen for the future when he gave advice to Justinian that even if he captured Carthage, the 

situation with large parts of Italy on hostile hands might overextend the Byzantine Empire in 

such a way that the conquest would become a burden.27 Procopius also mentions how 

Justinian’s other magistrates lamented his decision on going to war straight after ending the 

Sassanid war. Procopius lists the reasons being cost of war both in manpower and the toll on 

the treasury, as well as past failures in Libya costing the Romans dearly.28 From my perspective 

it would have seem it was the perfect time to conduct a war against the Vandals, and later the 

Ostrogoths because of circumstances being favorable for the emperor at that time. Peace with 

the Persians, a weak Ostrogothic nation in succession crisis and the usurpation of the throne in 

Vandal kingdom which probably created dissension in its ranks due to blatant breaking of the 

succession laws there. He saw the opportunity and seized it, which is how Justinian’s character 

is portrayed in all sources. He was an emperor which sought to seize the moment and force his 

will on the surrounding environment in all aspects of his rule, and especially when it came to 

                                                           
24 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p89 
25 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p91-93 
26 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p95 
27 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916)p97 
28 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p95-97 
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conquest. The question we need to answer is how his wars affected the course of the Byzantine 

Empire during the 7th century, and if the introduction of the theme system partially came to be 

because of them.  
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2.1.1 The conquest of North Africa  

The war between the Vandals and the Byzantines in Libya was a rather quickly fought war, 

where Belisarius won the two large pitched battles with an army consisting of approximately 

10,000 infantry and 5000 cavalrymen, together with a number of foederati according to 

Procopius.29 The notion that this was a small force in its time seems like a bad conclusion. We 

do not know the number of foederati present in the campaign, but in all likelihood, Belisarius 

had between 15,000 and 20,000 men in his army. This is by no means a small force at that time, 

and since it is little doubt about it being generally well equipped and ready for warfare I would 

dare to say that this was one of the more powerful armies fielded by any Roman general 

between the 6th and the 7th century. It’s true that in sheer numbers that the army commanded 

by Narses at the final battle against Totila later on is probably larger, but in preparedness we 

have to look to the army fielded by Maurice against the Persians after inclusion of 15,000 elite 

foederati to find a similarly powerful army.30 Gelimer’s forces are a source for great debate, 

since there are no exact records of the size of it. Modern estimates of the Vandal forces vary 

between a high 40.000 based on a total population of 200.000 Vandals, to the low 20.000 based 

out of an estimated total population of 100.000 Vandals. Due to insurrection in Sicilia by a 

Vandal named Godas, Gelimer had sent 5000 of his best men, and his whole fleet to take it 

back, this making an opening for the Byzantines to cross the Mediterranean unopposed. The 

Ostrogoths also lent the Romans a hand by letting them use the port of Syracuse to both stock 

up on supplies and use as a base from where they launched their operation. This was due to the 

ill treatment and consequently the death of the Ostrogothic princess Amalfrida according to 

Procopius.31 On the other hand, I will later show that the de-facto leader of the Ostrogoths, 

Amalsuntha, probably had really good reasons to help Justinian in such a way. There is also the 

issue of transport over to Africa, which might show that to be able to land in Africa in the most 

effective way they would have to depart from Sicily. The 5,000 horses reported to be aboard the 

transports over to Africa would have consumed so large a quantity of water that no other 

                                                           
29 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p103 
30 (Parnell, 2012) p11 
31 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p127 
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option would have been available according to Pryor and Jeffries.32 This then supports that 

Amalsuntha have had to supply the Roman Army, and that Justinian probably had such an 

arrangement ready at a very early part of the planning stage. 

Another advantage Roman army had was that Geizeric, the fabled king of the Vandals which had 

captured the African territories nearly a century before, had torn down the walls of all the 

settlements in Libya except the ones in Carthage itself.33 Because of the Vandals failure to keep 

the walls of Carthage sound, there were no need to for the Byzantines to lay siege to any 

significant place, greatly reducing the time and manpower needed to follow through with the 

conquest. The walls of Carthage were also quickly repaired when the Romans took it, so as to 

use it as an impenetrable base of operations. Was Justinian conscious about all the 

circumstances that were present to give him an advantage in his expedition? First of all, how 

Justinian dispatched a force of 400 men under the command of Cyril to aid Godas in Sicilly 

immediately after the uprising started, along with the uprising in Tripolitana is according to Ian 

Hughes, evidence of Justinian’s shrewd diplomatic skills securing favorable conditions for the 

Roman expeditionary force.34 Even if Procopius make it seem like these are events that happens 

before, and Justinian are just reacting to it, this seems illogical due to the fact that both 

uprisings were probably doomed were it not for a hope that they would gain imperial support. 

On this point I support Hughes arguments, and he furthermore concludes that there were 

probably several reasons for these negotiations that Justinian evidently must have had with the 

rebellion leaders being kept secret.35 Procopius with his close attachment to Belisarius has 

evidently been kept out of the loop, so the understanding of the importance of secrecy on the 

part of Justinian shows us that he had a good understanding of the criteria for success. If the 

Byzantine army was to cross the Mediterranean successfully, the Vandals had to be taken by 

surprise, and there is no doubt that Gelimer was left in the dark when it came to the possibility 

of an imperial army inside North-Africa. How this was possible? Amassing the whole Byzantine 

fleet with its 30.000 oarsmen to transport an army of more than 15.000 men without the 

                                                           
32 (Pryor & M, 2006) p329 
33 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p49 
34 (Hughes, 2009) p72-73 
35 (Hughes, 2009) p73-74 
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Vandals catching wind of it could only point to how isolated the Vandals were at this point in 

history. It might also point to the fact that the Vandal leaders saw it as improbable that an 

amphibious assault of such scale was a real possibility at that time. Considering these evidence, 

it is hard to argue against Justinian seizing the opportunity that was presented before him. He 

had ample motive, the Vandals were suffering from infighting, and there were multiple chances 

for Justinian to create subversion. Justinian’s decision on sending Belisarius as the general was 

probably not just due to the fact that he was excellent at commanding in the field, but also for 

the reason that Belisarius was a Latin speaker by birth.36 Belisarius took great care to make sure 

the native inhabitants, which were indeed Roman Latins as much as Arian, were shielded from 

plundering and all the other foul deeds that often follows in the wake of a military success.37 

This was supposed to make sure that Justinian did not have to worry about the local populace 

rising up. These traits are highlighted by Procopius, and most modern historians also highlight 

this as one of the main qualities of Belisarius that secured a successful campaign in North-Africa 

for the imperial throne.38 The campaign against the Vandals was a very short one in the end, 

only lasting from June 533 to Gelimer’s Capture in 534. The province itself was actually restored 

into the old Roman provincial system with a praetorian prefect at its head in April 534, even 

before Gelimer was captured.39 The peace in the province would not last for long however. 

  

                                                           
36 (Hughes, 2009) p75 
37 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p143 
38 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p143 
39 (Hughes, 2009) p110 
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2.1.1.1 Trouble in Africa 

The initial campaign against the Vandals was hugely successful, and if the military campaigning 

in North Africa had stopped there with the defeat of the Vandals, it is probable that it would 

have been an even larger success for the treasury in the long term as well as the short. Up until 

this point, the Byzantines hadn’t lost any significant quantity of manpower, but the Moors rose 

up in insurrection, and large parts of the Roman army also mutinied. According to Procopius this 

had to do with roman soldiers taking captured Vandal women as their wives, and then claiming 

the land that the women had owned before the conquest as theirs by right.40 However Hughes 

notes that it was most likely the failure of paying the soldiers their wage, along with Byzantine 

tax collectors arriving in North-Africa and taking into possession wealthy estates, and most if not 

all of the Arian lands on behalf of the throne.41  

It should have come as no surprise that the Emperor would lay claim to the large estates, since 

these usually were imperial possessions before the loss of Africa to the Vandals in the first 

place, and what made the province an easy one to bolster the imperial economy with. But not 

paying the soldiers their wage, while simultaneously moving the one of the largest bounties 

seen at that time to Constantinople must have been an insult towards the soldier that fought in 

the war itself.  The combination of unhappy soldiers and civilians in the province would lead to a 

volatile situation, and in the end, order wasn’t completely restored before 553/554. By then 

Procopius attests to the widespread devastation of the region which of course would diminish 

tax returns and trade from the newly captured region.42 The estimates of dead people in the 

sources are way too high, but there should be no opposition to the idea of widespread 

devastation and desolation. Would it possibly change the faith of the Roman Empire if they 

hadn’t got bogged down in Africa due to mutiny and Moorish uprisings? It is certain that the 

Empire’s ability to generate wealth and conscripts for the army would have been in a much 

better position. The problem with the narrative about the uprisings and continued warfare 

being solely responsible for this, is that the outbreak of plague that happened in 540 might be 

                                                           
40 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916)p329-331 
41 (Hughes, 2009) 
42 (Procopius of Caesarea & Dewing, Procopius History of the Wars, Volume II: Books III and IV, 1916) p277 
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just as responsible for the death toll in the region as any war. This perspective will be examined 

in chapter three. Having to commit soldiers to protect a region of lowered productivity when in 

reality they were much needed on other frontiers would lead to the first signs of the thematic 

system later on during Maurice’s reign. However, it should not have come as a surprise that 

trouble was brewing in the region. The Moors were prone to rebel no matter who laid claim to 

Africa. Removing Belisarius from Carthage might have been a grave mistake on the part of 

Justinian because the respect he commanded was in general keeping soldiers from thinking 

about rebelling. However, starting the war against the Ostrogoths before having complete 

control in Africa, can be argued being the largest mistake.  But even with the diminished returns 

on the investments into North-Africa, there is also ample evidence that financially the conquest 

made sense. Based on figures generally agreed upon the African prefecture contributed with 

about 390.000 to 400.000 gold solidi per year up until the final loss of the province in 698, this 

was about 25-30% of the total state income during Constantine V in the middle of the 8th 

century.43 The plunder which Belisarius brought home to Constantinople after decisively beating 

the Vandals was also huge. This was due to the Vandals having plundered and sacked on a large 

scale since Geiseric established control over the area in the first half of the 5th century. The way 

and size of how Belisarius triumph was celebrated in Constantinople bears witness to this, even 

if it’s no doubt that Procopius distorts this event in the favor of Belisarius.44 We also have to 

take into account the benefits the Byzantine trade got from securing the Mediterranean trade 

routes in the long run, which become more apparent after the recovery of southern Italy, and 

Sicily. This is supported by Laiou and Morrison.45  This part of Justinian’s bid for reconquest of 

the west then might seem like a huge success in retrospect. The plague was a hugely 

diminishing factor however and will be discussed later.  

                                                           
43 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p27 
44 (Cameron, 1997) p138 
45 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p27 
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46 Fig2: Vandalic wars, troop movements. 

  

                                                           
46 (Plakidas, 2018) Retrieved from: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vandalic_War#/media/File:Vandalic_War_campaign_map.png 
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2.1.2 The Gothic Wars 

The Ostrogothic established by Theodoric the Great was a powerful state covering all of Italy, 

stretching into modern Serbia in the east and the Provence Alpes region in modern France. It 

differed from the Vandal kingdom greatly in how it not only allowed for religious freedom of its 

subjects, but also in how it embraced a Roman identity in its administration and dealings.  

Because of this the Ostrogoths were mostly considered allies of the Emperor situated in 

Constantinople. Even if the relations had soured because of religious dealings during Justin I, it 

seemed forgotten at the time when Amalsuntha, the de-facto leader of the Ostrogoths decided 

to lend Justinian a helping hand in his bid to reconquer the provinces now held by the Vandals. 

Hughes theorizes that Amalsuntha already at this stage had an understanding of Justinian’s 

grand scheme and was hoping for a long and costly war in North-Africa for the Emperor’s 

army.47 This would have secured the Ostrogothic position in Italy and is entirely plausible even if 

no sources mention such motifs. According to Procopius, Belisarius sent men to Sicily as soon as 

the Vandals were defeated to take control of Lilybayum. Lilybayum which was an important 

fortified town and had been given to the Vandals as a part of the dowry Amalfrida brought with 

her from the Ostrogoths. As such it was a Vandal city, but the Ostrogoths had no intention of 

giving Justinian a foothold in Sicily. Amalsuntha, which power was diminished at the time, due 

to various court intrigues, probably saw that giving up Lilybayum to the emperor might create a 

dangerously hostile situation towards herself at the court in Ravenna. It is probable to assume 

that Justinian orchestrated this move to create a proper causus belli for the upcoming war. 

The overall motifs for the war against the Ostrogoths were to reconquer Italy for the Empire and 

doing it without laying it to waste. For this task Belisarius was the obvious choice as the 

commanding officer in charge. As mentioned before Belisarius was famous for assuring the 

safety of both the populace of a region, and its farmlands. For the imperial treasury this was of 

the greatest importance, since waging war in itself was the most expensive course of action any 

nation could take, and probably still is. For Justinian’s plans to be fulfilled he needed the 

reconquered territories to contribute monetarily as fast as possible. This evident by how fast the 

                                                           
47 (Hughes, 2009) p75-76 
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imperial tax collectors would show up in the conquered territories in North-Africa. As in North-

Africa, Belisarius was highly successful in this task from the beginning. The war itself began in 

535 after Amalsuntha was assassinated by her consort Theodahad, whom then put himself at 

the head of the Gothic nation.48 This gave Justinian the opportunity he was looking for, and the 

assault started with a diversion from the north under general Mundus where they were 

successful in the capture of Salona. Belisarius then landed in Sicilia where the populace 

welcomed the army and made the capture of the main corn supply for Italy, and especially 

Rome, quick and without any heavy toll on Belisarius relatively small army of around 7500 

picked troops, largely consisting of Belisarius own buccelarii.49 How was such an important 

region for the Ostrogothic nation so poorly defended? This was due to an arrangement that the 

Goths had with the Sicilian populace where Sicily had agreed to supply the Italian mainland with 

corn if only a small number of Gothic troops were to be stationed on the island. Fearing an 

unwilling populace or the destruction of farmlands if a confrontation would arise, the 

Ostrogoths had accepted this proposal.50 This now meant that Belisarius had gained a strong 

base of operations, and practically unlimited supplies for the campaigning that would follow 

nearly free of charge outside of the military pay roll. The success both militarily and monetarily 

at the outset of the war was great, evident from reading Procopius which at this point is very 

positive. Within a year of the war the armies of Justinian had entered southern mainland Italy 

while simultaneously capturing Dalmatia without much resistance or expenses. This also shows 

us that the campaigns were carefully planned out and knew the circumstances that made such 

rapid advances possible for the Roman army. 

Belisarius continued his advance through mainland Italy receiving happy inhabitants and facing 

little opposition before reaching Neapolis (modern day Naples), where the city fell by storm 

after a siege of 20 days.51 Now normally a city taken by storm would be sacked, the men killed, 

the women ravaged and enslaved together with their children. However, Belisarius managed to 

stop these actions and restore order, and therefore securing the populace good will towards the 

                                                           
48 (Jacobsen, 2009)77 
49  Procopius Buccelarii being soldiers payed out of the pocket of a commander, or private army/body guard. 
50 (Jacobsen, 2009) p78 
51 (Jacobsen, 2009) p90/91 



 
27 

imperial.  Naples, being a well-fortified town, actually caused quite the problem for Belisarius 

since time was of the essence in his campaign. He could not let Neapolis be garrisoned in his 

back but had to find a way to take the city without losing too many men. In both these 

endeavors he was successful. Now the way to Rome was open, and the Gothic king Theodahad 

still refused to call together the great Ostrogothic army for reasons unknown to us. It is possible 

that Theodahad, whom earlier evidently had hatched a plan to trade all his possessions in Italy 

for a comfortable life under the emperor’s protection, still had a hard time on deciding if that 

was the right course of action for his personal self. Certainly if we go by Procopius’ description 

of Theodahad, and his correspondence with Constantinople this seems like a viable option. The 

king chose to feign resistance, so to have the possibility to capitulate later on with his honor 

intact. His propositions for peace in the correspondence with the emperor earlier on was at 

least humiliating towards the Ostrogothic nation and paints him as a man that had self-interest 

as his prime goal. However, after the loss of Neapolis and the inactivity of Theodahad the result 

was that the Goths chose Vittigis to be their king, and Theodahad was assassinated when trying 

to flee to Ravenna. Vittigis was an old general and soon called together the great Ostrogothic 

army, but not before moving from Rome to Ravenna to make sure their preparations were 

made properly.52 In the meantime Belisarius was able to take the regions of Apulia and Calabria, 

as well as Rome itself entirely without opposition.53 He thus held the territory from cost to cost 

and made sure to garrison and repair the most important fortifications in the area waiting for 

the Goths to make their countermove. The Roman leadership knew very well that outside of the 

Persian Empire, there were few nations capable of conducting successful siege warfare. The 

strategy of making sure that the fortifications along the areas they conquered were properly 

manned and repaired would then make the war hard for any Gothic army to win. Even if the 

Gothic nation was a wealthy one at the time, they would probably lose any war of attrition 

against the Romans due to several reasons. Even when the army of Belisarius in Italy was quite 

small, the expected death rate under such circumstances compared to the Goths would have 

been much smaller. If, however the Romans would be lured into pitched battles against the 
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whole Gothic host, it could have proved disastrous for the whole campaign. The clear intentions 

of Belisarius during his advance through Italy underline the same point I have mentioned earlier. 

The Romans knew very well what they were doing and were probably guided by a solidified 

strategy agreed upon by both Justinian and his generals before battle even commenced. There 

are some key points that are interesting with this sort of warfare in comparison to the 7th 

century. Warfare by attrition was by this time a proven successful strategy employed by the 

commanders of Justinian. Such warfare would be the key to victory during the whole of the 7th 

and 8th century too. The difference is that at this point the Romans are the aggressors and 

relying on occupying forts previously owned by their enemy. Heraclius relied on the strength of 

Constantinople making sure that the combined Avar and Persian assault would stretch their 

respective empire’s resources over the limit. Constans II would mimic such strategies later by 

building fortifications along the sea route to Constantinople and relying on the extra effort to 

capture these would sufficiently expend Arab resources to the extent that Constantinople was 

safe. The lesson that apparently became clear during the 6th century was that pitched battles 

were a gigantic risk which might prove fatal due to the volatility of its nature. Procopius recount 

of the Africa campaign actually shows that the initial battles before reaching Carthage might 

have ended in Vandal victory if it wasn’t for the wavering leadership of the Vandal host. 

Certainly, there would be several pitched battles fought in the next century, but it’s evident that 

the Romans were most successful when they were allowed to employ defensive strategies such 

as Belisarius did in Italy. 

The third year of the war, 537 AD, revolved around the expected siege of Rome. Vittigis brought 

nearly the entire Gothic host numbering around 150.000 men, to lay siege against Belisarius and 

his army which was barely large enough to man the walls of Rome.54 This enormous army that 

the Goths supposedly had is of course extremely exaggerated, and Cameron notes that the 

most likely maximum number in the Gothic army would have been at most 30.000 men.55 

Logically enough there would be no way of stopping 150.000 men from scaling the walls, since 

there were not nearly enough men to cover the enormous length of Rome’s walls. The stretched 
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position of the Romans is anyway evident by the fact that they were not in a position to spare 

300 men towards garrisoning Portus, the prime port of Rome. However, the lack of manpower 

would be countered with a much greater understanding of siege warfare and tactics, where 

Belisarius probably was second to none in his age. Jacobsen notes how Vittigis fails to take 

Portus before many months had passed, and in failing to do this letting the supply lines into the 

city stay open.56 They also failed miserably in their attempt to use siege engines. The episode 

where they did not know how to provide shelter for the oxen pulling the siege towers leading to 

the complete destruction of the towers is a happening which Procopius records Belisarius 

laughing at.57 Such critical errors on the side of the Goths prevented them from being able to 

provide enough pressure on the defenders, which had time on the side while waiting for the 

reinforcements promised by Justinian. At the same time, it really underlines the limited 

manpower and resources that was available to Justinian at this time. It was certainly a gamble. 

