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CHAPTER TEN
A Certain Greek Named Methodius
It is manifest that the situation is the mission field, where agents animated, in some measure at least, by denominational zeal, subject to the influence of personal idiosyncrasies, and responsible only to far-distant authorities, are working side by side, may lend itself to friction unless principles of comity, written or unwritten, are acknowledged and observed.

World Missionary Conference 1910, Report of Commission
VIII, ‘Co-operation and the Promotion of Unity’
ANOTHER CASUALTY of the crusades was any hope of ever again harmoniously stitching together the eastern and the western halves of Christendom. The two main branches of the church – western, or Latin, or Catholic, and eastern, or Greek, or Orthodox – drifted apart slowly and imperceptibly over many centuries. Signs of strain were detectable in the lifetime of Constantine; sundering was not irreversible until the crusaders had sacked Constantine’s city in 1204, 900 years later.* As well as long it was also complicated, messy and acrimonious.
It is easy, but an oversimplification, to point to the underlying differences of language, tradition and religious sensibilities and to proclaim that the split was inevitable. But there was much that was random and unpredictable about this parting of the ways. The irruption of Islam into the Mediterranean and of the Slavs into the Balkans and Greece both contributed to render communication between east and west more difficult. Neither could have been predicted, let alone controlled. Dates, incidents, encounters, misunderstandings, acquired only later and with hindsight a significance which they could not possibly have had at the time. The Emperor Constans II visited Rome in the year 663. No one at the time could possibly have guessed that never again would an emperor from Constantinople set foot in Rome (at least until the very different circumstances of the fourteenth century). In 710 there occurred a papal visit to Constantinople. Who could have foreseen that the next such visit would not take place until 1979? When Pope Zacharias died in 752, no one could have predicted that there would not be another pope of Greek origin for nearly 700 years. Divergent practices between east and west existed from an early date. For instance, among the Greeks those who failed to receive holy communion on three successive Sundays were excommunicated, but this was not the case among the Latins. The Greeks used leavened bread in the celebration of the eucharist, the Latins unleavened – a difference, this, which was to cause intemperate squabbling in the eleventh century. How much divergence may there be, and over what range of issues, before a healthy diversity in unity – a favourite theme with Pope Gregory I – turns into a festering schism? Doctrinal quarrels, now for the most part forgotten like the Three Chapters dispute in the sixth century or the Monothelite controversy in the seventh, engaged energies from time to time. Only later, and only from a certain perspective, did they seem to fall into a pattern or progression, steps along a path that led inexorably to schism.
Differences over doctrine or practice became more frequent and more heated as time went by, their scars less easily healed. Intermittently between 726 and 843 the emperors in Constantinople enforced a policy of iconoclasm upon the church they governed. All religious images, in painting, sculpture, metalwork, wood, plaster, glass, whatever medium, were to be destroyed. It was an attempt to cleanse the church from any taint of idolatry by doing away with the images which focused the veneration, possibly the too unrestrained veneration, of the devout. The iconoclast tendency was denounced in the strongest terms by the authorities in the western church. This in itself was remarkable: never before had Rome so openly rebuked Constantinople. It was particularly unfortunate that the iconoclastic controversy took place at the same time as a significant change of bearings for the popes. They had always needed a powerful secular protector and had traditionally found one in the emperor. In a favourite image, the emperor was the earthly sword to complement the spiritual weaponry of the bishop of Rome. The distant and beleaguered emperors in Constantinople could no longer fulfil this role, fighting as they were for their survival against an Islamic enemy to their east. But the need for protection was felt most keenly by the eighth-century popes, as Lombard kings of Italy cast predatory eyes upon Rome and its territory. So the popes looked north and west, to the kings of the Franks. We need not linger over the details. Suffice it to say that the alliance between the papacy and the Carolingian dynasty formed at that dynasty’s inception in 751 led directly to the coronation of Charlemagne as Roman emperor at the hands of Pope Leo III in St Peter’s on Christmas Day in the year 800. Charlemagne was already viewed with gravest suspicion at Constantinople because of his opposition to iconoclasm. But this was nothing less than usurpation.
Frayed tempers are calmed with time, relationships patched up. So it was between Rome, or Aachen, and Constantinople on this occasion. Frankish rulers were tactful, the emperors in Constantinople busied in other directions. But not long after the final ending of Byzantium’s iconoclastic phase, which did not occur until 843, there was a further rupture. It started with an unseemly dispute over the patriarchate of Constantinople. In 858 the emperor deposed the Patriarch Ignatius and replaced him with Photius, whose name we shall be meeting again in this chapter. Ignatius refused to resign and an unholy row broke out. The papacy was drawn into it. At a council held at Rome in 863 Pope Nicholas I declared that Ignatius was the rightful patriarch and that Photius must be deposed. This assertion of papal authority gave great offence at Constantinople, and relations between the two churches were strained almost to breaking-point over the next few years. A climax was reached in 867 when Photius accused the Latins of doctrinal error and declared the pope deposed and excommunicate. The doctrinal innovation identified by Photius was the insertion of the notorious Filioque clause into the creed: that is to say, the addition of the word filioque, ‘and from the Son’, into that section of the creed which concerns the Procession of the Holy Ghost.* Later in the same year a new emperor, Basil I, effected a shaky reconciliation with Rome, restored Ignatius and sacrificed Photius. But relations continued strained for several years thereafter.

8. The world of Cyril and Methodius in the ninth century.
At precisely the same time, in the 860s, there occurred a flurry of missionary activity directed at the Slav peoples of central and eastern Europe. The surviving evidence generated by this activity presents us with some familiar themes, though heard from new directions, in the history of early medieval missions. It also sounds some that are rather less familiar. Notable among these is that of rivalry in the mission field between the great powers of the day, the Byzantine and the Frankish empires. This rivalry was conducted against a background composed from a particularly troubled episode, the Ignatian – Photian schism, in that long-drawn-out drifting apart which was eventually to sunder western Christendom from eastern. The Slavonic peoples of central Europe, initially the Moravians and the Bulgarians, were confronted, and not for the last time, with a question which has been fundamental to their sense of identity. Which way does central Europe face, eastwards or westwards?


The prehistory of the Slavs is extremely obscure. Their ancestors have been located by archaeologists in the cultures of the Dnieper system to the north of Kiev. From these origins migration took them in three directions: westward into Poland and Bohemia; southward across the Danube into the Balkans and Greece; and north-eastward into Russia. This slow drift of peoples seems to have been at its gradual busiest between about 550 and 700. It brought the western and southern Slavs into a frequently painful proximity with Christian Europe and therefore into the dim glow shed by the meagre sources which survive from those literate communities. From the seventh century onwards something approaching an outline narrative history of the western and southern Slavs becomes possible.
Impartial and rational enquiry has not on the whole been characteristic of the historiography of the Slavs composed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Two tendencies in particular have served to restrict free investigation: nationalism and communism. The quest for the will-o’-the-wisp of a true ethnicity has spawned bogus scholarship, mendacious rhetoric, persecution, battle and inhuman crime. It is unhappily not yet dead, and not merely in the wilder corners of the Balkan states. To assert the Slav ethnicity of the inhabitants of modern Greece at an Athenian dinner-table remains imprudent. The Marxian underpinning of the communist regimes of eastern Europe required that historical activity should be directed towards establishing certain social features of the past, pre-ordained stages of material development leading to pre-ordained ends. This shackled eastern European historians during the second half of the twentieth century to a dreary search for ‘the origins of the state’. It inhibited the emergence of techniques of historical enquiry which have proved fruitful elsewhere.
To the eye of the historian unhindered by such preoccupations the development of Slav societies in the early medieval period recalls that of the Germanic peoples who came into contact with the Roman world in late antiquity. Like the Germans, the Slavs were settled, villagedwelling peoples whose principal economic activity lay in an agriculture of mixed stock-herding and arable cultivation. Though they did not yet mint their own coin, they traded actively among themselves and with their neighbours. Like the Germans they were polytheists who worshipped a variety of gods diversely responsible for weather, fertility and the fortunes of war. The Slavs who pressed upon the Danube frontier of the Byzantine empire in the sixth century were perhaps a little poorer in material culture, less socially differentiated and less politically organized than the Goths of Dacia who had pressed upon that same frontier some two centuries earlier. Such assessments must be cautious, based as they necessarily are on imprecise rumours committed to writing by incurious Constantinopolitan men-of-letters and on perilous inferences drawn by archaeologists from potsherds and post-holes, beads and buckles. Whatever may have been the social development of the Slavs in the age of Justinian, it is certainly true that they showed themselves – again in this like the Germans – adaptable to a new environment, ready to appreciate the more advanced culture of their Christian neighbours. It was an appreciation which those neighbours were eager to encourage.