In December 537, nearly a year into the siege of Rome, long awaited reinforcements arrived 

doubling the Roman army numbers, and forcing the Goths into an armistice which the roman 

army was able to use to resupply the city fully. At this point the Goths had suffered severe 

losses to their army, both in attempted storms, but also from sallying parties coming out to 

harass the sieging army by the means of hit and run tactic employed by horseback archers.58 

Another problem facing the Gothic army was the unsanitary conditions which gave room for 

malaria and pestilence to spread quickly through their ranks. 59 However, the death tolls given 

by Procopius which are enormous are not close to reality but serve more as a caricature on the 

situation. With the reinforcements in place, the Romans started offensive operations again, and 

the general John was sent out to raid the lands in Picenum closer to Ravenna with 2000 

horsemen.60 When the Gothic warriors learnt that their wives and children were being enslaved 

                                                           
56 (Jacobsen, 2009) p117 
57 (Jacobsen, 2009) p109 
58 (Jacobsen, 2009) p118-120 
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they lost heart, and in March 538 after 374 days of siege warfare the siege was lifted and the 

Gothic camps were burnt.61  

At this point it would seem that Belisarius careful and considerate method of warfare would 

ensure that the retaking of Italy would become both a huge military and fiscal success for the 

empire. In the same way as the war against the Vandals seemed to become in the start. After 

the siege of Rome was lifted dissention among the Roman generals would start to spread, 

especially after the arrival of Narses the Eunuch. The effects of dissention and broken command 

lines would pave the way for the sack of Mediolanum (modern day Milan) in the spring of 538. It 

also served to prolong the war unnecessarily, devastating the central plains of Italy and inviting 

the Franks into the picture.  Hughes mentions that the decision to honor the invitation from 

Mediolanum’s populace to garrison the city with roman troops easily was a grave mistake on 

Belisarius part.62 The reasons for this was that Mediolanum lying as far north as it did might 

have dangerously overstretched the Byzantine forces, and hard to reach because the river Po 

had to be crossed to relieve a possible siege on the city. He also states that it was an 

understandable mistake given the political implications of not accepting the invitation, and the 

fact that the town was the centerpiece for control of Liguria, one of the most fertile regions of 

Italy. However, to counter this, it should be remarked that Procopius puts the blame for this 

disaster solely on the shoulders of the two generals that failed to relieve the siege despite of 

Belisarius strict commands. This might serve as a way for Procopius to pin the blame more on 

Justinian and his appointment of generals, which in turn gave way for military dissent. At this 

point in his history of the wars, Belisarius is still the hero in Procopius books, and his attitude 

towards Justinian is ambivalent at best. Both scenarios are plausible considering Justinian’s 

apparent earlier and later failings when it comes to dealing with the assignment of provincial 

and army leadership, and Belisarius grave errors when it comes to ending the Gothic war later. 

The damage to Melodianum and Liguria was done, and the capture of its civilian population 

would rob the emperor of future gains. According to Procopius the civilian population that got 
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captured numbered around 300 00063. The numbers are much exaggerated, but still lend us a 

hand in understanding why Justinian’s wars might not have yielded the financial gains which it 

had the potential of. On top of the disaster that befell Mediolanum, Vittigis had petitioned the 

Sassanid’s Emperor Chosroes for help, which in the end would not help the Gothic cause but 

would become a thorn in the side of Justinian’s ambitions. 

In the spring of 540 the conclusion of the first phase of the Gothic war was coming near. Vittigis 

and the main bulk of the Gothic army were held within the city walls of Ravenna with Belisarius 

laying siege to the city. What follows would have great consequences for Italy and the empire as 

a whole. Justinian apparently wanted a peace treaty where Vittigis remained king of the Gothic 

nation, which now would consist of all the territory north of the river Po, and they were allowed 

to keep half of their treasury.64 With complete victory within their grasp it’s very important to 

understand the situation at the time. Justinian was under pressure from the Sassanids in the 

east, various barbarian tribes in the north, and the Franks in the east. If we consider this, it’s 

understandable that he wanted a functioning buffer state between the empire and its enemies, 

and a suitably powerful Ostrogothic kingdom would be of great help to the cause. The gothic 

people were all raised inside Italy and were more roman then barbarian, and before the war 

erupted had not only been a good trading partner for the empire but had served as more of a 

satellite state. With this in mind, it’s in hindsight a more favorable conclusion to the war then 

what actually would end up happening. Belisarius was as far as we know loyal throughout his 

whole career under Justinian, except for one occasion. He would not be denied the chance at a 

complete victory against the goths. When he was offered the throne by the Goths, he drafted a 

scheme to make sure this happened. He would appear to accept the gothic proposition to 

become king of the Gothic nation but delay it enough to be able to take Ravenna and send 

Vittigis with the whole Gothic treasury to Constantinople before denying the throne. The 

scheme worked but backfired in a way that would prolong the war in Italy until 554. When the 

goths understood they were betrayed, they flocked to Ildibad, a Gothic prince, and resumed 

hostilities, which later turned into the opposition under Totila. The fourteen extra years of 
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warfare could be argued was the result of extremely poor administration by Justinian. When 

Belisarius returned to Constantinople in 540, he was needed in the east against the Persians 

again. When he left, Justinian apparently failed to appoint a supreme commander in Italy for 

reasons unknown, and so left the various generals to do their own bidding.65 What follows is 

years of neglect and ravaging of the Italian mainland by the imperial army. This paved the way 

for resent and renewed opposition, which again gave way for the near total destruction and 

depopulation of Italy, negating much of the fiscal success the campaigning there had set out to 

gain. The problem with this narrative is that it does not place enough of the blame on Belisarius 

and is actions during the end stages of the first phase of the war. There should be no doubt that 

the betrayal against the Goths was the main factor of how the renewed resistance against the 

Romans came true. With a separate Gothic state, such opposition towards the Empire within 

what then would have been Imperial possessions would be much less organized and plausible at 

all. Without opposition there would probably be less use for excessive use of force by the 

Roman army. Again, we have to remember how Procopius often excuses Belisarius and places 

blame elsewhere when possible.  

Procopius probably stops writing on the war against the Ostrogoths with the departure of 

Belisarius in 540, and when he starts writing about the war again Belisarius is a shell of his 

former self due to various court intrigues which robs him both of his honor and his wealth.66 It’s 

hard to determine if Belisarius indeed was part of any plots against the emperor because of 

Procopius’ bias, even if Belisarius in the end was acquitted of all allegations by the emperor 

himself.  Procopius seems disillusioned at this point and his seems to shift his attention towards 

Totilla, the last Gothic commander. The explanation seems to be that Totilla actually mimics 

Belisarius tactics about treating the general populace and the enemy soldiers fairly, and by 

doing so gaining support for his cause. In 554 when Narses the Eunuch eventually brought a 

fragile peace to the Italian region, the mainland had ceased being of critical importance due to 

the depopulation and damage to its agricultural and production infrastructure. This is similar to 

what happened in Africa. However, it is hard to say that it became a total failure in the end, 
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since Sicily in itself continues to produce an estimated 150.000 to 400.000 gold solidi to the 

treasury until the 9th century, which is significant for the economy when the total was as 

mentioned earlier around 1.5 million gold solidi mid-7th century.67 These figures are underlining 

the importance of Sicily’s grain producing to the Byzantine Empire. After the loss of the eastern 

and southern possessions of the Empire in the 7th century it is probable that Sicily was the prime 

grain producing area of the Empire. Later Sicily would together with Calabria form a theme of its 

own, which again accounts for its importance. 

68Fig 3: Gothic war, troop movements. 
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2.1.3 The result of Justinian’s wars against the Vandals and 

Goths 

We then have to look at the two sides of Justinian’s bid to conquer Italy and Africa. It is safe to 

say that these campaigns created a situation where the emperors following Justinian would 

have great difficulties dealing with overextension, and in large parts failed to provide the 

necessary military effort to keep hold of the newly won possessions. It leads to the first signs of 

what later becomes the theme system, when exarches would be created in both Africa and 

Ravenna to cope with the situation which emerges later. This will be dealt with in chapter 2.4. It 

is also safe to say that production and trade in the regions was severely disrupted due to the 

depopulation and ravaging of the countryside that occurred. This can be witnessed by 

archeologic finds. The following illustrations on the next page show the distribution of African 

Sigillata Ware D from the second half of the 5th century to the end of the 6th. Illustration 10a 

shows that from the second half of the 5th to the beginning of the 6th the distribution is plentiful 

west of Carthage and Italy, even to the extent that there are rich archeologic finds in the north 

of Germany and France as well as the western part of Spain. From 530-40 and onwards we see 

the drastic reduction of archeologic finds suggesting the disruptive nature the warring had. Such 

reduction of archeologic finds could have several explanations like depopulation, disrupted 

trade routes or failing production in the African region. It’s hard to pinpoint the exact reason 

behind the decline of archeologic evidence regarding the distribution of African Sigillata D ware, 

but the decline coincides with the start of hostilities in the region in such a way that there 

should be little doubt about the wars playing a part in the puzzle.  However, taking all of this 

into consideration, it is still hard to say that it was a complete failure when looking at the 

sizeable amounts of gold solidi these regions adds to the treasury, and Sicily continues to play 

an important role later on when the Empire is in dire need of all the resources it can get its 

hands on. This together with lessons learned from the exarch creations which we would talk 

about later might have actually been more important to Byzantine survival then the 

overextension was responsible for the situation Byzantium found itself in in the middle of the 

7th century when the need for the thematic system occurred. Any speculation about how and if 
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any Persian wars would have been more or less plausible without Justinian’s campaigning in the 

6th century is as fruitless as discussing how the Arabian Peninsula in the 7th century would have 

looked if such events did not occur at all. We must also remember that part of the problems 

related to Justinian and his successors were caused by the plague that hit in 640. This event 

surly would have happened no matter what and would have had a dramatic effect on the 

Empire no matter if the Vandal and Gothic wars would have happened. The plague and its 

effects will be dealt with separately later on to underline this point. 
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69Fig4: Map of distribution of African Sigillata Ware D. The contraction of distribution coincides 

with the eruption of large scale warfare in Africa and Italy. 
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2.1.4 Sassanid warfare continued and the Quaestura Exercitus  

The Roman-Sassanid war continued in 540 after Vittigis had written to Chosroes warning him 

about the imminent danger the Sassanid Empire would find itself in if Justinian was allowed to 

consolidate the newly captured western provinces. At the same time envoys from Roman 

Armenia petitioned Chosroes for support during the uprisings that followed in the wake of 

Justinian’s reforms, which gave Chosroes ample motif to conduct warfare at the most 

opportune time while the Romans were distracted with their conquest of Italy and consolidation 

of the newly acquired North-African province. The Sassanid army managed to sack Antioch and 

take its population into slavery, while collecting ransom from other cities before Chosroes 

attacked the province of Lazica. The sack of Antioch was one of the only serious blows to 

Justinian’s authority during his reign, second only to the Nika revolts that occurred very early in 

his rule, and before he had completely consolidated his position as regent. In 545 a five-year 

truce was signed, but it excluded the Lazica region, and warfare would continue within the 

province until 556. The final peace agreement was not signed before 561 when the Sassanians 

evacuated Lazica and agreed upon allowing Christians to practice their religion inside the 

Sassanid Empire. On one hand this was a great victory for Justinian, but it came at a pretty steep 

cost. The loss and subsequent rebuilding of Antioch must have been enormously expensive for 

the Empire, and the peace treaty also came with an annual tribute of 420 gold pounds per year 

to be paid to the Sassanid Empire.70 The state of the imperial economy must have been stressed 

since the rebuilding of Antioch was done at a smaller scale than the original city had been.71 This 

fact Procopius omits in his recount, most likely due to his bias towards the Empire itself, even if 

he was negative against the emperor he was still an avid supporter of the imperial system. 

Admitting that the Empire didn’t have the funds and/or the populace to properly rebuild 

Antioch to its former glory was such an issue that he just didn’t do it. According to Cameron this 

is also why he places the blame on heavenly interaction rather than admitting that the Persian 

army was very effective, and that the cost of their success was enormously high for the 
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Romans.72 While the ongoing warring in the west opened up for Sassanid aggression, at the 

same time it became difficult for the Romans to keep the northern provinces secure from 

barbarian incursions, especially from the Slavs and their Avar overlords. In 536 Justinian 

arranged for the creation of the Quaestura Exercitus, a new type of province governed by a 

questor exercitus.73 The Quaestura Exercitus consisted of Moesia Inferior, Scythia Minor, Cyprus, 

Caria and the Aegean Islands, where the overall mission was to form a supply chain towards the 

frontier fortresses along the Danubian line. The Danubian provinces were too impoverished to 

support the defense of its own region, and the new district was an attempt at keeping the 

barbarians at bay while the main bulk of the armies were fighting elsewhere. There are factors 

regarding the Quaestura Exercitus that are especially intriguing when discussing the later 

organization of the provinces and armies during the latter part of the 7th century. The wealth of 

the Mediterranean islands was apparently big enough to sustain the defense of the northern 

frontier for several years. It brings up the question about how important the Aegean Islands 

might have been later on when the Byzantine Empire lost its most important agrarian provinces 

like Egypt. The fortified town of Kastro Apalirou at the Island of Naxos which I will write more 

about later might help us understand the 7th century reorganization of the Byzantine Empire 

better, or at a minimum show us that there is a lot still to be learned about the Theme system 

and the transformation that happened. The remains of the Quaestura Exercitus would also 

become what we later get to know as the Karabisianoi, which was a theme like structuring of a 

navy unit in charge of guarding Byzantine possessions in the Mediterranean (it was replaced by 

the Cibyrrhaeot theme even later)74. This suggests that this was a form of organization which 

was viewed as successful. While they weren’t successful in keeping the barbarians from raiding 

inland, they still kept military presence from the fortresses making it hard for the barbarians to 

keep a permanent occupation in the area. It is possible that the lessons learned from this form 

of tactic in inspired the defense of the Empire during the Arabic onslaught later on. We have 
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very little evidence concerning the Quaestura Exceritus, but the position of questor was still 

present in 570, five years after Justinian’s death which shows that it was at least a small success.  

 

75 Fig5: Byzantine – Persian border during the 6th century.  
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2.1.5 The era of Justinian and its implications for Roman 

society 

 

Justinian was successful in extending the borders of what would become the Byzantine Empire 

to its largest extent. The capture of highly productive provinces like Africa and Sicily would 

prove valuable later on, especially during the early 7th century when much of the eastern 

provinces and Egypt came under Persian control. There are real problems connected to his reign 

however. The severe demographic decline, owing to both warfare and plague, caused real 

challenges for the emperors that were to follow him. The treasury he left behind was probably 

minimal, and years of neglect of the northern borders had started to become apparent, but the 

armies he left should have been capable, well trained and equipped. There was lasting peace 

with the Persians, and the Empire was in total control of the Mediterranean, boosting its trading 

capability. I would argue that given time the investments that Justinian made should have payed 

dividends, but it was up to the emperors following him to make sure that Empire had time to 

consolidate its position. 

2.2 The development after Justinian 

It is in the aftermath of Justinian’s reign we would see the contraction and subsequent 

Hellenization of the Roman world, leading to the Greco-Roman Byzantine Empire which would 

last until the 15th century. The changes that were made in the 7th century to ensure the Roman 

worlds continued existence were prompted by a crisis within the empire. Looking into the 

period between Justinian and Heraclius is paramount to understanding the Empire teetered at 

the brink of collapse. The actions of the four emperors Justin II, Tiberios Constantine, Maurice 

and Phocas sheds light on the question of why the need for a structural change came to be. 

Dealing with these developments in chronological order should create the best environment to 

understand the complex situation faced and dealt with by the respective emperors and the 

varying results of their policies. 
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2.2.1 Justin II’s military setbacks 

When Justin II became emperor in 565 it is plausible that the Roman treasury was all but gone, 

which probably forced Justin to find ways to save money. I do not believe that Justin II inherited 

a budgetary deficit based on the budgetary estimates of Treadgold (see fig x). If we look at 

Anastasius’ budgetary surplus in 518 it should have been around 9% and had similar income as 

Justinian in 565. The difference in expenditure is about 7% more during Justinian’s era leaving a 

meager 2% surplus, which could be too much. Even if it is too much, it seems that any surplus or 

deficit should have been marginal at best and given time it should have risen when the Empire 

started to recover. The first thing Justin did was paying back Justinian’s loans from the City 

Bankers of Constantinople while simultaneously remitting overdue taxes. 76 He laid new taxes on 

the distribution of bread and transport of wine to make up for the taxes he had remitted, but by 

far the largest step to save money was in how he stopped the tributary system which Justinian 

had relied on keeping the fragile peace at the borders while campaigning in the west.77 The 

Roman position was indeed quite solid when Justin became emperor. The Empire controlled 

mostly of what modern is modern Italy, the Balkans was not yet threatened by serious 

incursions and settlement by Slavs and the border towards the Sassanid Empire was mostly 

stable. This solid position would however quickly crumble with a series of badly fought wars, 

and costly decisions on the behalf of the emperor himself.  
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78 Fig6: Budgetary estimates by Warren Treadgold. 

The Italian possessions gained under Justinian would soon be in peril when the Lombard tribe 

migrated into Italy in 568, seizing much of mainland Italy by 573.79 In 565 the Lombards were 

fighting the Gepid for control of Sirmium, and the area surrounding the city. Sirmium was 

coveted by the Romans, and the Gepid ruler King Cunimund promised Justin II the city in 

exchange for imperial help with defeating the Lombards.80 Imperial help came and forced the 

issue in the favor of the Gepid, but Cunimund did not hold true to his promise about 

surrendering Sirmium to Justin II. The Lombards now petitioned the Avars for help against the 

Gepid, and when the Gepid now again turned to Justin for help they were deceived.81 Justin 

took Sirmium but gave no helping hand to the Gepid ensuring their total annihilation by the 

Lombards.82 The end to this war was that while the Romans now controlled Sirmium, suddenly 

the Avars and Lombards were neighbors. The Avars had been content with the tributary 
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payments from Justinian which made them able to live in their territories. After only a week as 

emperor Justin had received an embassy from the Avars and refused them their annual 

tribute.83 Without their tribute the Avars now sought more land to make up for the deficit which 

was brought on by this decision, and they kept heavy pressure on the Lombards which now had 

become their neighbor due to Justin’s double crossing of the Gepid. The Lombards faced with 

the situation they were now in decided to migrate into Italy which turned out to be disastrous 

for the Roman control there.   The quick loss of large parts of Italy serves as a reminder of how 

depopulated and poorly defended the region was after the Ostrogothic-Byzantine wars, but it 

was also a direct consequence of Justin’s refusal to carry on Justinian’s policy of keeping the 

peace by buying off certain tribes or nations.  
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84 Fig7: Map of Lombard and Byzantine territories. Red circle is the previous position of Lombard 

tribe. 
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Justin inherited a fifty-year peace treaty between the Romans and Persians dating back to 562 

which would have given the nation ample time to reinforce their control in their newly acquired 

territories. The peace treaty came with an annual tribute of 30.000 nomismata (420 gold 

pounds per year), where the first seven years had already been paid, while after the first seven 

years three more years were due. After the first ten years the sum was supposed to be paid 

annually.85 Due to the unsolved status of Suania, which controlled the passes from Persia to 

Lazica there would be heated negotiations where Justin sent John Komentiolus to negotiate. 

The negotiations did not fare well for the Romans, and issues owing to the incursions by 

Lachmid and Ghassanid forces raiding in areas they were forbidden, according to the treaty 

weakened the peace. At the same time an alliance between Constantinople and the Turks now 

emerging from around the Caspian threatened the Persians.  Ultimately it was Justin’s refusal to 

pay the tribute from 672 that was the main reason for the treaty being broken. At the same 

time a revolt on the Persian side of Armenia, due to a matter of religiousness, had the populace 

petition Constantinople for help. Justin decided that the prospect of complete control of 

Armenia was too tempting to not react to and war was again the result. There is also the 

question if Justin in reality had any choice in the matter. As the emperor he had the sacred 

obligation to defend Christianity and that also extended into Persian Armenia. Would Justin 

have declined the chance to defend the Christian population of Armenia there would probably 

have been consequences, as faith in the emperor would have surly taken a toll. What is 

strikingly bizarre about the whole business was that it was only one year removed from having 

to pay the Avars the equivalent of 80.000 gold nomismata in tribute to stop their destruction of 

the Dalmatian regions.86 That war had been going on since 568 where a large force under the 

capable command of the Count of Excubitors Tiberius was unable to contain the Avars.87 The 

exhaustion of this army, and the knowledge that they already were hard pressed by on their 

northern frontier should have prompted Justin to find other solutions then to start a war with 
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what was quite possibly the only nation that presented a real threat to the empire itself.  The 

war itself started with Roman success under Marcian, but due to a dragged-out siege of Nisibis, 

Justin decided to replace Marcian, which drove the army to mutiny and the siege was lifted. 