Byzantine diplomacy has been described as an ‘intricate science and fine art, in which military pressure, political intelligence, economic cajolery and religious propaganda were fused into a powerful weapon of defensive imperialism’.1 This formidable machinery was directed to manipulation of the Slavs from hostile foes into useful satellites and eventually grateful members of the imperial family of nations. The principality of Samo in Bohemia in the second quarter of the seventh century, briefly alluded to in Chapter 7, may have owed more to Byzantine gold than to the economic and social pressures issuing in ‘pre-state formation’. Certainly, and surely not by chance, its existence was a thorn in the side – or the rear – of the Avars who had threatened Constantinople itself in 626. If it had been principally the Virgin Mary who had saved the City of New Rome on that occasion, as contemporaries believed, Samo’s Wends had played a modest part too. Frankish diplomacy was less sophisticated than Byzantine. Such as it was, however, it was directed to essentially the same ends, the prevention by whatever means of the emergence of too strong and hostile a neighbour beyond the eastern frontier zone. For both Franks and Byzantine Greeks the association of missionary activity with diplomacy was close. In the eastern empire the intimate interdependence of church and state, which dated back to the days of Constantine and Eusebius, rendered the association a near-identity. Diplomacy without mission was inconceivable. In the west the association was looser but still close, particularly in the context of the frontier. As we saw in Chapter 5, the desire of St Amandus to preach Christianity to the Slavs may plausibly be linked with King Dagobert I’s political initiatives in the middle Danube area in the 630s. Already therefore by the middle years of the seventh century both Greeks and Franks were fishing in the turbid waters of Slavonic central Europe. It would remain to be seen whether their interests would prove complementary or divergent.
By the year 800 Slav cultures and the Slavonic language extended from the Baltic to the Peloponnese and from the Elbe to the Dnieper. Cultures in the plural, because there was diversity; language in the singular, because Slavonic was slower to experience internal divergence than the Romance, Germanic or Celtic branches of the Indo-European linguistic tree. This was to be of some significance for the progress of Christianity in two Slav principalities particularly, Moravia and Bulgaria. Moravia takes its name from the river Morava which runs in its lower course along the boundary between today’s Czech Republic and Slovakia to its confluence with the Danube east of Vienna.2 A naturally fertile region, the valley of the Morava was also a nodal point in a central European network of communications. The Danube with its affluents has always been a highway between east and west, while the plains of north-eastern Europe are linked by a southerly route threading through the passes known as the Moravian Gate to the plain of Pannonia (Hungary) and on to the Adriatic coast. Slaves, fur and amber had been traded from north to south along this route since time out of mind. Here in Moravia, in all probability, had lain the heart of Samo’s ephemeral principality. After his time almost nothing at all is heard of Moravia in the written sources for over a century.
The archaeological record, however, does not fall silent. It shows that Moravia continued to be an important trading entrepôt mediating between north-west and south-east. New arrivals on this mercantile scene were the Arabs, or at any rate those who used their silver coin, hoards of which were deposited in Moravia from the second half of the eighth century onwards. It was along this central European trade route that there might have travelled the silk, ivory, pepper and incense which ended up in English monasteries. A hint of a grimmer commerce, but then as now a highly profitable one, is furnished by Charlemagne’s prohibition in 805 on the trade in arms to the Slavs. Moravia became very rich through trade. Because its profits were not equally shared but went to the native traders and the chieftains who protected them, differentials of wealth, status and power in Moravian society were accentuated. These differentials are plainly visible in the Moravian cemeteries that have been excavated. In the ninth-century cemetery of Staré Mesto, for example, 53.4% of the graves were unfurnished with grave-goods, 40% were poorly or moderately furnished, 6% contained jewellery and/or elaborately decorated pottery, while only 1.6% contained the primary weapon of the warrior class, a sword. This cemetery was excavated in the 1950s, and cemetery archaeology has made such enormous strides since then as to be almost a different discipline; certainly a much more refined and exact one. The figures quoted above have to be treated with circumspection, any conclusions based upon them offered with caution. But even the most cautious interpreters agree that the archaeological evidence from ninth-century Moravia – not just from cemeteries by any means – indicates a growth simultaneously in material wealth and in social differentiation. The expansion of trade in range, volume and value led to an enhancement of the power of chieftains and princes. They alone could guarantee the peace which commerce required, command the power to keep roads and bridges in repair, ensure the supply of marketable goods such as slaves. Princes, merchants and customers alike favoured the concentration of trade at fixed points. Such places, naturally enough, were princely centres, crystallizations of human settlement round the residence of a powerful lord and his retainers who could protect and regulate commercial activity. Such market settlements, perhaps impermanent at first, gradually became permanent as crafts, or ‘service industries’, as they would be called today, struck root to serve the needs of the prince, his warrior entourage and the floating population of merchants – smiths, wheelwrights, grooms, potters, millers, bakers, tanners, weavers and so forth. In short, they became towns. The type case, in Moravia, has been excavated at Mikulčice, where a small agricultural settlement of the sixth century developed over the course of the seventh and eighth into a substantial town. By about 800 there were at Mikulčice a fortified acropolis, dwelling houses, workshops and plentiful evidence for industry and trade. To these were added only a little later several Christian churches.