Justin’s actions directly opened up for a coordinated attack by both Persian and Lachmid forces 

which ended in the sack of Apamea, the ravaging of Syria and the loss of Dara the great Roman 

fortress at the end of the year 573.88  According to most sources it was the loss of Dara that in 

the end drove Justin into madness and in this way ended his time as the real regent in 

Constantinople.89  

There is no doubt that Justin II’s ambitions were to restore the fiscal stability by being austere in 

his spending, but Justin did not have the tactical or strategical expertise that Justinian had, and 

was woefully unprepared before going to war. Wars were started in Italy, the Balkans, along the 

Danubian frontier and against the Persians. Even the armies left by Justinian could not cope 

with such challenges if they were not properly prepared, we have to remember that Justinian in 

all probability had planned his wars in great advance, securing allies, supply routes and 

purposely picking his commanders in advance. Justin’s wars seem to be a result of his policies 

towards the Avars, Lombards and Persians, brought upon the Empire as a result of rash 

decisions and ill-conceived advice. His decision to refuse not only one tributary payment, but to 

refuse them all, alienating his allies and his repudiation of the peace treaty with the Persians has 

rightly given him a poor legacy. His fallacy is probably of such proportions that Justinian’s reign 

looks worse because of it. John Julius Norwich described Justin’s persona in a very unflattering 

way in Byzantium. The Early Centuries:  

“Proud, arrogant, unshakeable in his self-confidence, (Justin) believed implicitly that with 

wisdom and determination, those enemies (of the empire) would be scattered - and that he was 

the man to do it. “90 
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Constantinople was at this time the undisputed capital for trade in the world and parts of any 

tributary payments done to smaller tribes bordering the empire would end up being spent on 

wares produced or shipped within it. The failure to understand this and the fact that wars, 

especially those lost, are much costlier then tributary payments brought misery onto the Roman 

people. Justin became popular for abolishing the system Justinian was disliked for. The heavy 

taxes that burdened the citizens during Justinian’s reign were intended to keep the peace in the 

interior of the country through the tributary system. Though not always successful, it was the 

cancelation of this system that stands out as one of the main domino pieces that set-in motion a 

series of events that would catapult the Roman world from late antiquity grandeur to the 

struggle for survival in the early middle ages. 

2.3 Tiberios Constantine, military success at the cost of the 

treasury 

 When Justin II became unfit to rule due to his insanity in 573 the Empress Sophia took charge, 

and the following year she persuaded Chosroes I to sign a one-year truce with the payment of 

45.000 nomismata, which was 15.000 more then was owed per year during the fifty-year truce 

that was abandoned earlier in Justin’s reign. 91 Within a year she had also convinced Justin 

during one of his more lucid moments to have Tiberios, the comes excubitor crowned Cesar. 

Tiberios took the extra name Constantine and would have to share imperial power with the 

Empress, since Justin still was the Emperor at least in name. The reasons for Sophia’s reluctance 

to let Tiberios reign supreme at this point concerned the fiscal status of the empire.92 Tiberios 

was a hugely popular emperor, and the reason for this was that he spent enormous amounts of 

money on gifts towards the populace. According to Norwich, Tiberios did not just remit taxes 

during the first year of his reign but spent over 7,200 pounds of gold on gifts; over 800 of the 

pounds went directly to the army of the east. He also gave away luxury products like silk and 

silver on what he calls an “insane” scale. According to a legend told by Paul the Deacon in his 

Historia Langobardorum Tiberius found two huge treasures that he used to pay for his 
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extravagance and gifts to the poor.93 First he found 100,000 pounds of gold under a slab in the 

imperial palace, before an old man came to the Emperor and told him that he alone had been 

given the task of taking care of Narses enormous treasure which took days to carry back to the 

palace.94 Paulus wrote in the middle of the 8th and the narrative about God granting Tiberius 

access to extreme wealth is not plausible. Paul wrote as a Christian and the solution to the 

wealth Tiberios apparently had access to, after the meager years under Justin II, was explained 

as an act of God. The plausible solution to the wealth discovered by Tiberius was that Justin and 

Sophia were indeed coin hoarders like the sources testify to. Apparently, the effect of Justin’s 

policy of not paying any tribute led to the amassing of gold within the imperial palace. While 

having a solid reserve isn’t a bad thing, the problem with coin hoarding within the palace is that 

it put a strangle hold on the economy because less of the money is circulated in the system.95 

More on that point later on while discussing Treadgold’s take on the military lands in chapter 4, 

but it just underlines the problems of Justin’s reign. The problem with Tiberius is not that he 

spent money. The donations towards the army of the east would with high probability have 

seen the soldiers spend parts of their wealth towards better equipment, setting in motion a 

system where they bought it from the monopolistic imperial arms factories in the empire. 

Tiberius just spent too much which is apparent when we review Maurice’ reign later on.  

In military matters Tiberius was reasonably successful in the east against the Persians where the 

future emperor Maurice now was magistri militum per Orientem after a truce brought by the 

defeat and subsequent replacement of the general Justinian in 577. There were attempts at 

recovering parts of Italy from the Lombard tribe, but the lack of focus on the northern border 

opened up for Avar aggression and Slav incursion all the way down to the Peloponnese.96 

Sirmium was besieged and lost, but with the introduction of 15,000 new barbarian foederatii 

the army under Maurice gained the initiative in the war against the Persians.97 When Chosroes 

decided to enter Mesopotamia in 578 again Maurice forced the Persian army to retreat by 

                                                           
93 (Deacon & Foulke, 1907) Book 3 Chapter XII (Norwich, 1989) p271-272 
94 (Deacon & Foulke, 1907) Book 3 Chapter XII 
95 (Norwich, 1989) p272 
96 (Norwich, 1989) p272 
97 (Treadgold, A History of Byzantine Society, 1997) p225 



 
49 

moving in behind them to raid and sack key Persian towns98. In 580 Maurice was close to 

reaching Ctesiphon in an offensive before having to turn back to counter a Persian counter 

invasion.99 The success of Maurice underlines the narrative that Tiberius investments into the 

army of the east had been very successful, unfortunately the reluctance of the Persians to agree 

to any peace treaty forced Tiberius to agree to a humiliating peace treaty with the Avars.100 This 

didn’t stop their Slav subjects from settling inside Roman territories in the Balkan and Greek 

provinces at a large scale, partially because they were trying to get out from underneath the 

Avar oppression.101 On the other side, such stubbornness on the side of the Persians would also 

have consequences for the ruler of their empire later on.  Tiberius didn’t live very long as 

Emperor, and in August of 582 he died of disease naming Maurice as the next emperor.102 

 Tiberius II Constantine has been hailed as a great emperor that could have propelled the 

empire to greater feats than what happened. This perspective has been challenged from time to 

time, and today I think it’s safe to say that there is a striking duality to his reign. By focusing on 

strengthening the military and spending money on tributes he did definitively try to restore 

Roman might, but his extreme spending at the same time that he remitted taxes and took no 

steps to solidify the economic situation in the end left the Emperor Maurice with severe fiscal 

problems which would taint his reign until Phocas usurped the throne. In the defense of Tiberios 

you could say that he inherited severe military problems due to the   actions of Justin, but at the 

same time Justin left him the money to right these mistakes and in this he was just partially 

successful. Maurice then started his reign in a bankrupt state, but with a capable army. 
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103 Fig8: Map of the Balkans and the Danubian limes. 
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2.4 Maurice and the introduction of the Exarches of Ravenna 

and Carthage 

Maurice took on the mantle of emperor in the year 582 and inherited a war with Persia and 

serious threats in Italy, the Balkans and along the Danube. Maurice had been elected the comes 

excubitor after Tiberius in 574 before becoming the magister militum per Orientem in 577 at the 

age of 38, and without too much military experience. Such an appointment would suggest that 

Tiberius had a lot of faith in Maurice and his apparent affinity for military leadership, and both 

his rule and the Tacticon supposedly made during his reign and on Maurice’s behalf underline 

this. Maurice’s twenty-year reign as the Emperor was very important for the 7th century 

struggles. First of all, there are clear indicators during his reign that the treasury indeed had 

taken a nearly fatal toll during his predecessor’s short reign. Taking a closer look at Maurice’s 

handling of the fiscal crisis and determining if it was his own actions that led to the rise of 

Phocas is a key understanding the development that led to the great 7th century crisis. Secondly 

the creation of the two exarches in Ravenna and Carthage and their impact in all aspects of the 

7th century debate on themes, as an inspiration, the support for Heraclius rebellion and how 

they kept the remaining western possessions under the Byzantine sphere of control are key 

components in understanding what supposedly was the introduction of the theme system 

during the Arabic storm.  

The introduction of the exarches of Ravenna and Carthage at the hands of Maurice is no longer 

in doubt. The exarchate was a semiautonomous province which was ruled by an exarch that 

held both military and civil power at the same time. According to Haldon this wasn’t any great 

administrative innovation by Maurice, but more recognition of the importance that the magistri 

militum inside said provinces had already had. He backs this up by noting that both Germanus 

and Solomon had combined the office of magistri militum and praetorian prefect in Africa 

earlier.104  The argument to be made against Haldon is that such a clear division of power away 

from Constantinople would always present a clear risk towards any emperor. I would argue that 
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Maurice perfectly well understood that the new position of exarch added a layer on top of the 

earlier command structure, and that any exarch declaring himself emperor would have a more 

legitimate case than any magistri militum. The placement of the Exarches, especially the one in 

Africa would make any military actions towards a supposed rebellion quite a difficult task. In this 

light the creation of the exarches is the closest example of division of the empire without 

actually being one. That the centralization of power in Constantinople was hemming the war 

effort since it was difficult for the emperor to concentrate on four different regions at the same 

time was apparently not lost on Maurice and underplaying the significance of these bold moves 

is underplaying the role of these events on the course of history.  As said the solution would be 

to grant the North-African province and the remaining mainland possessions in Italy the status 

of exarchates. This would make the exarch able to swiftly make crucial decisions on how to 

defend the province against and freed the emperor to conduct warfare in the east and the 

north. Along with the joining of civilian and military powers at the hand of an exarch there is 

also proof that these provinces began minting coins between 581 and 583, preceding the official 

establishment of the exarches, but plausibly linked to the definitive need for these areas to be 

able to sustain them self in the now very normal case that Constantinople was unable to send 

any form of aid.105 There are several differences between the Exarches of Carthage and Ravenna 

compared to a theme. The exarches were proper semi-autonomous provinces based around a 

key city as its main point, while a theme was probably based around the army occupying the 

area (more on that later). The striking similarity is however the power granted to the leaders of 

the two different provincial structures, and how the decentralization of power would be crucial 

to the war effort, but also a problem for the emperors to come. Maurice chose his exarches 

carefully and had no problems changing them out like in the case of Longinus being replaced by 

Smaragdus as exarch of Ravenna in 585, and since the provinces they were governing at the 

time were under constant pressure while situated pretty far from the capital, the gamble 

against his own authority was probably a success at the time. Theophylact claims that Maurice 

had planned to partition the Empire between his sons according to the will he wrote when he 

was seriously ill in 596/597. There are no other sources to confirm this, but it would fit the 
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narrative that Maurice found it hard for one man to be able to focus on the different challenges 

that were present at each of the frontiers. For Maurice the key point would be to cover the 

western front without laying claim to the resources he needed to focus on the Balkan, Danubian 

and Eastern frontiers106.  

The Balkan problem 

The Roman system of administration had always been hinged on the city being the key strategic 

focus of communications between the seat of the emperor and its subjects. In this perspective 

the Balkan struggles of Maurice was a struggle to keep communication lines open between the 

Balkan cities to hold on to Imperial power in that area. The collapse of the Balkans would 

certainly create severe communications problems between the western and eastern parts of 

the empire, which would hamper any ambition to reclaim the territories lost to the Lombard 

tribes earlier. As mentioned before, after the failure of the tributary system under Justin II 

various tribes would move in from the Danube frontier and into the Balkans to disrupt this 

essential link to the Imperial authority. When Tiberius failed to relieve Sirmium in 581/582 it 

ended in the loss of the city which provided the Avars with a clear bridgehead over the Danube 

and opened up the whole of the Balkans for ravaging by both Avars and Slavs alike. In 582 when 

Maurice ascended the throne, the Balkans was on the brink of total collapse due to the now 

regular failure of the defense at the empire’s northern borders. This is reinforced by 

Theophylact’s account of Comentiolus successful campaigning against the Slavs (called 

Sclavenes by Theophylact) after an incursion which reached all the way down to the Long Walls 

in 584.107 The apparent stop of these raids until the last years of Phocas suggests that Maurice 

brought the situation under marginal control before gaining the definitive upper hand after 

ending the Persian wars with his successful support of Chosroes during the rebellion of  later 

on.108 Byzantine control over the Balkans is then not really disputed after that point, which let 

the communication lines towards the western parts of the empire be open until around 609 

when Phocas had to remove most of the soldiers from the Balkans to counter the rebellion of 
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Heraclius the elder and his son Heraclius the younger.109 This again tells us that Maurice 

probably dealt with the pressing issues that were created by the policies of Justin II and Tiberius 

in a good way. 

 

The warfare against the Sassanians was successful during Maurice, but it was not the success on 

the battlefield that would create the circumstances where the Byzantine Empire would score its 

largest victory against its neighbor in the east. In 591 the Sassanid Empire had a crisis of 

succession that prompted the newly elected Chosroes II to flee and ask for support in 

Constantinople. Maurice disregarded the advice of a mostly unanimous senior official corps to 

not lend the support and promptly sent the Byzantine army along with Chosroes II to support 

his claim. They would rather see the Persians weaken themselves during a civil war, but Maurice 

saw the opportunity for more than just a short respite due to the infighting. There would of 

course be a winner, and he would probably commit to the ancient struggle between Romans 

and Persians again as soon as he had consolidated his power. I suspect that the military 

experienced Maurice understood perfectly well what kind of force was needed to clear up his 

norther provinces and at the same time how powerful it would be to have a Persian king in his 

debt. His actions were probably the only one that would sufficiently secure the eastern line of 

defense in such a way that Maurice could free up enough soldiers to campaign efficiently along 

the Danube and Balkans. This is strikingly different to Justin II which apparently had no such 

understanding of the big scale picture of warfare. With the help of the combined Roman and 

Persian army Chosroes II would be successful in his reclamation of the throne and rewarded 

Maurice generously for his help. Large parts of Armenia and all the Byzantine possessions that 

earlier had been claimed by the Sassanids during the war was restored, including Dara and 

Martypolis. An eternal peace treaty was signed and Maurice had his back cleared to concentrate 

on the northern frontier. From 593 and onward the Byzantine army would cross the Danube to 

campaign into Slav and Avar lands successfully. In 602 however Maurice tried to have the army 
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winter north of the Danube and they rebelled, which ultimately would overthrow Maurice and 

put Phocas on the throne.  

The period under Maurice is interesting because he shows us the first signs of decentralization 

of power within the Byzantine Empire, and the Tacticon which he has been given credit for is of 

great importance to understand the circumstances of his time. Maurice also tried to cut army 

costs through readjusting the wages of the army. The effects were rather problematic however, 

since it often led to mutiny and rebellion. Before 602, Maurice seemed to be able to stabilize 

the Byzantine Empire, but instead his murder sparked a century of misery for the Byzantine 

Empire. Even if the Roman armies rebelled during the war against Persia, the war was 

conducted so well that it was a direct contributor to the fall of Hormizdas, and the subsequent 

civil war that led to Chosroes II being put on the throne with the help of Maurice. When the 

Romans have the chance to transfer troops from the east to the north, it is important to notice 

how they mostly crush the opposition. Roman grip on its provinces during the time of Maurice 

was plagued by bad decision made by Justin II that did not allow for concentration of military 

effort, but the second that problem is gone we can deduct that in the military aspect during 

Maurice the Romans were still superior and were on the clear path of consolidation of power. 

We can only make theories about what would have transpired if such events were allowed to 

happen. The financial problems would probably have been sorted out given enough time, since 

there is definitive evidence that during Justin II’s reign the state was making money. In all other 

aspects of Maurice’s reign, it seems like the problems emerging after his execution in 602 were 

not present in force. We cannot excuse Maurice completely from the events of the 7th century. 

After all it wasn’t the first mutiny Maurice faced because of his attempts to economize on 

behalf of the field armies. As Treadgold points out he faced three such mutinies before the 

fourth led to his execution.110 There is also sufficient evidence to suggest that Maurice indeed 

ran a small surplus in his state finances even without economizing, and that his goal was to try 

and create a reserve like Justin II had. In hindsight this proved fatal, and as Treadgold says: 

“Maurice should have made economies elsewhere, perhaps at the expense of the residual 
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frontier troops, or simply decided that no emergency reserve was better than having an 

emergency.”111  

112 Fig9: East Roman possessions c.600 after Maurice had made a favorable truce with the Persians and 

pushed the Slavs and their Avar masters north across the Danube. 
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2.5 The disastrous reign of Phocas 

Phocas was only a junior officer in the army when he was crowned Emperor in 602 after brutally 

slaughtering Maurice along with his family. The result was that Chosroes II declared war on the 

Byzantine Empire in 604, a war that would last until 628 and drain both empires laying them 

open for the Arabic storm that was to follow. Chosroes II used the rumor about the survival of 

Maurice’s eldest son Theodosius as his justification for war.113 Both Theophanes and more 

importantly the contemporary Theophylact denounce the information about the survival of 

Theodosius.114 Stratos on the other hand thinks that Theodosius indeed survived, and that he 

was campaigning with Narses the general and got backing from Chosroes.115 This argument is 

based on the fact that only two sources, Theophylact and Theophanes upheld the notion that 

Theodosius was dead, and as Stratos says: “They were clearly influenced by the official account 

of the Byzantine Court.”116 It is also true that Narses did not revolt before 603, and Stratos 

theory is that this is when Theodosius comes to Edessa to seek support from Narses.117The man 

that might have been Theodosius is said to have been poisoned to death and with him all real 

hopes of restoring a male heir of Maurice to the throne in Constantinople.118 It might also serve 

to explain why Narses later tries to settle the matter in a diplomatic way, instead of sticking to 

the rebellion. It did not stop Chosroes from attacking the Byzantines however.  

The army Phocas had at his disposal was the same that Maurice had been successfully 

campaigning with against the Sassanids not many years before and would probably have been 

capable to conduct defensive warfare. Phocas apparently knew that to counter the Persian 

invasion he had to secure the northern borders against the Avar Khagan and did just that by 

buying him off according to Theophanes.119 Apart from the obvious Persian threat, there were 
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also serious internal troubles facing Phocas. The earlier mentioned general Narses quickly rose 

up against him and took Edessa (modern day Urfa, not to be confused with modern Greek 

Edessa) while petitioning Chosroes for help. Germanos was sent to take the city back but was 

met by the army of Chosroes and subsequently defeated. During the battle Germanos was 

mortally wounded and perished days later at Constantina depriving Phocas of one of his more 

able generals.120 This led to Phocas withdrawing parts of the army in Europe to be transferred 

over to the eastern front.121 The move was a sensible one seeing that the threat Chosroes 

armies presented were far greater than any raiding from the north was at this time. Especially 

with the Avar Khagan bought to inactivity for now. It did not stop Slavs from starting to settle in 

the areas that now were abandoned by large parts of its army. The army now strengthened with 

troops from Europe was split into two spearheads where one was to take back Edessa from 

Narses, and one was to face the Persians which they did outside Arxamoun. Narses fled Edessa 

to Hierapolis, while the Persian army crushed the army of Leontios and took Arxamoun with the 

help of elephants.122 Now Narses went to Constantinople to try to settle things with Phocas in a 

diplomatic manner, and he traveled there on the imperial insurance that he would not be 

harmed.123 Instead Phocas elected to burn Narses which was one of the most able Roman 

generals, and one that probably had more experience on fighting the Persians than anybody 

else in the Empire at that time.124 Theophanes records that it greatly unsettled the population 

of the Roman Empire, while it was celebrated in Persia.125 Narses was actually such a feared 

general that after Maurice had secured peace with the Persians on the account of helping 

Chosroes, the Persians started complaining about Narses being posted at Dara. They perceived 

him as a threat by his mere presence. Plots and supposed plots against the emperor now 

became frequent, and during the celebrations of the wedding between Priscos and Phocas’ 

daughter Domentzia, Phocas flew into a rage concerning the statues of Priscos and 
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Domentzia.126 Due to this spectacle and disrespect towards him, Priscos became fearful of 

Phocas and according to Theophanes “…from then on was not in agreement with Phokas”.127 In 

608 Priscos had gotten wind of a potential rebellion led by the exarch in Carthage Heraclius, and 

wrote to him his promise to support such a move.128 The reasons behind Priscos’ support is 

according to Theophanes that he was no longer able to withstand the unjust murders and evil 

deeds on Phocas account.129 Stratos theory about Priscos eyeing the potential to ascend to the 

throne himself is quite likely.130 Heraclius the exarch was too old to don the purple, and his son 

was not known in any way at this time.131 This theory is also backed up by Heraclius actually 

offering the purple to Priscos, and Priscos apparent later insubordination against Heraclius. 

According to Theophanes, Phocas reaction to the rumors of rebellion was to murder the 

remaining relatives of Maurice along with Komentiolos the magister militum per Thracias.132 

The first move that Heraclius the elder took was to cut off grain supplies from the exarchate to 

Constantinople.133 The reasons should be clear. First of all, there had been famine already 

according to Theophanes, and this move ensured that there would be unrest within the Empire. 

Grain was also very valuable, and the move assured the exarch the possibility to sell his grain to 

fund the campaign. Theophanes writes that Heraclius the elder’s plan was to send Niketas by 

land through Egypt, and a secondary force with his son Heraclius by sea to Constantinople. The 

first to arrive would be crowned emperor. This is not very likely at all. The time it would take 

Niketas to go through Egypt, Palestine, Mesopotamia and the whole of Anatolia to reach 

Constantiople would be too long, while sailing across the Mediterranean would of course take 

much less time. Niketas did not actually come to Constantinople before 612 after Heraclius had 

met Priscos in Caesarea and understood that he couldn’t trust him.134 The dating of this 

happening is possible because the Patriarch Nicephoros which is the source on Niketas’ arrival 
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also writes that Constantine was born at this time, and this is dated by Theophanes as being on 

December 25. the year 612.135 The real reason for sending Niketas to Egypt would plausibly be 

that the forces of the Exarch in Carthage was in all probability quite small, and they could not 

spare the whole force for such an expedition since there had to be enough left to guard the 

exarchate itself. Capturing Egypt which was the wealthiest province in the whole Empire would 

accomplish several things. It would deprive Phocas of income and grain and turn it to the use of 

the rebellion. The treasures captured would then be put to use to strengthening the numbers 

and quality of Heraclius the younger’s naval expedition. If we look into John of Nikiou’s account 

of the matter it seems like this theory is confirmed. John writes: 

 “And when Nicetas saw that this victory (against Bonosus outside Alexandria) was through the prayers of the 

saints, and that the strength of the army of Bonosus was broken and that its numbers had become few, he sent 

Ptolemy, Eusebius, and other notables of the party of Heraclius to the river in order to fetch him all the wealth they 

could find and collect for him many soldiers from all the cities of Egypt.136 

With the complete defeat of Bonosos in Egypt later it seems that all hopes were lost for Phocas, 

and Heraclius entrance into Constantinople met relatively little resistance, much because a good 

portion of defenders including Priscos the comes excubitor had already allied themselves with 

the cause of Heraclius. Phocas and his closest relatives and henchmen including Bonosos, 

Domentziolos the brother of Phocas, and Leontios the imperial treasurer was either killed 

during the battle or executed and burned. 137 An interesting observation is that already at this 

point Heraclius opted to tie religious symbols closely to his cause by mounting reliquaries and 

icons of the virgin mother on the masts of the ships carrying them over the Mediterranean.138 

Tying the struggle to a holy cause is what Heraclius would do later, making him in a sense the 

first real crusader.  In the same place Theophanes writes this, he claims that Niketas also came 

to Constantinople with an army at the same place. As I’ve said earlier, this is impossible. One of 

the last acts of the usurper Phocas and his allies would have severe ramifications for the start of 

Heraclius reign if we are to believe John of Nikiou. According to John Phocas and Leontius 
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managed to throw the whole imperial treasury into the sea, effectively robbing Heraclius the 

chance to use it to strengthening the army which would need it due to the severe crisis that had 

developed during the civil war.139 I’m not sure if this actually happened since neither Nicephoros 

nor Theophanes makes any mentions of any treasure being tossed at sea, but it might serve as 

John’s way of underlining the lamentable state of the treasury at that time. 

The end result of Phocas reign was that the warfare against the Sassanid’s suffered with 

generals being put to death, defeated in battle or actually defected while the Danubian frontier 

was completely neglected. After the Exarch of Africa Heraclius went into open rebellion and his 

son also the future emperor Heraclius would land outside Constantiople October 3, 610 

executing Phocas and being crowned emperor inside the city two days later.140 The rebellion 

itself also caused larger problems along the Danube as Phocas withdrew the remaining parts of 

the army from there to face Priscus in Egypt in an attempt to quell the rebellion. At this point 

the Byzantine Empire was in serious peril with the Sassanid’s bent on conquering Byzantine 

land, and the Avar’s seizing the opportunity to press down from the north. How much of the 

problems that Heraclius had to deal with immediately after his ascension can be blamed on 

Phocas? Phocas himself probably had limited ability in governing the Byzantine state and in all 

probability; he became emperor by circumstances he didn’t control. As I’ve explained earlier 

about the mutiny that in the end deposed Maurice, it wasn’t really their goal to start with. The 

soldiers wanted the conditions of their service to be improved, and probably thought that with 

an emperor that were of their kind like Phocas would ensure that the soldier was properly 

equipped, paid and treated. Why the army suddenly changed their mind and went from 

preparing to actually cross the Danube like Maurice had ordered to full out mutiny with the 

change of emperor as an outspoken goal is not really known, but it had dramatic consequences.  
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2.6 Plague and religious division as contributors to the 

developments of the 7th century in the Byzantine state 

As I have said, there should be no doubt that the situation of constant warfare from Justinian’s 

time is one of the most important factors when it comes to the discussion of the 7th century 

Byzantine crisis, there was also most definitively other serious challenges for the emperors that 

ruled in Constantinople. There are two challenges that the Emperor in Constantinople never 

actually managed to control due to the nature of the challenge itself. Religious dissention and 

turmoil was caused by the fragmentation of belief inside the Christian church. You had the pope 

in Rome and the Patriarch in Constantinople differing on opinions, but since Rome was captured 

by Justinian, they were both in all practicality controlled by the Emperor sitting inside 

Constantinople. It was at the council of Chalcedon in 451 that the more hostile split among the 

Christian faith actually occurred when the Oriental Orthodox churches refused the decision of 

the 4th ecumenical council to view Monophysitism as a heresy. The split can be observed even 

today as most Oriental Christians will be monophyte or the more moderate version miaphysite. 

The Egyptian Coptic Orthodox Church, Syriac Orthodox Church and Armenian Apostolic Church 

are all descendants of that split. The seat of the Emperor in Constantinople and Anatolia would 

stay Chalcedonian in faith however, along with the western provinces. The split led to different 

emperors taking different approaches to solving the situation, but in the end the religious 

problems would cause severe dissention and low levels of loyalty amongst the population of the 

eastern provinces. How much did it affect the course of the seventh century? The other major 

challenge and maybe the most important happening in the 6th century was the coming of the 

bubonic plague known as the Justinianic plague, because it struck during Justinian’s reign in 540. 

The discussion around the consequences of the plague has given room for a lot of different 

interpretations ranging from it destroying half of the empire’s population to being wildly 

exaggerated, but the fact that all contemporary sources mentions the plague makes it a clearly 

important happening for the Byzantine Empire. 
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 2.6.1 Justinianic Plague 

The plague hitting the Mediterranean region in 540 getting the name the Justinian Plague by 

historians has been a point of discussion for a long time. What was the consequences of the 

plague, and did it affect the empire in such a grade that it is one of the reasons they had to 

reform in the 7th century? Contemporary sources like Procopius141 and John of Ephesus 

describes the plague in such ways that it should be without question that the Roman empire 

was left critically short of manpower and that the effect it had upon the monetary front 

dramatic.                                                                                                                                               

John writes:  

“In all respects everything stopped. Buying and selling ceased; there was no one left who could stand up and do 

their work; all the provisions in the marketplaces ran out; and food was exhausted. This proved to be a great 

affliction for those who had other diseases.”142 

Procopius says nearly exact the same in the Persian Wars143 about the effects of the plague, so 

why has this become a debate? The controversy is based on the lack of archeologic evidence to 

support the claims of the written sources, and this has caused critics like Jean Durliat in his La 

peste du Vie siècle to claim that the written sources has been given privilege over archeologic 

finds according to Kennedy.144 Similarly, but more recently Clive Foss voiced similar opinions as 

Durliat in his survey of Syria from Late Antiquity to Islam.145 Peter Sarris and Hugh Kennedy 

addresses this problem in Plague and the End of Antiquity by systematically going through the 

critique against the written contemporary sources.146 When it comes to archeologic evidence 

there is no known findings of plague pits or mass graves from the period, so we are forced to 

look elsewhere for signs of demographical decline or at the very least stagnation. Individual 

wealth or wealth within individual households is also a dead end since almost all evidence from 

similar incidents like the Black Death suggests that the survivors gain economically on the basis 
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of less pressure on land and other resources.147 Lester K. Little shows that this was the case in 

both 1378 and 544 by citing Simon Sudbury the archbishop of Canterbury and John of Ephesus 

respectively.148 Sudbury’s complaints about the endless greed of his clergy following in the wake 

of the Black Death, profiteering on the effects of the plague strikes both Little and me as 

remarkably similar to John of Ephesus lamentation about the survivors in Constantinople taking 

scandalously high profits for services rendered nearly 850 years before.149 Government activity 

to limit the profiteering was also remarkably similar in England in 1349 with The Ordinance of 

Laborers and Justinian’s edict issued in the Roman Empire in 544 which both sought to bring 

prices and wages down to the pre-plague standards.150 Such similarities strengthens the case of 

the 540 plague as real factor when we are discussing the reasons behind the need for change 

that brought about the Theme system around a century later rather than undermine it. The 

archeologic evidence we do have access to are linked to the excavation and survey of ancient 

Roman/Byzantine settlements and looking at the settlement patterns before the plague 

compared to after 540 when the plague started. Hugh N. Kennedy specifically looked at the 

excavation sites in Syria and notes that there is a pattern where the building of new dwellings is 

booming in the first part of Justinian’s reign, but nearly grounds to a complete halt around 

540.151 Churches are still being built, and there is evidence of refinement within already 

established buildings. This is also similar to what happens during the Black Death where church 

building continuous nearly unaffected from the disease contrary to everything else.152 Kennedy 

admits that the evidence is patchy, but that what we have suggests that the plague was a 

pandemic that caused massive loss of life on repeated occasions.153 Haldon also supports this 

notion.154 If we then build both upon the archeologic evidence and the contemporary sources 

we can paint a picture of the disaster that befell the late Roman Empire during the 6th century. 
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Treadgold shows that the tax income for Justinian was about the same in 565 as it was in 518, 

but a quarter lower than at the entrance of 540.155 This means that most likely the new 

territories conquered most likely made up for the loss of tax paying population during the first 

outbreaks of the plague. Overwhelmingly this tax revenue was made up by farmers, which tells 

us that there was a dramatic mortality rate among the farmers inside Justinian’s empire during 

the plague. The vacuum left by farmers in the Balkans and other roman territories would also be 

settled by various barbarian tribes like the Avars and their confederate Slavs, which would cause 

serious troubles as I have earlier shown. Even more importantly it was probably the main cause 

of leaving the army over extended, since the prospect of enlarging the army on a faltering 

population basis would have been similar to the situation in the 4th and early 5th century with 

poverty and famine according to Treadgold.156 The pandemic of 540 and its recurring nature 

was not the reason behind the troubles that faced the Byzantine Empire in the 7th century, but it 

would not be dramatic to say it was one of the catalysts for it reinforcing the situation created 

by the constant state of warfare the empire found itself in.  
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2.6.2 Religious division and turmoil 

Religious division and turmoil was a key factor in the instability of the period in question. The 

question at hand in this paper would be if it played a significant factor in bringing forth the 

changes to the organization of the Byzantine Empire in the 7th century. As I mentioned in the 

introduction to this topic, the division between the Chalcedonians and the Oriental churches 

was the main problem for the Emperors to deal with within the Empire’s religious sphere.  Even 

though the religious division within the Roman sphere is as old as Christianity’s acceptance as 

the chief religion within the Empire I will focus on the problems evolving from Justin I and 

Justinian’s reigns. The reason for this is that the effect of earlier discontent and division only 

serves as background information to the events we are discussing and examining further back is 

not very important for the main point of this part of the thesis, namely that of showing how 

religious division within the empire from the 6th through the 7th century amplified the effects of 

the earlier discussed problems. 

2.6.2.1 Religious challenges 

The fourth ecumenical council in 451 at Chalcedon caused a split within the Church which is 

observable today. The opposition to the council which was centered around the Egyptian and 

Syrian provinces, and to a degree Armenia later would be labeled Monophysite. That is the 

belief that the divine only had one nature. The theological dispute would have ramifications for 

the Roman and later Byzantine Empire.  

In the 6th century the different emperors shifted between open persecution and denying any 

discussion of the issue. The Empress Theodora was in fact openly Monophyte, which some have 

come to think were a part of Justinian and Theodora’s plan to curb religious division within the 

Empire. This can be countered by the fact that Justinian in 518 deported large parts of the 

Empire’s Monophysites, which ended up in Egypt.157 After 575 the Armenian Church also went 

into open opposition towards the Chalcedonians creating a hostile environment in the Christian 

community towards the Emperor in Constantinople and his religious doctrines. By 620 the 
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situation was tried solved by Patriarch Sergius and Emperor Heraclius. They adopted the stance 

of Monenergism in an attempt for reconciliation, and it had success with the Armenian and 

Chaldean Churches.158 Even the Patriarch in Alexandria and the Pope seems to have accepted 

the doctrine of Monenergism, but Patriarch Sophronius of Jerusalem took to opposition. 

Sophronius decision was most likely supported by the inhabitants of Syria according to 

Haldon.159 In an attempt to salvage the situation, Heraclius and the Patriarch Sergius tried to 

tackle the problem by issuing the Ekhesis after a Church Council at Cyprus in 636 (or 638, date 

disputed), a new religious doctrine based on what we know Monothelitism was the result. The 

Patriarch of Jerusalem was yet again the main opposition to the official doctrine on the matter. 

This was the time of the Arabic storm, the added effect was that clergy officials moved towards 

Egypt and Africa, where they brought their opposition towards the Monothelite stance with 

them. After Maximus lobbied his stance, he won a public debate against the Patriarch Pyrrhus in 

Carthage presided over by the Exarch of Carthage, Gregory.160 Gregory proceeded to have 

himself declared Emperor and was from then on in open opposition towards the Empire. The 

leading theory of today was that Gregory was persuaded by a united African bishopric to take 

such action, on the basis of his opposition to Monothelitism. The attempt to become was a 

short-lived one since he was killed in battle with the Arabs very shortly after, and 

Constantinople reaffirmed their authority over the Exarchate of Africa shortly thereafter. 

Constans II seems to have banned the discussion by the issuing of the Typos 648, but another 

church council held in 649 by the Pope Martin in Rome openly challenged the Emperor.161 The 

council was orchestrated by Maximus and his followers to have a propaganda effect. Constans 

could not ignore these challenges and sent the Exarch of Ravenna to seize the pope, but the 

Exarch decided to side with the pope and proclaimed himself Emperor. This Exarch, Olympius 

died of an infection in 652, and the newly issued exarch of Ravenna had seized the Pope by 653, 

and later Maiximus was also seized. Both the Pope and Maximus was sentenced for high treason 

and died mutilated in exile. Such religious discontent, especially in Africa have been theorized to 
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have effectively thwarted any popular resistance towards the Arab invaders in the first phase of 

the Arabic conquests. Evidence from Archaeology shows that the Arabs never came to destroy 

churches or persecute Christians. The Christian population might indeed have had a better time 

under the Arabs then under the authority of Constantinople. There are positive happenings 

inside Constantinople regarding the Christian development of the 7th century also. With 

opposition the Chalcedonian stance gone after the loss of the Eastern and Southern provinces, it 

effectively united the inhabitants of Anatolia into stiff opposition against the invader. The 

Christian Mardaites also forced the Caliphate to sign a peace treaty by 688/69 after advancing 

from the Byzantine/Arab border in south-eastern Anatolia, all the way to Lebanon. The 

introduction of at least 12,000 Mardites relocated to Byzantine territories as a result of the 

treaty strengthened the naval capability of the Byzantine Empire considerably, since the 

Mardaites were skilled at sea warfare.162  

There should be no question that the religious problems added to the military crisis of the 7th 

century. The effect of open opposition towards the crown, along with lessened resistance in the 

provinces where Monophyte doctrine was prevalent, caused critical problems within the 

Byzantine Empire for the Emperor in Constantinople. It also contributed to a contraction of 

mentalities inside the Empire when different Christian doctrines were divided physically by the 

exiling of Monophyte clergy and civilians to the southern part of the Empire. The effects of the 

Christian opposition can be witnessed even today, as the Oriental Churches are Monophyte and 

still in opposition to the council of Chalcedon. The most important effect in the long durée 

perspective be the later abandonment of Monothelite doctrine in favor of the Chalcedonian 

position again, which can be traced to the Orthodox Churches of Russia and Greece today and 

surly unfired the religious identity within the Empire over time. 
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2.7 Conclusion on the reasons leading up to the 7th century crisis 

After Justinian there is no doubt that the state needed a period of consolidation, it had 

expanded on a large scale in a time where the evidence shows us that plague wreaked havoc 

upon the population. There are clear signs that given time the empire would have been robust 

enough to absorb such loss to reap the benefits of again being the master of the Mediterranean, 

and the wealth they could extract from their recaptured provinces in Africa and Italy. There 

were real internal problems, especially connected to religious matters that would have to be 

dealt with to create solidity within the state, and the fifty years truce Justinian had made with 

the Persians should have been used to solve matters of internal affairs. The religious issues 

would have been a problem for the Emperor even if the other internal problems had been dealt 

with. The exiling of Monophytes to the southern part of the realm would in all probability have 

evolved towards theological problems in any case. The contraction of mentalities within the 

Empire can be traced to Maurice, when he sacrificed direct control of the west in favor of 

Eastern focus, and Hellenization of state. When Justin II ascended the throne after Justinian’s 

death the treasury must have had problems, but I have shown that the new provinces should 

have at least covered enough of the deficit to continue Justinian’s system of tribute, and the 

evidence grows clearer when you examine how much money Tiberios Constantine apparently 

had to spend after Justin II’s death. Justin’s complete disregard for military preparations while 

being willing to go to war on two fronts disrupted the consolidation period the state desperately 

needed, both when it came to internal affairs and the actual armies. The armies which through 

over twenty years of continual warfare during Justinian absolutely needed to catch their 

collective breath. The death of Justin II and the ascendancy of Tiberios Constantine was a Janus-

faced blessing. The good thing about Tiberios was that he was competent in military matters, 

both through his strengthening of the army using the large reserves of money left him by Justin, 

and in his choice of military commanders. During Tiberios there were clear signs that the 

military setbacks caused by Justin II’s incompetence and arrogant self-confidence were being 

reversed. The issue was that Tiberios most definitely drove the state as close to bankruptcy as it 

possibly could get, leaving Maurice with a competent army, but an unstable situation and close 

to no money to spend on solving the problems originating from Justin II’s incompetent reign. It 
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was a similar situation to what Justin II had faced on his ascendancy, I will argue that Maurice 

faced worse problems then Justin II did, and he shows that there were solutions to the 

problems, which Justin was too incompetent to carry through. The creation of the exarches in 

Italy and Africa during Maurice’s reign freed the Emperor up to concentrate on dealing with the 

pressing issues on the northern and eastern fronts, but due to the treasury being completely 

gone he was forced to enact measures to save money which gravely affect his popularity. The 

creation of the exarches was in plausibility a great inspiration for the theme system later on, 

and as I’ve said; Maurice’s willingness to let the western provinces be governed in such a matter 

also serves as a statement on the contraction of the Byzantine mentality centering on 

Constantinople.  This would have consequences, but his dealing with Baram’s rebellion when he 

chose to support Chosroes II not only led to the full restoration of Byzantine possessions in the 

east, but also a most welcome truce between the Persians and Byzantines. The truce which was 

on friendly terms for the Byzantines was also in all probability welcome inside the Sassanid 

Empire which had begun to lose ground to the offensives of the armies of Maurice. The Persian 

revolt was a consequence of this and shows us how Maurice and his generals capably fought the 

war, but the problems were complicated by the Slav and Avar incursions that threatened to 

disrupt the Balkans. A loss of the Balkans and the Danube frontier would spell disaster for the 

ability of the Emperor in Constantinople to move troops forth and back from the east and west 

without risk or mobilizing a large fleet. With the truce that came after Chosroes II was restored, 

it was evident that Maurice was on the verge of decisively striking down on the ability of the 

northern barbarians to disrupt and ravage the Balkans. All evidence points to Maurice seeing 

the Italian situation with the Lombard tribe controlling large parts of Italy as a temporary 

situation. Consolidating the Balkans while having his back clear from the Persians would in all 

probability free up enough resources, both fiscal and human, to be able to secure the Italian 

situation. The mutiny that places Phocas on the throne could not have come at a worse time 

then it did, since it put a stop to all the positive developments that was occurring during the end 

of the 6th and the very first years of the 7th century. The treasury was still by all accounts in a 

bad state, and the renewal of hostilities with Chosroes II due to the death of Maurice put an 

effective end to the attempts of crushing the Slavs and their Avar rulers. The effort to give the 
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state an extended window of respite is at such again cut short, just like the situation after Justin 

II became emperor. Is Phocas to blame for such events?  