This is to summarize the materialist explanation of the origins of the political formation rather grandly known as the ‘Great Moravian Empire’ of the ninth century. As an explanation it is almost convincing, but it omits other, contingent factors. One of these was military and political, namely the destruction of the Avar kingdom by Charlemagne in 795. The Moravian principality had probably been a tribute-paying dependency of the Avars, at any rate from time to time in the course of the eighth century. The removal of the hand of the Avars from the scene left a vacuum in the Danubian lands of central Europe. Who was to succeed to their power? Not just Charlemagne, but others as well, among them the rulers of Moravia. The first such prince of Moravia since Samo’s day of whom we have more than the very faintest knowledge was named Mojmir and he ruled from sometime in the 820s until his death in 846. This long reign was in itself significant: it was longer than was usual in the kaleidoscopically unstable power politics of the Slav chieftains. Mojmir increased his power at the expense of his neighbours. In about 833 he expelled a certain Pribina, prince of the neighbouring Slav principality of Nitra, and annexed his territory: we shall hear more of Pribina shortly. One last thing we know about Mojmir is that he was baptized a Christian in or about the year 822, the officiant being a bishop from the Frankish empire, Reginhere (or Reginhar) of Passau. A few years later, in 831, east Frankish sources recorded a mass baptism of Moravians by the same Bishop Reginhere. The similarities with Paulinus at Yeavering two centuries earlier are striking.


Bulgaria presents contrasts with Moravia. It grew up not beyond the frontier zone of a Germanic kingdom but inside what had been for centuries the Roman imperial provinces to the south of the river Danube. Its rulers were much more imposing figures than the princes of Moravia, and their southern frontier lay within striking distance of the imperial capital at Constantinople.
Slav raiding parties had been crossing the Danube to push into the Balkans and Thrace throughout the second quarter of the sixth century while Justinian was looking the other way in pursuit of his heady dream of restoring Roman imperial power in Africa, Spain and Italy. Its vulnerability thus proved, the Danube frontier collapsed around the middle years of the century, just as the Rhine frontier had crumbled before the advancing Germans in the early fifth. The Slavs surged or drifted across the river and down through the Balkan provinces of the empire into Macedonia and Greece. By the 580s their raids were reaching as far south as the Peloponnese. By about 600 it was plain that imperial authority had lapsed throughout this inland area and had retreated to coastal strongholds such as Thessalonica, Monemvasia and Dyrrachium (Durazzo, Durrës). Even these were not wholly secure. Thessalonica was besieged by the Slavs in 612 and for the next two centuries remained a frontier town, with Slav settlements just outside its walls and Slavonic spoken in its streets and markets. It was the empire’s tragedy that the military imperatives during most of the seventh century called from the east and the south: the Persian wars of the Emperor Heraclius followed by the hard-fought surrenders to Islam in Syria, Egypt and north Africa. No resources could be spared for the Balkans and Greece, which were in effect abandoned to the depredations and settlements of the Slavs.