There is no doubt that Phocas made bad choices and had a limited capability as regent of the 

state, but Phocas was not really in control of the situation that had developed. The margin for 

error during Maurice was nearly non-existent due to the exhaustion that the state had endured 

since the start of Justinian’s reconquista. The army’s mutiny and subsequent deposal of Maurice 

was certainly the point where all the factors came together to create a situation where a near 

fatal power vacuum would emerge after the Byzantine victory over the Persians in 628. The 

developments that we see within the Byzantine state over the course of the 7th century is then 

the result of a long development since the age of Justinian where the states inability to 

recuperate fully from one war to another creates more and more internal and external 

instability. The parallel developments inside the Sassanid Empire shows us that it was in all 

probability lost on the rulers of these great empires how little margin for error they were 

operating on at the start of the 7th century. Would things have been different without the 

rebellion that put Heraclius on the throne? We can of course never be sure, but even without 

Heraclius rebellion that in all probability enhanced the military crisis that was developing; there 

is nothing to suggest that Chosroes II would have given up on his ambition of conquering 

Constantinople. The Arabic tribes were already in the process of being united and even if the 

rebellion led to drain on military manpower from the Danube and Balkans, it is doubtful that 

Phocas would have achieved better results than Heraclius, and the Byzantine state was in all 

senses of the word completely drained for resources even before the Arabic storm commenced. 

The instability that led to 7th century crisis in the Byzantine state was not the result of any one 

war, decision or emperor, but of multiple wars over the course of a century slowly draining the 

resources of the state until it was completely exhausted. There were also other factors that 

worked alongside the wars that combined to create the 7th century crisis. I would argue that 

especially the effects of religious division inside the empire, and the Plague that struck during 

Justinian’s reign were the most significant factors outside the war and its following effects. It is 

important to remember that the war between the Sassanian and the Eastern Roman Empire 

didn’t just weaken the Romans, but also the Persian’s. The Arabic storm could possibly have 
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been contained if it were not for the war which was a direct consequence of Roman emperor’s 

and Persian kings’ ambition. It is the loss of military power that opens up for Arabic conquest, 

and a fiscal crisis that had developed that saw the need for drastic measures within the Roman 

Empire. These measures and contraction of mentality on the part of the Roman Empire is why I 

will use the term Byzantine in the next chapters, signaling a significant change in the Roman 

world. Thus, it is of utmost importance to tie these events to this part of the history to show you 

the effects they had on society leading up to the 7th century restructuring of the Roman world.  
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3 Sýstíma Thémata, the debate surrounding the theme system. 

 

The theme system ended up as the definitive principal unit within the Byzantine Imperial 

administrative system from the end of the 8th century, but the question of the systems original 

purpose and its development from the mid-7th century has proven hard to answer. From 

Ostrogorsky’s belief that it was a holistic system developed by Heraclius from the start during 

the Persian wars incorporating the stratiotika ktmata as the new form of economy to solve the 

problem of paying the armies in a time of great struggle for the empire, to John Haldon’s view of 

the system as a natural development of from the disaster of Yarmuk river in 636, and the 

subsequent withdrawal from the eastern frontiers by the Byzantine army on the command of 

Heraclius.  How can we explain the emergence of the theme system? 

 

3.1 Heraclius the reformer, or just an organized withdrawal? 

One of the most controversial topics regarding the theme system and how it came to be is what 

role Heraclius had in its construction. The traditional view that was the dominating one for most 

of the 20th century was that Heraclius had already started the process by 622 based on George 

Ostrogorsky’s interpretation of Theophanes the Confessor. Today we are quite certain that this 

is just an anachronism, but what role did Heraclius in fact have when we are talking about the 

themes? Heraclius had to quickly give his attention to the Byzantine-Sassanid war that was 

already raging when he became emperor, but because of the civil war that he had just had 

fought to become Emperor, the state was mostly spent. The Persians had taken the opportunity 

to seize the eastern provinces and money to pay the soldiers was scarce. Heraclius had to face 

complex and difficult economic and religious problems while fending off the Sassanian advance 

in the field, before having to meet the Arabic storm shortly after the victory against the Persian 

forces in 628. How did Heraclius manage to guide his empire through all this strife? The scholars 

are divided on what and how Heraclius did, and especially concerning military and provincial 

reorganization. As I said Heraclius was given credit for the theme systems introduction by most 
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scholars during the 20th century; this position is now more or less abandoned by modern 

scholars, while there are very different opinions concerning the military reorganization. I’m 

going to look into Heraclius’ career as Emperor with focus on these issues, since it is of great 

importance to the theme system and its introduction into the Empire. What Heraclius did or did 

not do is the question. 

3.1.1 The economic situation right after Heraclius became 

emperor and the military pay cut in 616 

When Heraclius became emperor, the state of the empire was critical to say the least. The 

treasury was empty, the heavy winters had taken its toll on the farmers and the war with the 

Sassanians was still raging. The considerable areas that had been laid to waste at the same time 

as the peasants moved into the cities for shelter and to avoid the heavy taxes levied only served 

to maximize the crisis. Mesopotamia and parts of Syria was lost, Egypt had suffered greatly from 

the civil war, Italy was under attack by the Lombard tribe and Asia Minor was devastated by the 

reoccurring Persian incursions. Africa was still producing but was already under immense 

economic pressure from financing both Niketas’ campaign against Bonossos in Egypt, and 

Heraclius campaign to take Constantinople. Trade in the Mediterranean had also suffered 

greatly because of the warring, just like it had during the Justinianic campaigns. With the usual 

gold sources cut off from the Byzantines minting new currency also became a real problem. The 

soldiers in Italy had already revolted due to unpaid salaries and assassinated the Exarch. 

Measures had to be taken to avoid a total economic collapse, and we have records of economic 

actions taken by Heraclius. We know that the new silver coin, the Hexagram, probably issued in 

the spring of 616 weighed 6 grams and valued at the double of its real value.163 This coin was 

used to pay salaries and in reality, cut the pay in half. That the salaries were paid in silver 

instead of gold underlines the problems the government had with gold supplies at the moment. 

This halving of the salaries was also accompanied by the issues of weapons and arms in kind and 

maybe even the fodder for the horses. Indeed, even the civilian officials not vital to the state 

                                                           
163 (Treadgold, A History of Byzantine Society, 1997) p290 
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seems to have had their pay cut in half without any form of reimbursement according to 

Haldon.164 

 There is a discussion around the actual cut in pay done by Heraclius. While Treadgold thinks 

that the cut was done by the introduction of the Hexagram itself, since it was valued at double 

the nominal value, Haldon thinks that the real cut was as much more by cutting the real pay in 

half and then issuing it in the Hexagram leading to the pay being just 25% of the pre-Heraclian 

standard. Haldon is partially backed up by the fact that the donative given out on Constans II 

ascension (and Heracleonas’ coronation) is indeed just three nomismata instead of the normal 

nine nomismata that had been issued on similar occasion before like Tiberius in 578 .165 

Treadgold’s calculations based on the armies pay being calculated in annonae (one annonae 

being 5 nomismata) shows that it was unlikely that the pay went below one annonae in 659 

when the pay was cut in half again.166 Since two annonae is considered the cost of living for a 

soldier and his family without any other reimbursement it seems most plausible that the pay 

was cut to two annonae or ten nomismata with supplies and equipment supplied in kind in 616. 

The donative of Heracleonas and Constans is further problematic since it happens so shortly 

after Constantine III’s, who presumably died from poisoning after being Emperor for four 

months.167 The donative given out on Constantine III’s ascension is calculated to be five 

nomismata by Treadgold based on Nicephorus reporting that the sum dispatched to the armies 

in this event amounted to the sum of 2,000,000 + 16,000 solidi (solidi being the same as 

nomismata) 168 Treadgold’s calculation is based on the plausibility of the size of the armies 

divided by pay, adjusted for officers taking up approximately one third of the total payroll.  

169Fig10 

                                                           
164 (Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 1990) p225 
165 (Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 1990) p225 
166 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p141 - 144 
167 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p40-41 
168 (Nicephorus Patriarch of Constantinople & Mango, 1990) p79 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 
1995) p146-147 
169 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) 146-147 
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The x represents the total amount of soldiers and shows that the pay and donative certainly 

could not have been five nomismata a piece. Treadgold backs these numbers further by citing 

Theophanes, Annus Mundi 6303 (the year 811) claiming he records the loss of the Armeniac 

Theme wage to the Arabs at the sum of 1,300 pounds of gold or 93,600 nomismata.170 The 

Armeniac theme at the time should have contained 14,000 soldiers based. This is based on Arab 

sources (all of them drawing on a certain al-Jãrmi who had intimate knowledge of the Byzantine 

army through his captivity) and the Tacticon Uspensky.171 There are problems with this theory 

however. Since it’s based on sources that are approximately 200 years later then Constans II’s 

paycut in 659 the sources may be mistaken, confused or wrong.   Secondly in my translation by 

Turtledove of Theophanes I can’t find the sums cited by Treadgold, but just the fact that the 

Anatolicon wages was captured.172  This might be a problem with the translation, but I can’t 

verify the numbers. There is however no plausible way the Byzantine armies had over 170,366 

soldiers in 659 which the calculation based on 5 nomismata a piece for both the regular pay and 

the donative. With pay set to 10 nomismata and the donative to five, we get the sum of 108,973 

soldiers as shown above, which seems plausible. Treadgold also calculates with a donative of 

nine nomismata (which was standard before) and a pay of five nomismata and gets 129,000 

soldiers which is too high. The last plausible solution would be that of a donative of nine 

nomismata and a pay of ten. The figure would then be about 89,000 soldiers. Treadgold thinks 

this last number of soldiers to be too low, while I don’t think it is outside the realm of 

plausibility because of the closeness in time to the crushing defeat at Yarmuk River, the point 

still stands that the most plausible pay of a standard soldier in the Byzantine army after the pay 

cut in 616 should be two annonae or ten nomismata. This then shows that the later paycut in 

659 brought this figure down to one annonae or five nomismata with soldiers being responsible 

for their own equipment and rations, cutting the pay by more than one annonae. The payment 

for a regular soldier is then set to two annonae in 616 after Heraclius cut, and one annonae in 

659 after Constans cut. 

                                                           
170 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p65 
171 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p65 
172 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p168 
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Heraclius’ pay cut is that it’s the same step that caused army riots during Maurice’s reign not 

even twenty years earlier. We can now calculate that the pay during Maurice should have 

amounted to about four annonae. When he tried to cut the pay by one annonae in 587/88, or 

supply equipment in kind in 594 which would cut the salaries by the same amount, but not save 

the state a whole annonae because of the cost of equipment, he was met with mutiny.173  The 

soldiers of Italy did indeed mutiny at a point after Heraclius cut in salaries according to the Paul 

the Deacon. The soldiers of Italy had proclaimed John of Conza as Emperor during their mutiny, 

but this small mutiny was beaten down by the new exarch Eleutherius when he arrived with the 

salary now payed in the newly minted silver hexagram.174  Elutherius himself tried to become 

crowned emperor of in Rome, but he was killed by his own soldiers, reaffirming their loyalty 

towards Constantinople.175 The Italian army’s quick decision to realign their loyalties to the 

imperial cause emphasizes the point that the soldiers were aware of the dangerous situation 

the state, and they themselves were in was in. Elutherius was apparently trying to restore the 

Western Roman Empire with a seat in Rome, which would seem preposterous since the 

Exarchate in Ravenna barely kept the Lombard tribe at bay, thus it is understandable that the 

soldiers of the Exarchate had no wish to join in such ventures. This is also the only recorded 

uprising that can be connected to the cut in military salaries under Heraclius. Note that there is 

a fault in Paul the Deacons timeline here where he places the appointment of Eleutherius as 

Exarch to the time of Phocas. This is proven to be wrong based on the Liber Pontificalis. His 

appointment certainly happens during Heraclius’ reign.  This mutiny cannot be connected to any 

land reforms within Anatolia and is plausibly more connected to the act of certain generals 

trying to seize power at an opportune time with the Emperor preoccupied with the imminent 

danger presented by the Persians. Such actions taken by individual generals are nothing new 

within the Roman sphere of influence. The newly minted silver hexagram used to pay the 

soldiers was in fact inscribed with “God Help the Romans!” making a big statement about the 

time they were minted in. 

                                                           
173 (Theophylact Simocatta, Whitby, & Whitby, 1986) p107 & p214 
174 (Deacon & Foulke, 1907) Book IV Chapter XXXIV 
175 (Deacon & Foulke, 1907) Book IV Chapter XXXIV note [4] 
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176 

Fig11: Silver Hexagram inscribed deus adiuta Romanis. 

To further build on the problematic state of the Empire’s fiscal problems a tax on the bread dole 

was set to three coins in 618, but it was not enough and the whole system of the bread dole 

was abolished not to be resumed. This was an extreme step to take, since very many people 

living in Constantinople were living of the dole with no meaningful income from work. It’s 

certain that in earlier times this again would have caused widespread rioting, but even among 

the commoners there must have been an understanding of the dire situation that the nation 

was facing since there were no popular riots at this time. This action was also connected with 

the invasion of Egypt by the Persians. Not only was Egypt by far the most productive Byzantine 

province, but it also was the main supplier for the grain to Constantinople. The effect on the 

turmoil of the early 7th century can also be observed through the decreasing number of 

shipwrecks throughout found compared to the 6th. According to Laiou & Morrison the amount 

of shipwrecks linked to the 7th century is halved compared to the 6th.177 This shows the severe 

impact on long distance trade and the size of Heraclius fiscal problems. This is also backed up by 

the type of vessels that are found, where the 7th century ships now are smaller and less 

expensive in their construction, and thus more suited for coastal ventures then open sea 

travel.178 The dramatic decrease of African tableware and its concentration around the 

wealthier coastal and urban areas surrounding Constantinople further corroborates on this 

trend.  Even with the halving of military and non-essential imperial staffs pay along with the 

complete stop to the institution of political bread, the treasury was in no way or shape able to 

support the necessary military expenditures that was needed in the combined struggle against 

                                                           
176 (Wildwinds, u.d.) Retrieved from: http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/byz/heraclius/sb0795.jpg 
177 (Laiou, Bouras, Morrison, Oikonomides, & Pitsakis, The Economic History of Byzantium Vol. I, 2002) p41 
178 (Laiou, Bouras, Morrison, Oikonomides, & Pitsakis, The Economic History of Byzantium Vol. I, 2002) p41 
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the Persian Empire and Avar confederacy. This leads to the event recorded by Theophanes for 

the year 622 where Heraclius takes up a grand loan from the Church, and even melted down the 

candelabra and “other suitable equipment” from the great church such as to melt it down and 

convert it into mint.179 This action was supported and encouraged by the Patriarch Sergius, 

which just years before had condemned Heraclius marriage to his niece Martina which only can 

be interpreted as the church realizing that the their fate was in the end linked to the survival of 

the Byzantine state. The cost of properly equipping the army that Theophanes records Heraclius 

gathering after his arrival at the Cilician Gates in the same year as the events just mentioned 

should probably be the chief reason for the loan.180 This is plausible since there would be no 

further economization until probably 659/660. The few years of peace between the victory over 

the Persian Empire and the eruption of war against the Arabs should not have been enough to 

bring balance to the economy if the regular pay to the armies was partially provided by these 

loans and/or the booty gathered from Persian towns, especially since much of the revenue 

gathered right between the wars was directed towards repaying the church. Such expenditure 

nearly completely broke the imperial treasury in the short reign of Tiberius even though he 

evidently had a substantial reserve to draw on. The thirty-seven years between the loans given 

to Heraclius and Constans II’s probable pay cut is at such too long a time frame to consider that 

the Byzantine state ran on an overall deficit in that period. Hendy argues that the time between 

636 and 642 represents the time where the definitive loss of revenues from Mesopotamia, 

Syria, Palestine and Egypt happened, while Africa and the fragmented parts of mainland Italy at 

this point were effectively independent.181 Considering the seventeen years without a military 

cut in pay it again reinforces the argument that there probably wasn’t a general deficit in the 

budget if you exclude the necessary expenditure to reequip an army or an entire navy as we 

shall see with Constans II later. All the evidence considered there should be no argument 

against the imminent bankruptcy if it was not for the economization of the state in 616, but 

while the cut in pay towards the armies and the end of the free issues of bread was connected 

to the general state of the economy, the emergency loans given by the church in 622 was in all 
                                                           
179 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p13-14 
180 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p13-14 
181 (Hendy, 1990) p620 
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probability used to properly equip the armies and to cover the recruiting costs incurred to raise 

its numbers as more of a one-time expenditure. While the obvious economization done by 

Heraclius to combat the shrinking Byzantine economy, we need to examine the largely 

circumstantial evidence that points towards several changes to the imperial administration 

concerning especially fiscal matters during Heraclius reign pointing towards an increase of 

palatine power meeting the challenge of a wartime economy. 
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3.1.2 Reformation of the imperial administration in connection 

to the theme system 

The theme system in its form during the 9th and 10th century would see the old provincial 

system from the time of Diocletian gone in favor of the now fully evolved system of themes as the 

principal governing entity of the Empire. One of the most important developments during Heraclius reign 

linked to this reformation of imperial administration would be the apparent changes in the fiscal 

administration which can only be observed through circumstantial evidence, along with the 

centralization of the mint. The 6th century state finance was organized into three separate 

departments known as the praetorian prefecture, the sacrae largitiones and the res privata. 

These three departments controlled different parts of the economy inside the state. The 

praetorian prefectures were in charge of land tax assessment in its whole, provincial justice, 

state factories and the public provincial works. The sacrae largitiones was primarily centered on 

the administration of military donatives and the minting of coins, while the res privata was 

mainly concerned with rental income from imperial holdings.182 All of these separate 

departments seem to have come under the department of the sakellion (the imperial private 

purse) and the under the general supervision of the sakellarios which the departments head 

during Heraclius’ reign was. During the course of the early 7th century the sakellarios seems to 

have gained increased importance as evident by Theophanes description of Theodore the 

sakellarios being at the head of an army of 40,000 men defeating an Arabic army near Emesa.183 

The sakellarios must have been one of the most trusted men since at the latest the Emperor 

Zeno (during which the first mention of a sakellarios is), since one of his original responsibilities 

was the control of the private imperial treasury. This development along with the closure of all 

mints except the ones at Constantinople, Ravenna, Carthage and Alexandria seems to have 

terminated the role of the sacrae largitiones on the diocesian level according to Haldon.184   This 

would in reality mean that the civil administration on the praetorian prefectural level already at 

this point was shrinking, a point which we will come back to in 4.5. The appearance of 

                                                           
182 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p250 
183 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p37 
184 (Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 1990) p187 
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logothetai in 626 along with the reorganization of the mints from 626-630 then could be 

connected to a wider process of restructuring during Heraclius, even though circumstantial.   

The later effects of the changes to the mint and the supposed reorganization of imperial 

administration should be clear; power was centralized in Constantinople more directly under 

the control of the Emperor and his closest representatives. Such centralizing of power should 

understandably be seen as a result of a stressed wartime economy but proved to be important 

later on too in further reorganization of the state, since it gave the Emperor an easier task when 

it came to reorganizing.   
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3.1.3 Supposed military reorganization during the reign of 

Heraclius 

There are those who claim that Heraclius had no armies in 620, but as Stratos underlines this is 

wrong.185 Theophanes records both armies present in Asia and Europe, but the exhaustion they 

had endured, both in personnel and morale had taken such a toll that they were unfit to fight an 

organized campaign against the Persians.186 According to Stratos Heraclius decided on a 

reorganization of the army after studying the Strategicon by Maurice carefully.187 The new army 

would center on the heavy cavalry and be void of mercenaries. The problem with this theory is 

that there is no evidence towards any large-scale reorganization within the military structure 

itself. The state evidently had no money to recruit any new mercenaries, but the foederatii 

recruited during Tiberius were still, and would still be a central part of the armies of Heraclius 

and is a form of mercenary force now imbedded into the central parts of the armies. The 

reasons for the nationalization of the armies should thus be clear; the pay after 616 was so low 

that the probability of being able to get mercenaries to fight for Heraclius was very low if he 

could even afford to recruit them. This is at any rate a very important development even if it’s 

not by design. The nationalization of the armies would lead to the Hellenization of the state 

itself, and its subsequent contraction of the Byzantine identity now beginning to center around 

its heartlands surrounding Constantinople. This isn’t a completely new development during 

Heraclius however, since we can easily trace such developments back to Maurice by reading the 

Strategicon. It’s evident by the grade of Hellenization which is apparent in the book where the 

old Latin titles of ducenarius and centarius have become ilarchês and hekatonarchês.188 These 

are just two of multiple examples of such Hellenization of the military terms in the Tacticon. At 

the same time there are several positions of command that still carry their original Latin names. 

Still it points to the process of Hellenization being on the way a good time before Heraclius time. 

The heavy cavalry (cataphracts) mentioned by Stratos is not mentioned in any sources, but 
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much later in the Strategika of Nicephorus Ouranus.189 There real changes in the army structure 

would be that earlier units of bucelarii and foederatii among others would become permanently 

attached to their army after 636, along with the grouping together of the two magistri militum 

praesentales creating one army. The real reorganization of the Byzantine state was then not so 

much within the army and its composition and tactics, but definitively within the economic 

sphere as have already been stated. After the battle of Yarmuk River in 636 the consequences of 

the Byzantine defeat would lead to changes however. Since these changes were the results of 

circumstance I will argue that most of the Heraclian reign presents continuity within the army 

structure. 
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3.1.4 Withdrawal from the frontiers 

The battle of Yarmuk River in 636 ended with the decisive defeat of the combined Byzantine 

forces of at least two, if not three of their field armies.190 The remaining forces of the magister 

militum per Armeniam withdrew into their bases in Mesopotamia and Armenia, while the forces 

of the magister militum per Orientem withdrew into Anatolia and parts of it garrisoned the 

remaining cities of Palestine, north Syria and parts of Egypt.191 Shortly thereafter Heraclius 

issued a general order of defensive minded warfare, where the forces were to stay inside their 

strongholds and to guard them, and not take offensive action against the Arabs and risk open 

battle.192 The significance of this order makes it clear that by this time Heraclius had understood 

the dangerous situation the Byzantine nation now faced, and needed time to reorganize its 

defenses. According to Haldon this represents the first step in permanently settling the forces of 

the field armies inside what would become the themes.193 Large parts of the province Cilicia was 

evacuated by both troops and civilians alike, and probably several kleisorurai (defensive tracts) 

became active, while the Taurus Mountains became the new line of defense for the 

Byzantines.194 All of this happened between 638 and 640 showing us once again that there was 

a definite understanding of the dangers the nation faced inside the ruling circle at 

Constantinople at this time. Haldon thinks is plausible that the forces of the magistri militum per 

Thrakias, per Orientum and per Armeniam by this time was already assigned to their future 

areas that would become themes, and I support this notion.195 The Opsikon and Carabisianoi 

would be later additions created by the formation of the Excubitors and the remains of the 

Quastura Excercitus with the addition of a new fleet formation for the Carabisianoi to guard the 

remaining coastal territories of the Quaestura. The Opsikon theme was of a later creation then 

the Thrakesion, Armeniakon and the Anatoliokon, but the soldiers that would form the Opsikon 

was in all probability already present. We know that the scholarii, domestici, protectores and 

                                                           
190 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p267 
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excubitores was already present around the capital, and the addition of the praesentales field 

army would then make sense.196 This means that the Anatolikon, Thrakesion and Armeniakon 

would have moved into the areas closest to their former field of operations but would be 

partially directed by the presence of the armed forces that would become the Opsikon later. 

The reasons for the wide dispersion of the troops and the withdrawal itself should be 

understandable. The Taurus Mountains are much easier to defend then the much more open 

Syrian plains. While the entrance into Anatolia was made harder to permanently occupy, the 

same can’t be said for the overall defense of the Empire’s heartland. 

197 Fig 12: Constantinople and its walls. The weak spot Heraclius attacked is the Harbor of Sophia 

which should be the one to the left of the Hippodrome. 
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198 Fig13: Themes of 668. 

                                                           
198 (Treadgold, A History of Byzantine Society, 1997) p321 Note that the Opsikon and Karabisianoi themes were 
later additions then the Armeniakon, Thrakesion and Anatolikon. While this picture illustrates the situation around 
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The dispersion of troops must have had the effect that the efficiency of army operations on the 

Byzantine side should have taken a toll. The time it took to gather an army properly after the 

withdrawal did not allow the Byzantine’s to properly meet any Arabic incursions, which led to 

the loss of great Byzantine cities like Caesarea, Antioch and Edessa where the future Caliph 

Muawiyah was present.199 While the combined Byzantine forces probably would have had the 

chance to be successful in individual encounters, the Arabs were greatly superior when it came 

to resources and such engagements could lead to the collapse of the entire state in the same 

way as it happened to the Persian Empire after the Battle of Al-Qãdisiyyah in 636.200 There are 

similarities to trace in the actions taken by Heraclius concerning his actions in the Persian and 

Arabic wars. Treadgold emphasizes that the main concern of Heraclius in both wars was to 

preserve as much of the army as possible, not risking its total destruction.201 I agree on this 

point based on the principle that Heraclius probably was fully aware of the significance of 

defending Constantinople. Tracing back to Heraclius deposal of Phocas in 610 he chose to attack 

Constantinople from the sea, and more precisely the harbor of Sophia. He should have had no 

problem landing his troops in Europe before marching on the capital at this moment, so this 

choice seems to have been one of a tactical nature. The virtual impregnability of 

Constantinople’s land walls can be backed up by Heraclius lack of concern for the Balkan regions 

where the Avar and Slavs would have easy access to march on the capital. The catastrophic 

failure of the combined Avar and Persian siege of Constantinople in 626 further shows that as 

long as the Byzantine navy was superior, Constantinople was in all probability safe. The 

withdrawal of the armies into Anatolia then gave the Arabs a set of tactical problems to deal 

with. It would be exceedingly dangerous for any Arab army to hold on to forward bases in the 

attempt to lay any siege to Constantinople. And here I quote Treadgold: “Though they raided 

Anatolia repeatedly through the passes, they almost always returned to Syria before winter set 
                                                                                                                                                                                            
approximately the year 668, the forces of the Opsican were within all probability in the same area already by 
636/40. 
199  (KAZHDAN, Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium II, 1991) p1421 
200 (KAZHDAN, Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium III, 1991) p1845 There is a typo in the text in the dictionary. It says 
626, but it should read 636. 
201 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995)207 



 
89 

in, and when they failed to usually came to regret it.”202  The capture of Amorium in 668 by the 

Arabs was followed up by their garrisoning of the city with 5,000 troops according to 

Theophanes.203 But the entire garrison was killed when the Byzantine army captured it back the 

following winter.204 Assaulting the fortified town of Amorium with 5,000 defenders present 

shows us that the Byzantine army still had the capability of large scale operations if given time 

to organize. The knowledge that the Byzantine army in theory could appear in force is probably 

the source for Muwaiyah’s tactics of using razzias to soften the Byzantine economy before any 

attempts at taking Constantinople could be made.205 The other problem facing the Arabs was 

that without a proper fleet they would in all probability not be able to take Constantinople or 

stop the Byzantine navy from launching counterattacks. This is also plausibly why Muawiyah 

decides that in order to conquer the Byzantine Empire he would have to create a proper fleet 

and got permission to do so by the Caliph Uthman.206 Uthman became Caliph in 644 and at the 

latest the first Arabic attack on Cyprus happened in 649.207     This then means that the Arabic 

fleet was being built and became operational within that timeframe.  Before this however, there 

should be no doubt that the withdrawal from the frontiers created a defense system that at 

least in theory would make it near impossible for the Arabs to actually conquer Constantinople, 

and as long as Constantinople was in Byzantine hands the chance of a systemic collapse within 

the Byzantine state was probably minimal. The reorientation of the imperial administration 

towards a centralization of power as discussed in chapter 3.1.2, giving the Emperor in 

Constantinople and his closest advisors direct control of the finances also supports such a 

theory.  
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205 A razzia is a military raid, aimed at gaining loot and destroying the enemy’s infrastructure. 
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3.4 The theme system, a new construct or a tested strategy? 

In 610 the Byzantine world was in a state of chaos partially due to the eight years of rule under 

Phocas, which no doubt put pressure on the need for change within the Empire. These changes 

had indeed begun during the previous rulers from Justinian through Maurice where they were 

experimenting with various degrees of decentralization of state. While Justinian introduced the 

Quaestura Excercitus with the aim to relieve the poor Danubian provinces from the task of 

provisioning the garrison troops along the border, it also had the secondary element of relieving 

the emperor of having to be personally involved in the defense of the northern territories at all 

times. Maurice took these measures further by introducing the exarches of Africa and Ravenna 

relieving him of the direct responsibility to control the provinces, while still keeping them 

among Byzantine possessions. This move was also the only logical step, as Maurice, and his 

predecessor Tiberios seems to have had limited military capability to strengthen these 

provinces. These were also provinces where there existed an experienced core of soldiers at the 

same time as the revenues would be sufficient to support the semi-autonomy as shown before. 

As I have explained earlier, these organizational structures resemble the structures that we 

know are in place by the 9th century.  That the centralization of state had been identified as a 

problem especially by Maurice is found in his testament which he wrote when he fell ill 596/597 

where he has planned on effectively reintroducing the tetrarchy by dividing the responsibility of 

administrating the Empire between his sons.208 Now this would never happen since Maurice 

was usurped and his whole family killed by the new emperor Phocas. With this in mind I do 

agree with Haldon on the point that institutionally the themes were hardly new and were “an 

obvious functional response of the state and its resources to a specific military threat”.209 

However the later system would have to find different ways of financing an army due to the 

significant gap between income and expense that divides the earlier exarches in comparison to 

the reorganization that would follow in the wake of the loss of the empires most productive 

provinces. So even though there are similarities between the Quaestura, the exarches and the 
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9th century themes, there are still significant differences that show us that the 7th century 

emperors had to reorganize more than just the structure of command within the provinces of 

Anatolia. It should however be clear that the experience from especially the functions of the 

exarches should be seen as an inspiration to the theme system. The theme systems inspiration 

from the Exarchates lies more in the command structure which was much more direct, then in 

the decentralization itself. Because of the administrative reorganization during Heraclius we can 

observe the gathering of palatine power, and it is probable that the overall idea with the 

introduction of the strategos later on as both civilian and military commander at the theme 

level was that it would be easier for the Emperor to have his command relayed through one 

man in the large theme, instead of it going through various officials on both the diocesan and 

prefectural levels within smaller provinces. The motivation for such a move must be that of a 

war time administration needing straight lines of communication, and at such the strategos 

would in theory be more likely to receive direct commands from the Emperor then any exarch 

would be. 
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3.4.1 Is there any hint to the theme system’s introduction date 

in the written sources? 

Because of the lack of written evidence from the 7th century, historians are trying to interpret 

the circumstantial evidence for the period. There should be no doubt that the theme system 

was the main administrative unit in the Byzantine Empire in the 9th century, however it had to 

have a beginning from where to evolve. Because every theory surrounding the theme systems 

origination is based on circumstantial evidence however, I cannot make it my mission to 

decisively conclude on a set date. What I will do is to look at the different aspects of said 

evidences and theories and try to define the most plausible solution to the theme systems 

origins and its subsequent development. I have shown that the withdrawal from the frontiers in 

the aftermath of the Battle of Yarmuk River in 636 had consequences for the defense of the 

Empire and combined with the reorganization of the imperial fiscal administration this probably 

enabled the creation of the theme system. The Heraclian withdrawal was probably never meant 

as a permanent solution based on the early aggressiveness of Constans II’s politics, but later he 

would echo Heraclius’ previous tactics of defensive warfare against the Persians.210 The striking 

difference between the Arabs and Persians would be that the Arabs had success with 

conquering large quantities of highly productive provinces with minimal destruction and was 

quickly able to extract this revenue. 211 This then gave them a great advantage in resources 

compared to the Byzantines, and because of this the war couldn’t be won by the Byzantine state 

in the same manner as it had against the Persians. It is then probable that the field armies 

became permanently based inside Anatolia as the situation did not permit them to do anything 

else, which then led to the theme system’s creation and solidification.  The question left to ask 

is then; how and when did the Heraclian withdrawal of the field armies evolve into the theme 

system? 

There was decisive difference between the fully evolved themes in the 9th century to the five 

original themes. Especially the difference in how it influenced regional administration. In the 9th 
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century there is no doubt that the strategos was the head of civilian administration inside the 

theme as the principal governing district of the empire, but in the 7th century this is as Haldon 

shows us not quite the case:  

“The fact that provincial boundaries were generally observed, however, and that provinces continued to 

be named explicitly or referred to indirectly on seals until well into the eight century is significant, for it 

shows that when the field armies were established in Asia Minor, they were established at a time when 

the older civilian administration was still fully operational, and by officials who were aware of the 

boundaries of their provinces and their jurisdiction. In the first instance, therefore, the field forces were 

merely based throughout the districts into which they had been withdrawn, probably on the exact same 

basis as field troops anywhere in the empire at the time.”212  

This is according to me a bit of an exaggeration. The notion that the civilian provincial 

government was still operational does not exclude the shrinkage of their activity. The 

appearance of the different logothetes during the latter half of the 7th century means that much 

of the earlier tasks that fell under the praetorian prefect now ended up under direct palatine 

control.213 Thus it shows as I’ve explained that the earlier ideas of Maurice about decentralizing 

power was now abandoned for a system that granted the Emperor in Constantinople more 

direct control over the provincial affairs. Different emperors had different policies and they 

adjusted to the current situation when they were in power. What are the criteria for us to claim 

the existence of a new system of administration of the Empire and its military? For Haldon it 

seems that as long as the system of the old provinces governed by a praetorian prefect is in 

place there is no real theme system. This theory is strengthened if we put emphasis on 

importance of a strategos in control of both military and civil affairs as the main administrative 

value of the theme system. This view would then consider the renaming of different army 

groups in the 7th century as a largely superficial step, and as a result of the now seemingly 

permanent deployment of these armies into the heartland of Anatolia.  

By looking at later legislation we can reduce the timeframe of the system’s possible 

introduction. Hendy shows that the Ekloga XVI .2 takes the elements of landed soldiers in its 
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crudest form back to 726/41, so the process should be located to between Heraclius death in 

641 and at the latest 741. He also sets the date for a more evolved system based on the Tactica 

and various hagiographic evidences to 826, which make sense for a slowly evolving system.214  

The first use of theme in the sources by Theophanes is anachronistic, but the entrance for 669 in 

the Chronographia related to Constantine IV’s coronation explicitly says state “the troops of the 

Anatolic theme”.215 This is a slight change from earlier references which indeed seems to be 

referencing to army corps exclusively. It is plausible even with Theophanes earlier mishaps using 

the term theme, that this explicit use of theme as a unit is not anachronistic. The reason lies in 

the change itself, if Theophanes earlier had believed that the theme was a geographical unit 

containing an army, such use as the one we see in the entrance for 669 should be found 

elsewhere. The problem with Theophanes regarding the reign of Constans II where this change 

evidently happens (since Constantine IV surely had not had the time to implement such a 

change), is that it is evident that Theophanes’ sources on his reign are quite lacking. Like I 

explained in chapter one this is evident by the very small entrances into the Chronographia for 

practically all of Constans II’s reign excluding the year 655, and 668/69. The same is evident 

from Nikephoros’ Short History which only covers the year of his ascension before he skips to 

his assassination twenty-seven years later. This certainly carries on for much of Constantine IV’s 

reign, but here there is a little more information, especially when it comes to the end of his 

reign. Haldon mentions that the reference to the Anatolikon in 669 and the mention of the 

Armeniakon in 667 are similar but, there is a big difference however in the way Theophanes 

describes these events. For the event in 667 he writes: “In this year the general of the 

Armeniacs, Saborios (who was of Persian race) rebelled against the Emperor Constans.”216 For 

the event in 669 as I have already said, the sentence implicitly points towards the soldiers as 

belonging to a theme.217 If Theophanes had been consistent then he would have described the 

soldiers as “the Anatolics”, then the event in 667 in all probability references to the army itself 
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which differs from the event of 669. This doesn’t mean that Theophanes indirectly places the 

creation of the themes as a geographical unit between 667 and 669, but that for the first time in 

the Chronographia he is using the term theme in a different way than earlier. This change in the 

use of the term theme continues with the war against the Bulgars in Thrace in 680. Here 

Theophanes says: “He ordered all the thematic armies to cross over into Thrace”.218 If the usage 

of the word had been that of an army, and not implicitly meaning more than just the army we 

could argue that the sentence had been written as “all the themes”. By this point it is plausible 

that Theophanes is referring to the armies belonging to themes, implicitly meaning a 

geographical administrative unit for the armies.  There is of course always the matter of 

Theophanes credibility on the matter, especially since we do not know what his source was and 

the fact that he was writing more than a century after these events happened. Taking that into 

account makes it hard to conclude on anything solid, but it seems that at the latest he seems to 

have information that makes him refer to the armies as belonging to a theme in 669. That 

means that it is plausible that there has to be a development from Heraclius withdrawal in 636 

to that point that constitutes Theophanes change of the usage on the word theme. This 

development seems to have happened during the reign of Constans II around 659/660 in 

connection to the grant of military lands. The debate surrounding the administrative purpose of 

the theme in the latter half of the 7th century would be hard to solve without more information, 

but when it comes to the theme being recognized as an entity separated from the army itself, it 

is plausible that by Constans II’s death this has happened. To understand why this might have 

happened we have to look into the theory that Constans II granted the soldiers military land, or 

the Stratiòtika Ktèmata. 
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3.6 Stratiótika Ktémata, the grant of military lands 

One of the questions central to the development of the theme system would be that of military 

lands. When the armies were withdrawn into Anatolia after the battle of Yarmuk, the soldiers 

were dispersed over a wide tract of land within their army’s designated region. At this time the 

Byzantine Empire was in the process of losing 75% percent of its revenues but retaining 75% of 

its army size.219 The issue then arises on how the soldiers were supported in a time where the 

necessary expenditure on military affairs outside their annual wage must have risen. Such extra 

expenditure is collaborated by the doubling of coin production from 610-632 compared to 602-

610 and 632-641 which happened in a similar economic environment as during the reign of 

Constans II.220 It was Heraclius that withdrew the troops in the course of about three years from 

637 to 640 in a clearly planned fashion according to Haldon.221 There is nothing within the 

sources we have available to contradict or support such an action being taken by Heraclius. The 

problem is that the lack of contemporary sources to tell us exactly how the withdrawal and 

consequent settling of the troops in its areas happened has given life to the argument of the 

granting of military lands. The basic principle would be that since the Byzantine state was in an 

extreme situation where it was balancing on the edge of bankruptcy, owing the church large 

sums of money while having its income reduced to a minimum it resorted to granting the 

soldiers imperial estates in exchange for the soldiers themselves being responsible for 

equipment and being ready to do service. Today we know that this definitively didn’t happen 

during the reign of Heraclius, which then points the debate towards Constans II and his drastic 

cut in military spending on both salaries and equipment in 659. The reason the question is of 

utmost importance is that if the stratiòtika ktèmata was planned and acted upon as early as 660 

and outwards as Treadgold thinks, it would be of significant importance to how well organized 

the change within the empire was. Similarly, if the stratiòtika ktèmata was non-existent like 

Haldon thinks it might actually punch a hole in the hypothesis that the organizational changes 
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that happens after the field armies had been withdrawn was in any way planned and give it 

more of a state of emergency shape which developed through the centuries until its peak in the 

early 10th century. The most intriguing part of the military lands might however be how it 

explains the change of terminology observed on the part of Theophanes when speaking about 

soldiers and armies. The theory would be that with the military lands the soldiers were 

effectively bound to the province where he was granted land, and therefor belong to a 

geographical administrative unit outside the army itself.  
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3.6.1 Debate on the Stratiótika Ktemata 

When we are talking about the payment of the army after its withdrawal from the eastern 

provinces most historians agree upon the fact that in 660 the Byzantine state was in no 

condition to pay the soldiers their wage, even after Heraclius already had slashed the pay in half 

in 616 by introducing the silver hexagon mint and using it to pay the soldiers. The division 

between historians is rather centered on how soldiers were compensated for their service since 

the payment now was not close to supporting a soldier and his family. Treadgold estimates that 

a soldier was paid the equivalent of five nomismata per year the year before 841, and as I’ve 

shown earlier this is the most plausible answer to the question of pay.222 This would be half of 

the ten nomismata that is considered to have been the minimum income for a Byzantine family 

at that time.223 While I do not believe the Empire was in a severely worse state when it comes to 

its ability to pay its soldiers in 659 compared to 616 which I have explained earlier and will come 

back to later, this is often the central point focused on when historians argue for why the grant 

of military lands was done and why we should start there. How did the state pay its soldiers? 

While Haldon argues that the Byzantine state paid its soldiers in kind from the time of the 

withdrawal linking it to earlier systems of payment in kind to armies in the sixth century and 

before, it brings the question of how this might have happened. Treadgold argues that such a 

system would have been incredibly expensive due to the nature of how the forces were spread 

out through the regions later known as themes.224 Haldon’s argument is that the whole reason 

for the wide dispersion of the troops was so that supplies could be collected and distributed 

locally.225 A I’ve already stated, my belief is that the primary function of the withdrawal and 

dispersal of the troops was that it made it virtually impossible for the Arabs to conquer the 

Byzantine state on the basis of its armies being intact and Constantinople being safe. However, 

there is no doubt that the armies were distributed in a clearly pre-organized way taking into 

account the capability of their designated areas to support them. The fact that Heraclius does 
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not deploy cost cutting measures between 636 and 640 however and no such measures is being 

deployed before twenty years later tells us that each soldier at that point should have been able 

to support himself without the help of the local farmer. Treadgold places the introduction of 

military lands in the reign of Constans II in the year 660. This is definitively the most likely year 

the pay cut to soldiers happens, backed up by numismatic evidence that shows a dramatic 

decrease in the output of bronze coinage now normally used to pay the wages of the soldiers 

due to the lack of gold.226 There is no argument against the certainty that other systems of 

support must have taken over for the annual payment of the wage at that time. The problem is 

that there is basically no solid evidence for such an occurrence at any time.  This leads to the 

debate around if the system of military lands was implemented in the 7th century at all.           
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3.6.2 The argument for the Stratiótika Ktemata being introduced 

in 660 

How did the soldiers get land in the first place?  There are three major possibilities for the 

settlement of soldiers belonging to the armies withdrawn around 636. The soldiers themselves 

bought land, they were given confiscated land or they were granted imperial estates. The first 

option is probably out of the question for the great mass of soldiers, based on their meager pay 

annual pay of ten nomismata 660. However, there are ample evidence that soldiers bought land 

later on to add to their estates, this does not by any means mean that this was the situation 

between 636 and 660 for the normal soldier. Confiscation is a real possibility, but usually these 

acts would be mentioned in any source since they created real and dangerous opposition to the 

emperor. No such events are recorded in 660, or in the time in between 636 to 660. To 

underline the point about sources I can quote Treadgold: “For example the sources bitterly 

denounce the confiscation of property of a few magnates made by Justinian II at the end of the 

same century (7th century), which led to his overthrow in in 695”.227 We could of course use the 

lack of contemporary sources as an explanation, but such events would most likely have been 

recorded by Theophanes. Theophanes would often corrupt happenings in favor of what he 

thought was a good emperor, but not completely omit such events. And the fact that 

Theophanes bitter dislike for Constans II because of his apparent religious deficiencies, centered 

around Constans and his implementation of Monothelitism would bring me to argue that in no 

circumstances would Theophanes let such an opportunity to scold Constans go. This then leaves 

the option of the granting of imperial estates to the soldiers of the armies. This is also backed up 

by the change of the percentage of land that was imperial estates from the 6th century to the 

9th. In the 6th century about 1/5 of the imperial lands were imperial estates, but in the 9th they 

are very few and scattered according to Treadgold.228 Nothing in the sources indicates who got 

these lands, other than the 10th century legislations regarding the duties of soldiers holding 

land. Treadgold admits that the evidence for military land in the 7th century is circumstantial 
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even if they are strong.229 There is of course a possibility that the state sold of its imperial 

estates to private farmers for a short-term gain of resources in a time of great financial stress, 

but there is no evidence that such events unfolded. Since imperial estates were by far the 

easiest source to bolster the imperial revenue, this would seem like a really short-sighted move. 

The prospect of soldiers being billeted upon the population like Haldon suggests might be a 

possibility, but the stress of approximately 80,000 soldiers at a minimum, with the loss of its 

most productive provinces seems like a recipe for food shortage on a grand scale.230  Such 

events are not recorded, at least not on the scale we might expect. If the soldiers were indeed 

spread out throughout the regions by billeting the soldiers onto the peasant population, it had 

dramatic consequences for the armies and their capability to muster to any occasion. This is 

indeed true for the time, but if Haldon’s theory is true about the distribution of soldier’s 

payment in kind by the commericiarii, it would not make much sense to do this. In that case it 

might have been easier and much more efficient to have the soldiers garrisoning into smaller 

kastro. While garrisoning of soldiers indeed happened, this does not account for most of the 

soldiers. Haldon also notes that from the 650’s it seems like the agriculture output is much more 

simplistic then before, which could be interpreted in several ways.231 Either the climatic changes 

that were under way from the 5th century an onwards started to make its effects known, or 

there was a simplification on the part of the farmers. Climatic change may be true, but such an 

abrupt change does not favor climatic change as the reason alone. My argument would then be 

that soldiers being granted estates would in all probability choose to engage in mostly grain 

farming for all intents and purposes. The idea would also be that if this would be true and that 

the soldiers had to buy their supplies from the apothêke (state-controlled warehouse and/or 

granary) with their excess yield it could also help solve the question of grain supply to the 

capital. Even with the cancelation of the bread dole there would of course be a need for 

supplies to the capital, and with the loss of Egypt and control over Africa certainly being in 

question, only Sicilia was left as a great grain producer. While Sicilia certainly produced excess 

amounts of grain, it was not close to the production capability of either of Africa or Egypt. For 
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this reason, it seems like a system of billeting and payments in kind would be very 

counterproductive towards the goal of both supplying the army and Constantinople. To look 

closer into the argument we have to examine the role of the commericiarii in the latter half of 

the 7th century. 
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3.6.3 The role of the commericiarii in connection to the grant of 

military lands 

Much of the debate around the military lands is centered on how the empire was able to supply 

its soldiers. When Constans II cut the pay by half there is no doubt that the soldiers were 

reimbursed in one way or another. While Treadgold and Hendy have come to the conclusion 

that they were given military lands that was supposed to make up the deficit, Haldon and others 

denies that this happened as early as under Constans II. The central arguments about how the 

reimbursement for the lack of pay were done is focused on the sudden increase of the seals of 

the commericiarii, the state officials in charge of supervising the production and sales of silk and 

probably other luxury goods. The increase of seals starts around 659 according to Treadgold and 

becomes common until 840.232 Haldon finds the same increase of seals, and both Treadgold and 

Haldon notes that they become tied to the apothêkai (regional storehouses) in the province the 

individual commericiarius are responsible for. This is very intriguing since the notion that a large 

expansion of trade in silk and/or other luxury wares are not likely due to the internal market 

collapsing with the loss of the wealthiest provinces at the time.233 Even if the lead seals are 

clearly tied to the blattium which was directly responsible for this trade, it is much more likely 

that the commericiarii took on an additional responsibility which is backed up by both Treadgold 

and Haldon.234 This leads to both Treadgold and Haldon tying the massive increase of lead seals 

to the cut in military pay on the behalf of Constans II in 659/660. Haldon’s argument is based 

around the issue of equipment and rations in kind on the behalf of the soldiers by the 

commericiarii. This theory about the commericiarii being responsible for the arrangement of the 

production and delivery of weapons and equipment from local craftsmen as well as the imperial 

factories is based around the likely scenario that the commericiarii indeed were private 

contractors with tax-farming as one of their key assignments.235 With the loss of the majority of 
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the state controlled production facilities in the east and the lack of currency to pay local 

producers for their product, the idea is that the commericiarii accepted the products as tax in 

kind.236 This is firmly based on the system that operated in the 9th and 10th century, backed up 

by the Book of Ceremonies of Constantine VII according to Haldon.237 To this point I agree with 

both Haldon and Treadgold on the role of the commericiarii, they were in charge of collecting 

and distributing of taxes levied in kind, but the discussion we need to focus on is how the 

soldiers were reimbursed for their service. Haldon correctly notes that the soldiers in no way 

were in the position to buy the equipment from the commericiarii and their respective 

apothêkai if the soldiers only had their regular pay of five nomismata, of this there is no doubt 

since already during Heraclius reign it seems like the state had to buy the equipment as a form 

of payment in kind.238 Such an argument is problematically circular however. To argue that the 

soldiers couldn’t afford the equipment because they didn’t have the resources available and 

that therefore the commericiarii had to supply them with such is just as plausible as them being 

given estates to live off and being able to spend their full salary on equipment. Hendy shows us 

the more likely scenario by looking into the settling of large amounts of Slav prisoners after 

Justinian II’s campaign in 688/9. Theophanes reports for 688/689: “He conquered large hosts of 

Slavs (some in battle, but others went over to him) and settled them in the Opsikion, sending 

them across by the way of Abydos.”239 For 692/693 Theophanes reports that Justinian levied 

30,000 picked men from the previously settled Slavs and enrolled them into the army.240 There 

is a problem with the dating of Theophanes here, since a seal of the commericiarii dated to 

694/695 is definitively marked andrapadõn which concerns Slav prisoners of war. 
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241 Figure 19, seal of George 

Justinian II massacred the remaining Slavs after they defected to the Arabs during an 

engagement the same year they were levied.242 Stratos denies this massacre ever happening, 

but Justinian II’s reign is full of him being vengeful to the point of the extreme.243  The more 

probable solution is that Theophanes got his chronology wrong, and that these events unfolded 

in 694/695. Based on this there is a highly plausible scenario occurring according to Hendy. The 

Slavs were settled in the Opsikon in 688/689 datable by the Thessalonian campaign based on it 

happening in the second indiction (688/689).244 The approximate total number of Slav prisoners 

is between the low 80,000 to the high 250,000, thus meaning that the operation of settling 

them should have been carefully planned ahead.245 Hendy proposes that they were granted 

farmlands, seeds and the usual five years’ immunity from taxation. After five years they were 

then eligible for taxation and were visited by the apothêkê such as to pay taxes and for the 

eligible men to buy arms and equipment to fulfill their military duties connected to the 

land.246Haldon, Treadgold and Hendy all connect the apothêkê to military equipment and 

subsequent campaigns, so this makes sense. The strongest argument for the apothêkê selling 

equipment and arms instead of supplying it in kind is that the Ekloga XVI.2 assumes that the 

arms, equipment and horses is already owned by the soldier and not the state according to 

Hendy.247 Since the Ekloga is dated 726/741 it should be evident that the soldiers by this time 
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were buying their equipment from the apothêkê. There is an objection to this by Haldon who 

notes that if the soldiers had stopped receiving annonae and capitus in cash, they would not 

have money to buy their equipment. There is actually no direct evidence to prove that every 

soldier stopped receiving payment in cash, this is based on the lack of copper coinage found in 

archeological excavations. Logic says that if the maintenance cost of a soldier cost took up large 

portions of the five nomismata he was paid; there would of course be a shortage of cash on the 

hands of the soldiers.  Neither does it exclude the option of a soldier being granted military 

lands and paying for such wares in kind. These arguments are at any rate mutually circular, the 

position of Hendy and Treadgold might be correct, just as Haldon might be based on the 

evidence we have had available. As long as we have no written sources to actually confirm the 

actual events of the latter half of the 7th century we are reduced to trying to interpret the 

circumstantial evidence provided by later sources and the archeologic evidence available. This is 

why the archeologic study of Kastro Apalirou might present the best insight into the 7th century 

events up until this point.  
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3.7 Kastro Apalirou, a truly unique archaeologic piece of 

evidence from the 7th century248 

249 Fig 14 Map of Naxos and the position of Kastro Apalirou 

In the 7th century the Roman world had shrunk in all senses of the word. The towns had become 

smaller, expansion had stopped and even their cultural influence on the European world had 

become severely challenged by both eastern and western societies. Up until now we had no 

knowledge about any new cities being founded without it being built on top already existing 

cities, like the extension of Amorium or similar events. The ruins themselves have been known 

to be there since Marco Sanudo led the Venetian siege of the kastron in 1207 that ended 

Byzantine supremacy over the island.250 The common belief until now was that Apalirou only 

served as a fortress where the inhabitants of the island could seek shelter in case of an Arabic 

razzia or common piracy which increased with the loss of Byzantine supremacy of the 

                                                           
248 The name Kastro Apalirou is not its original name, but one given due to its location and the fact that its original 
name remains lost in history. 
249 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) The map shows the distance of Kastro Apalirou to the sea. 
250 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
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Mediterranean. However, the archaeologic excavations and studies made by the Norwegian 

Institute of Athens in collaboration with the 2nd Ephorate of Byzantine and Post-Byzantine 

Antiquities for the Cyclades have shown that Apalirou was indeed a fully fortified urban 

community, with an unprotected lower village plausibly constructed as a farming community. 

This might be one of the most important modern pieces of archeologic evidence uncovered to 

shed light upon the latter half of Byzantine 7th century in a long time. This is why I ventured to 

the excavation site in July 2017 to get a firsthand experience of the site guided by David Hill and 

Knut Ødegård, two of the archaeologists mainly responsible for the excavations on the site. 

There is still much work to do when it comes to the excavations and documentation of the site, 

but I have a theory that is plausible when it comes to its place in the history of the 7th century 

Byzantine struggles that would shape their society for centuries to come.   
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3.7.1 Kastro Apalirou defenses and water supply 

251 Sketch of Apalirou 

The settlement is located in the south-western part of Naxos with an excellent view of the 

surrounding oceanic approaches with its placement on the top of a mountain 485m above sea 

level six kilometers from the coast.252 The eastern sides of the walls are unassailable due to it 

being situated along the edge of the mountain with steep drops, while the western part of the 

walls with its gate has an approach with 45% incline making any enemy approach extremely 

costly due to slow approach and the excellent defensive position from the walls. From my own 

experience being in good shape, the hike uphill without anything else then water is moderately 

hard. Bringing heavy siege equipment in the form of towers or battering rams should be 

considered near impossible. This is supported by the findings of Hill who writes:  
                                                           
251 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) Current sketch of Apalirou, blue color signals cisterns, red is the curtain wall 
with towers.  
252 (Rizos, 2017) p279 
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“Access to the site is impossible for any form of wheeled transport; everything that would have been required 

during construction, and otherwise by the community, would have had to be carried by mule, horse or by 

human.”253   

 The walls themselves are made up of a singular curtain wall approximately 1.5-2 meters thick 

and the totally area enclosed is 2.06 ha.254 Eight towers built as an extension on the outside of 

the curtain wall, and a bastion in the north is probably a later addition.255 There is a question of 

why there have been found no towers along a stretch of 166 meters along the western wall 

where it is most susceptible for an attack, but there are possible explanations to this. Right 

behind the gates there are evidence that the buildings uncovered are built in a much sturdier 

way then the rest of the settlement, and indeed has arrow slits integrated into the structure.256 

This makes it highly plausible that they were part of a secondary line of defense sitting right 

behind the gates and walls at the west side. Another possible option is that there were one or 

more towers that has fallen away and is not visible today. The third option is that the architects 

had motifs that are not known today. The lack of close intervals of towers makes it impossible to 

engage in crossfire along the most vulnerable part of the wall which today makes little sense, 

but before closer studies are done it’s hard to conclude on anything solid about the defensive 

structure of the walls for now. The northern part of the settlement and the large church seems 

to have been walled off from the rest of the community with integrated large community 

cisterns, this might be considered a citadel with a good reservoir of water, but such conclusions 

are not to be made as of yet.257 This is also the only part of the settlement that has been 

leveled, showing signs of greater planning then the rest of the settlement. There is a probable 

artillery platform in the north and probably a lookout tower/signal tower in the south at the 

highest point of the settlement.258 There is a distinct possibility that this played a part in a 

signaling system covering the island of Naxos and its adjacent islands clearly visible from the 

site. In the northern end there are also larger buildings that are assumed to be of military 

                                                           
253 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
254 (Rizos, 2017)p280 
255 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
256 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
257 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
258 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
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origins due to their size and proximity to the round tower.259 A permanent presence of soldiers 

is to be assumed. The fortifications itself were not the most solidly built or spectacular in any 

way, but due to its placement which effectively only grants attackers one approach up an 

extremely steep hill it was probably more than enough to fend off smaller or medium sized 

raiding parties. The area surrounding the site does not have close proximity to fresh water, or 

any deep-water harbor which would have given any large force an easy approach. The 

population within the settlement relied on an extensive system of cisterns gathering all 

available rainwater into both community and private cisterns. Any besiegers would have to 

bring large supplies of water or use a lot of time and manpower to gather water in the 

surrounding areas. Since it rarely rains outside the winter when ships usually refrained from 

venturing outside the close coastline, this would be a severe problem for any attacker. 

Everything considered the defenses of the settlement were more than adequate to meet the 

enemy it most likely was designed to meet, pirates or small Arabic forces doing regular razzias in 

Aegean in the summer half of the year. The strength of the defenses was probably such that 

when the Venetians captured the settlement and moved the population down to Chora again, 

they decided to destroy all the cisterns. This is evident by all the free-standing cisterns being 

destroyed at the same place, at the lowest point in the middle.260 The evidence also suggests 

that the tower and ramparts at the northern end was chiseled away and lowered to neutralize 

it. The study also finds these measures to be systematic and presumes that the chiseling and 

lowering would have happened at the gate and adjacent tower as well.261 This would have 

effectively stopped anyone from being able to occupy the settlement in any meaningful way. 

The study suggests that early Venetian rule on Naxos was tense and militaristic in character due 

to the measures taken on Apalirou.262 This would come to no surprise when analyzing the Island 

of Naxos, since the extreme density of Byzantine churches would suggest that the inhabitants 

were clearly defined in their culture and identity. This would be fair to assume since the island 

itself remained in Roman or Byzantine possession from around 130 B.C until the Venetian 

                                                           
259 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
260 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
261 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
262 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
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conquest thus spanning for approximately 1300 years.  These measures then removed the 

threat that the local inhabitants would riot and take refuge in the highly defensible settlement, 

which would have forced the Venetians to use considerable resources to gain control again. 

 

263 Kastro Apalirou location 

 

  

                                                           
263 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) On the left where the sun and shadow meets you can see the rest of the 
bastion, you can also see the remains of the wall going across the mountain. The entrance to the settlement would 
be approximately at the middle of the long stretch of wall you can see, underlining the problematic approach for 
friend and foe alike. The settlement outside the walls would be to the right at the downright edge of the picture.  
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3.7.2 Civilian settlement 

 The survey on Apalirou state that it’s expected to be up to two hundred houses present within 

the walls of the community, with a high estimate of 2000 inhabitants at its peak. The village at 

the base of the western approach would have had a similar level of inhabitants, bringing the 

total up to a high estimate of 4000 inhabitants in or around the settlement.264 The 2001 census 

for Chora was 6500 inhabitants and the total population of the island at the same time 18.200. 

When taking into consideration the extreme population increase since the era Apalirou is dated 

to, it’s not a gamble to assume that Apalirou was built to become the administrative center of 

Naxos in the 7th century. This is reinforced by the evidence that suggests that Chora which had 

been the ruling center of Naxos for centuries before began to be vacated. Chief among these 

evidences is that the aqueduct transporting water from Melitene to Chora went out of use 

during the end of the 7th century or the start of the 8th, while houses stopped being used around 

the same time.265 This is not only a tendency within Chora, but the same pattern is shown for 

other structures in Sangri and Aplomata.266 Even the monastery at Gyroulas (near Sangri) seems 

to have been close to abandoned by the 8th century.267 A total vacation of any of these sites are 

not probable however, like in the surrounding islands people would have kept on living where 

they had always lived, while others chose to move to more secure areas. Cultivation terraces 

below the walls further identifies Apalirou as a farming community living alongside the military 

institutions inside the walls. The construction of Apalirou would certainly have been a decision 

made in Constantinople; as such construction works are closely related to the Imperial court 

during the Byzantine era. One of the reasons for Naxos importance would be how the island 

with its tall mountain Mount Zeus is trapping clouds making sure that agriculture is easily 

sustainable compared to the rest of the Cyclades which islands are more barren except for 

Naxos. In the 7th century any area that could have produced with a surplus would have been 

extremely valuable for the hard-pressed economy of the Byzantine state. Such areas would have 

                                                           
264 (Rizos, 2017) 
265 (Lambrinoudakis, Forthcoming 2018) 
266 (Lambrinoudakis, Forthcoming 2018) 
267 (Lambrinoudakis, Forthcoming 2018) 
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been a prime target for granting soldiers military lands. Apalirou was for an example equipped 

with an olive press, olives were a commodity which had become scarcer because agricultural 

production became more focused around grain.268 The church complexes in and around the 

kastron can also help us understand more about the circumstances of the society inside. The 

main church of Aghios Giorgios has its name from popular tradition that its patron saint is Saint 

George, which is one of the most important military saints.269 While this does not conclude in 

any way that the military presence inside the kastron was dominant, it fits into the picture of 

the presence of soldiers permanently living inside its walls. The size of the church complex also 

has a significant value for us when trying to understand the importance of the settlement. 

Standard Byzantine churches are roughly 6-8 meters long, while the probable episcopal church 

Protothronos in Chalki is 14,70 meters long. Aghios Girogos would have been around 20 meters 

long making it by far the largest Byzantine church on Naxos, stating the importance of Kastro 

Apalirou.270 Just like the military structures the archeologic evidence suggests two phases of 

construction. The first phase constructed in the 7th century and expansion probably between 

the 8th and 10th century, suggesting an increase of inhabitants within these centuries.  

The implication of Kastro Apalirou being built as a civilian settlement from ground up at the 

location it has been, might serve as a breakthrough in 7th century research. It has been built to 

merge civilian settlement and military function from the ground up, suggesting a melding of the 

two realms at the time. It would have been easier to cultivate crops closer to the fields 

surrounding the mountain, and at the same time easier to make a stronger fortification at the 

top of the hill. Instead the chose to fit as much as possible within the walls, creating block 

houses and shrinking the area of a settlement down to the minimum. It is also a good sign that 

security came before access to the sea and trading routes. This is special since Pryor definitively 

states that Naxos is a mooring point for Byzantine squadrons.271 This was also true for Chios, but 

there they made the choice of keeping the old civilian settlement, and just fortifying the 

acropolis. This suggests then that the island of Naxos was of greater importance than we have 

                                                           
268 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
269 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
270 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
271 (Pryor & M, 2006) p265 
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known until today. Further studies and results are needed before we make too many 

conclusions however. 

3.7.3 Some examples on similar construction methods in two 

different Aegean kastro, and examples of other sites being dated 

to the age of Constans II 

There is no doubt that there are no identical archaeological finds when speaking of Kastro 

Apalirou. In itself the name Kastro Apalirou is misguiding, since it is not a Kastron at all, it’s a 

fortified city, where its main function is that of a civilian settlement, with added military 

aspects. Most other finds which are plausibly related to the latter half of the 7th century is 

proper kastro, meaning they serve first and foremost in a military defensive capability. Then it’s 

clear that we can’t compare the settlement of Apalirou on the basis of function but try to find 

other similarities in construction and proposed reason for their building. 

Kastro tou Lazarou on top of Mt. Lazaros on Samos might be one of the better examples of 

similar construction, since its walls consists of a single curtain wall measuring approximately 1,7-

2 meters with a single gate. Its proportions are of similar, but bigger size (380x120 meters).272 

There is a difference in construction where the walls of Kastro tou Lazarou have no trace of 

mortar, contrary to Apalirou. The large area enclosed, and signs of buildings inside points 

towards the capability of sheltering large amounts of people, but since I can’t find the original 

report of Tsakos from 1979, it’s impossible for me to further examine the similarities of the 

sites. However, Tsakos has put the likely date of the site on top of Mt. Lazaros to the age of 

Constans based on pottery and coins.273  

The kastro Emporio on Chios is of much smaller stature then the either Apalirou or Lazarou but 

has the same apparent structure in its construction of a single curtain wall dating from the 7th 

century, measuring from 1,75 – 2,5 meters in thickness. A later inner wall is of a later period, 

presumably 8th or early 9th century. At Emporio there is use of mortar, but only sparsely in the 
                                                           
272 (Ballance, Boardman, Corbett, & Hood, 1982) p6 
273 (Ballance, Boardman, Corbett, & Hood, 1982) p6 
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same manner as at Apalirou. The use of roughly hewn stone and rubble is the same as can be 

observed at Lazaros and Apalirou again. The towers at Emporio are not integrated as a part of 

the wall but built on the outside in the same manner as at Apalirou. As with Apalirou, the 

construction is adapted to the landscape, and not vica versa. The dating of the site is based on 

findings in the destruction levels, mainly coins, which puts the first phase of the kastron to have 

been built approximately in the second half of the 7th century, and destroyed in the early 670’s, 

putting it well within Constans II’s reign. There are marked differences between Emporio and 

Apalirou however. The settlement of Emporio is outside its walls, and the kastron should only 

have been used as shelter. The main theories about the purpose of the construction would be 

that the harbor was a known anchoring spot for a Byzantine squadron, and that the products 

produced in the settlement was of value to Constantinople. 274  

Further examples of fortifications related to the reign of Constans will be dealt with in a shorter 

form, but a complete study on the apparent building program of Constans should be done in 

order to understand the era of the early wars between Byzantium and the Arabic Caliphate. On 

Samos the Kastron Pythagron/Tigani has been dated to the 7th century.275 Lycian Sardis also got 

a new kastron in the time of Constans.276 The town of Xanthus has fortifications built in the 

same style as the inner circuit wall at Ankyra, which has been dated to Constans, suggesting that 

the fortifications at Xanthus also were initially a product of Constans.277 Pergamum had been 

reduced to a small town during the war with the Sassanid Empire, but the reconstructed kastron 

is datable to Constans. Furthermore, Clive Foss argues that the kastron on top of Ayasluk 

overlooking Ephesus belongs to the era of Constans based on the walls being constructed in the 

same manner as Sardis278 The connection to Apalirou should be clear, the lack of consistency on 

the part of how these fortifications were built should tell us that the primary objective of 

Constans was to utilize the time granted by the internal strife in the caliphate to create a 

layered defense of the Aegean archipelago.  This should also be the time when the Karabisianoi 

                                                           
274 (Ballance, Boardman, Corbett, & Hood, 1982) p 49 - 73 
275 (Poulou-Papadimitriou, Forthcoming 2018) 
276 (Morris, 2006) p67 
277 (Morris, 2006) p72 
278 (Foss, 1979) p107 
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theme was created, which would explain the military presence in the Aegean Islands, and most 

definitely inside the walls of Apalirou. There are some theories on where these soldiers that 

occupied the Karabisian theme came from, but the major trend is towards the rest of the army 

of Illyricum after their defeat by the Avar confederacy. Treadgold maintains that at least a small 

portion of the army had been evacuated by Heraclius, and if that is true it might form the 

backbone of the later theme of the Karabisianoi.279 

  

                                                           
279 (Treadgold, Byzantium and its Army, 284-1081, 1995) p206 
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3.7.4 A theoretical chronology on the construction of Kastro 

Apalirou 

In the Letter written by Pope Martin I (649-655) on his way from Rome to Constantinople to 

stand trial for treason in 653, he describes his stop at Naxos where the stop was long enough for 

him to take a bath or three.280 The city he stopped in was most likely Chora since there are no 

mentions of any traveling after arriving, and Chora would be the only likely option to arrive in. 

While it certainly does not exclude the possibility of Apalirou being built by this time, at least it 

gives us enough information to know that at this time Chora was still the main port of call on 

Naxos. Based on the Venetian take-over of after the Fourth Crusade, we know that the Venetian 

expeditionary force moored its boats at the south part of Naxos.281 This means that it’s unlikely 

that Chora’s port was the one used when Apalirou became operational. The following year 

Muawiyah and Constans II faced off in the great naval battle known as Battle of the Phoenix, or 

Battle of the Masts outside of Phoenix in Lycia. According to Theophanes this battle was a 

crushing defeat for Constans, coloring the sea red with Roman blood.282 Stratos records that 

Arab chroniclers ascribes the win to the orders of the Emir to bind the Arab fleet together, so as 

to fight in deeper formations.283 Stratos denies this, but is generally confused in his explanations 

for how the Byzantine navy lost the battle. Even if the result was a Byzantine defeat, the Arabs 

apparently lost large parts of their fleet in the engagement as well.284 Stratos claims that the 

Imperial Fleet was quickly restored due to the availability of dockyards to the Emperor in 

comparison to the Arabs.285 This is definitively wrong, since many of the dockyards that used to 

belong to the Byzantine Empire now were on Arab hands in Syria, Palestine and Egypt. An even 

more convincing argument to be made is that construction of a navy was an extremely 

expensive undertaking, especially if Constans had to replace a large proportion of his vessels, 

and probably reinforce it since the earlier capacity apparently had been insufficient to defeat 

                                                           
280 (Crow & Hill, Forthcoming 2018) 
281 (Hill, Roland, & Ødegård, 2017) p278 
282 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p45 
283 (Stratos, Byzantium in the Seventh Century Vol III, 1975) p51 
284 (Stratos, Byzantium in the Seventh Century Vol III, 1975) p52 
285 (Stratos, Byzantium in the Seventh Century Vol III, 1975) p55 
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the Arabs. In the Byzantine economic environment of 655 the proposition of a short term 

massive fleet build-up is simply not feasible. I have earlier stated that the Empire probably just 

had enough resources to pay the military its wage from 616, but if Constans was supposed to 

create an entire navy he had to find the resources to do so. Heraclius new armies were financed 

by the loans given by the Patriarch of Constantinople on the behalf of the church, this was not 

an option for Constans, and no such loans are mentioned in the sources anywhere. The 

evidence is clear on Muwiyah’s intentions of launching a two-pronged attack on Constantinople 

utilizing both army and navy. As I have described before Constantinople was probably only very 

vulnerable if the attacker could launch an attack from the sea on one of the harbors, evident by 

how Heraclius took Constantinople from Phocas. The attack was actually on its way, but luck 

would have it that the Arab fleet was caught in a storm and sustained irreparable damage which 

led to its withdrawal and the consequent withdrawal of the Arabic field forces in Cappadocia.286 

These defeats among other problems in Mecca started the first fitna and the murder of the 

Caliph Uthman in 656, giving Constans the breathing space he needed.287 There are no records 

of what’s going on in Constantinople for the next two years by Theophanes. What is evident is 

that this is the time where the appearance of the seals of the commericiarii starts. 

The appearance of the seals of the Stephen which held the post of general commericiarius and 

the Military logothethe at the same time, accounts for 10 of the twelve seals between 654 and 

668, also definitively placing him inside the Opsikcan, Armeniac and Anatolic themes. This 

coincides with the start of Constans march into the Balkans capturing large numbers of Slavs 

which was sent to Anatolia.288 It also coincides with what seems to be a large-scale fortification 

project around the Aegean Sea coast as shown above. The connection to Apalirou should be 

clear; the lack of consistency on the part of how these fortifications were built should tell us 

that the primary objective of Constans was to utilize the time granted by the internal strife in 

the caliphate to create a layered defense of the Aegean archipelago. This is defensive warfare in 

the image of Heraclius, the difference being that Constans’ opponent had access to a fleet 

                                                           
286 (Haldon, The Empire That Would Not Die, 2016) p34 
287 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p45 Fitna being the name for civil war inside the Arabic Empire. 
288 (Morris, 2006) p82 (Theophanes & Turtledove, 1982) p46 
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endangering Constantinople itself. This should also be the time when the Karabisianoi theme 

was created, which would explain the military presence in the Aegean Islands, and most 

definitely inside the walls of Apalirou. Constans was also aided by circumstance when Muawiyah 

wanted a truce so he could defeat his Arab opponents and agreed to pay a huge tribute of 1,000 

nomismata, a horse and a slave per day according to Procopius.289 This money would have been 

spent on fortifications and the organization of the Karabisianoi theme.  Morris connects the 

campaign of Constans in 661/662 that marched to Tarentum with its ultimate goal of reaching 

Syracuse and the overseeing of naval build up.290 He bases his argument on Constans campaign 

mostly focusing on razing and looting, more than permanent military occupation of any districts 

he marched through. This is backed up by the Historia Langobardum in book five. 291This makes 

sense if Constans ultimate goal was the accumulation of funds to secure his naval build up. 

Theophanes reports that Constans had plans on abandoning Constantinople and moving his 

capital to Syracuse, but this is very unlikely if we take the massive fortification program he had 

started that quite positively centered on the defense of Constantinople.292 Further 

strengthening the argument of Constans saving funds was the military pay reduction in 659/660, 

which would have saved him large parts of the annual budget. The most plausible dating for the 

building program in the Aegean archipelago would then be 655/68, which is also the most 

plausible date for the possible introduction of the Stratiotika Ktemata.  
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3.7.5 Back to the issue of military lands in connection with 

the building program of Constans II 

As long as we don’t have any solid sources writing about the military lands in the 7th century the 

debate will not be conclusively solved, but it is possible to make a general assumption on the 

matter. We are certain that the cut of military pay in 659/660 had to be replaced by some form 

of reimbursement, and the three likely scenarios are payment in kind, granting of military lands 

or a combination of both. I would argue that it would be detrimental to the overall economy of 

the Empire to revert into a system entirely based on payment in kind. The appearance of 

soldiers spread out in the Aegean Islands should be proof enough. If the commericiarii was to 

pay the soldiers it would then lead to the commericiarii having to ship supplies between islands 

to cater the soldiers, this would be a massively time and resource consuming affair. Considering 

how the sea routes were not safe from Arab fleets it would also be hazardous. The massive 

relocation of Slav prisoners into Anatolia should also be seen as proof that there was some sort 

of settling on imperial estates going on. Justinian II’s incorporation of Slavs into the ranks of the 

army cannot have been done by any other means. It took five years before they were soldiers 

and based on an assumption that a complete set of military gear cost up towards 18 

nomismata, coupled with these prisoners not being payed as soldiers before their incorporation 

in the army, they couldn’t possibly have afforded the gear they acquired before marching out 

with Justinian II.  This leads to the assumption that they used the excess yield of their granted 

estates to pay for their equipment. The question of why Kastro Apalirou was built in the way it 

was can only be theorized, but my general assumption is that with the integration of soldiers 

into the landholding peasantry, this way of constructing the city as a farming community gave 

more sense. The lack of similarities between Apalirou and other contemporary kastro would be 

due to the fact that on Naxos the whole community was moved to a new place. In other 

instances, the new fortifications were just part of, or built upon preexisting villages. Further 

research of Apalirou will probably shed more light on the issue in the future. I cannot say that I 

believe that the whole army was settled on imperial estates in the years 655/68 however. 

Lacking legislation, apparent by the emergence of new legislation from the 8th century and 
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onwards points toward the possible introduction of military lands being somewhat ad-hoc and 

circumstantial. The most likely theory would involve a slower process of landing the soldiers, but 

one that should be done by the introduction of the tagmata regiments by Constantine V after 

Artabasdos’ revolt in 741 which ended in 743. One of the reasons for creating the tagmata 

regiments was to divide the too powerful Opsican theme, but another reason should be that the 

landed soldiers of the theme system lacked offensive capabilities due to their status as part time 

farmers and the nature of their dispersal throughout the themes. The appearance of the 

Farmers Law during the reign of Leo II which was the preceding Emperor should mean that by 

this time there was a significant change in the composition of the farming communities of the 

Empire. Further amendment and concretization of the system would be provided in the 9th and 

10th century through legislation like the Ecloga. The plausible solution is then that it took up 

towards ninety years to complete the landing of soldiers onto farms, and in the meantime a 

compromise between supplies in kind and military lands was the solution. If Constans was 

mimicking Heraclius in his war-effort, the possibility of him seeing his measures as being 

temporary should be kept open, Constans was assassinated in 668 however and his intentions 

will never truly be known.  
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3.8 Conclusion on the introduction of the theme system 

While there will always be a discussion surrounding the theme system because of the lack of 

written sources, I am able to make some general statements concerning the theme system. The 

first thing we need to do is to conclude on a set of parameters that enables us to conclude on 

the introduction of the system. If the theme system’s introduction is defined by having soldiers 

permanently stationed inside geographical areas, and that they are tied to these areas by some 

degree of settling inside military lands we might conclude that the theme system was instituted 

by Constans II in the wake of the Battle of the Masts.  

This is based on: The general trend of the use of the word theme inside the written sources. 

Theophanes use of the word theme noticeably changes in 669. Since Constantine IV couldn’t 

have had the time to institute the system, the only solution left would be that Constans II is 

responsible.  

The increase of formalization of law concerning soldiers and their land. While military lands 

aren’t specifically mentioned before the 10th century, the legislations point towards the gradual 

settlement of soldiers before the mid-8th century. The plausible solution would be that in the 

wake of such military lands becoming a permanent solution to the Empire the increased need 

for legislation would produce legislation. Introduction of enormous amounts of Slavs and 

Mardaites into Anatolia, and quite possibly the Aegean Islands would create such needs. 

Hendy’s theory about the Slavs and the chronology in them being inserted into an army is 

plausible. The fact that soldiers also own their equipment should tell us that they had have to 

bought it, and not be supplied in kind. The system of supplies in kind, and subsequent 

ownership of equipment would constitute a break with normal tradition inside the Byzantine 

Empire which wouldn’t make sense. 

The economic perspective would also tell us that a system of fully supplying the armies in kind is 

thoroughly bad for the overall economy of the Empire. With the appearance of numerous 

soldiers in the Aegean Islands this would become a massive burden on the Imperial system. 

Constans II’s fortification projects weren’t spectacular, but the fact that he found the money to 
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construct ships and fortifications over a relatively small window of time suggests that the 

Empire extracted enough resources to make such moves viable. The burden of a system which 

hampers the economy to such a degree as Haldon suggests seems less plausible then a system 

based on a degree of soldiers holding military lands. The suggestion of Oikonomides that the 

appearance of massively increased commericiarii activity means that the Empire tried to 

increase their economy by domestic trade is improbable at best. The fact that Kastro Apalirou is 

built as a city retreated so far from the sea, with an infrastructure which makes trading very 

much less effective in an area that evidently produces wares which was consumed in 

Constantinople, shows us that the prime focus of the Byzantine Empire in the 7th century was 

defensive warfare. Trade, while an important part of the Empire, was not the solution to their 

problems. The division of the Opsikion theme by Constantine V should also be seen as more 

then just a safety for the Emperor against revolts. This division made it possible to have a full-

time force of soldiers ready for campaigns, attesting to the problems of having soldiers landed 

on farms. The soldiers granted military holdings would have started a gradual process of being 

less effective as field units, and thus a need for a professional division of soldiers would have 

risen.   

If you put emphasis on the role of the strategos however, we cannot claim that the theme 

system was implemented by Constans II. In the 7th century there should be no doubt that the 

old civilian provinces and their administration was still functioning to a certain degree. The 

theme system would become more like the Exarches later on, but in the time, I have focused on, 

there is no doubt that the strategos only held military power, at least in practical terms. 

It should be underlined that this is based on largely circumstantial evidence, so even though I 

am fairly convinced that the crude beginnings of the theme system are dated to the middle of 

the 7th century under Constans II, we still need to accumulate more evidence from that era to 

be able to more safely conclude. The lack of evidence is often argued as the reason such 

developments can’t have happened during Constans II, for surely, they would have been 

recorded. This might be a circular argument when considering the near total lack of written 

sources for this era however. Since no source actually attests this introduction to anyone in 

particular, the chances are that is in the time where the sources are lost that such events 
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unfold. The other possibility is that it was never meant as a permanent solution, but the gradual 

evolvement ends up as the theme system. Then we are back to questioning what came first, the 

system or its later legislation and administrative structure. In that case it’s a question of 

personal preference, and to me the plausible solution is still that Constans II created the theme 

system. 
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5. Concluding thoughts and further research 
 

The 7th century saw massive changes within the Roman world, which now became thoroughly 

Greek. We can trace the contraction of the mentality to the at least Maurice at the end of the 

6th century. Already the decision was made that the most important part of the Empire was 

Anatolia, and Constantinople. Suggestions have been made that some emperors wanted to 

move their Capital to Italy, but it seems like legends and not actual policy. Because of the 

drainage on the Empire caused by recurring warfare, religious disputes, plague and bad imperial 

decisions, the state could never recover to a degree where realization of the reunification of the 

Roman Empire could become a reality. The response of Heraclius and Constans II are clearly 

aimed at limiting army losses, making sure that the capital was safe while they put their faith in 

their Empire’s ability to recover was better than their adversaries’ ability to wage continual 

warfare. In all respects their tactics were sound, the Persians were defeated and became 

vanquished not long after as a result, and the Arabs could never penetrate deep into Anatolia 

on a permanent basis. While Heraclius withdrawal was aimed at securing Anatolia from invasion 

forces on foot, Constans was faced with another problem, an emerging Arabic fleet. In all 

respects, his tactics was aimed at exactly the same goal as Heraclius intentions with the 

withdrawal in 636. Constans made sure that Arabic conquest of the sea would be massively 

costly for the invader and hampered their chance of crating a permanent presence. All this 

while he concentrated on upgrading the military capabilities of the Empire. Constans II was 

assassinated in 668, and for this reason we can never be sure of what his true intentions were, 

but his actions up until that point probably saved the Byzantine Empire. The navy was ready to 

meet the Arabs outside Constantinople armed with the new weapon of Greek fire. Without the 

vessels to carry it, the prospects of Arabic capture of the Golden City would have been positive 

to say the least. Such events would never unfold, and just as much aided by Arabic infighting as 

competent Byzantine rule after Constans, The Byzantine Empire survived until 1453.  

To conclude; The seventh century changes in the Byzantine administration was caused by the 

inability to let the Empire recover from wars, plague and religious dissention. The changes were 

probably orchestrated by Constans II, making him responsible for introducing the theme system 
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in the middle of the 7th century. This was done by introducing military lands, if not at once, 

gradually. He based his system on the tactics of Heraclius and combined it with exploiting the 

possibilities offered by the centralized administrative apparatus he was left by the same 

Emperor. This was done to ensure the safety of Constantinople, and by doing so, the safety of 

the Empire as a whole. This is the most plausible solution to the introduction of the theme 

system, but as it is based on circumstantial evidence, we have to be open for the very real 

possibilities that there is a part of the puzzle missing. Until further research is done however, I 

will stick by this solution as the logical explanation. 

Further studies of Archaeologic remains will help us understand this century better, since it 

seems like the written sources are gone for good. I am looking forward to getting more 

information about Kastro Apalirou and its vicinity in the future. We might wonder what the 

sources is hiding from us, when a whole city of considerable size for its time is left unmentioned 

for hundreds of years. The fact that it was forgotten that it was a town at all should teach us 

something about how little we actually might know and remember. There are probably 

important finds awaiting us in the future. The analysis of the findings from the underwater 

project outside Naxos, where the Norwegian Institute of Athens is administering the research 

done by the Norwegian Maritime Museum, in cooperation with the Ephorate for Underwater 

Antiquities, should probably give us more information about Naxos’ and its position inside the 

Byzantine world. 
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