The Bulgars were not Slavs. They belonged to a Turkic ethnic group and when we first hear of them early in the seventh century they were settled beyond the Black Sea to the east of the Sea of Azov, between the lower waters of the river Don and the mountains of the Caucasus. Later in the century they were displaced from this homeland by the arrival of the Khazars from central Asia and began to move westwards. Under their ruler, or khan, Asparuch they crossed the lower Danube and established themselves in what had been the Roman province of Moesia Inferior. The empire was compelled to acknowledge this barefaced land-taking in a humiliating peace treaty agreed with Aspuruch in 681, unprecedented recognition of an independent barbarian kingdom on Roman territory. From this base the Bulgarian khans of the following century and a half increased their power over the north Balkan area by little and little and by fits and starts. They employed both diplomacy and war. In 716, when Constantinople was threatened by the Arabs, the Bulgars were able to extract territorial and commercial concessions in exchange for their aid. A century later, in 811, the great Khan Krum defeated and killed the Emperor Niceophorus I. It was the first time that an emperor had lost his life in battle since the death of Valens at the hands of the Goths in 378. Two years later Krum defeated Nicephorus’ successor Michael I, sacked the city of Adrianople and burnt the suburbs of Constantinople. Only Krum’s early death in 814 spared the empire further humiliations. Under his successors Omurtag (814–31) and Malamir (831–52) a fragile peace with the empire prevailed. The expansion of the Bulgar kingdom continued, however, south-westerly into Slav Macedonia and north-westerly into what had been the kingdom of the Avars. By the middle of the ninth century Bulgaria’s zone of influence was bounded by the Black Sea, the Carpathian mountains, the valley of the Danube between modern Budapest and Belgrade, and Macedonia to the coastline of Albania on the Adriatic. Its heartland, however, conveniently for a modern understanding, lay in the regions which comprise the present-day state of Bulgaria.
Bulgaria’s population in the ninth century was a mixed one. An elite of Bulgar warrior-aristocrats, or boyars, overlay a subject populace in which Slav and pre-Slav inhabitants were intermingled. Whatever the ethnic composition of the Bulgarian khanate, doubtless already as thoroughly scrambled as that of any other part of Europe, the Slavonic language was gaining in it at the expense of native Greek or incoming Bulgar. There has been much debate concerning the degree of survival of Romano-Byzantine culture under the impact of Slav settlement and Bulgar rule.3 A persuasive case has been made for the continuity of some urban life in Bulgaria and thereby of some elements of Romano-Byzantine – or let us say simply Greek – civilization. Greek inscriptions on stone were being executed for Bulgarian patrons during the first half of the ninth century. The official documents of the khans were being drawn up in Greek. And if the colossal stone palace at Pliska is correctly attributed to the reign of Khan Omurtag, which seems likely though unproven, then he could call upon the services of Greek architects and craftsmen. It is most unlikely that all these monumental masons, scribes and architects would have been prisoners of war carried off from, say, what was left of Adrianople in 813 (though some may have been). It is reasonable to propose, therefore, some survival of Greek cultural activities under Bulgarian rule, just as there was of Gallo-Roman culture in Frankish Gaul in the age of Clovis.
If Greek, therefore Christian too? Surely. We can posit the existence of pockets of Christianity in the surviving towns of Bulgaria. These could have been reinforced by the familiar process of seepage which we have seen at work in other contexts, whether in times of war by the movement of prisoners or in times of peace through the agency of merchants and diplomats. The khans were certainly suspicious enough of Christian prisoners of war to persecute them for their faith. The most distinguished victim was Manuel, archbishop of Adrianople, martyred in 813. The perceived danger, apparently, was that these exiled Christians would make converts among the Bulgars. It sounds a little reminiscent of the anti-Christian persecutions conducted by the Goths in Dacia in the fourth century. Perhaps the perception was correct. It was said that Khan Omurtag’s own son Enravotas became a Christian, for which he was put to death by his brother Khan Malamir. The reality may have been a squabble over the succession, but the very fact that such an accusation could be made, or even just rumoured, is significant. Christianity was not for the Bulgar elite – except when its members left Bulgaria. We have a case from the year 815 of a boyar who departed Bulgaria, for reasons unknown but quite possibly as a political exile, and migrated to Constantinople where he was converted, receiving the Christian name Theodore and the high rank of patricius, ‘patrician’. The leading spiritual counsellor of the day, the monk Theodore of Studios, in a letter congratulated his tame barbarian namesake upon his conversion to Christianity. The letter makes it plain that Theodore the boyar was not an isolated case. One of the stone inscriptions, dated 837, famously contrasted ‘Bulgar’ and ‘Christian’. What might be called ‘official’ Bulgar paganism was very much alive. The celebrated rock-face relief known as the Horseman of Madara – at what was probably a cult-site not far from Pliska – is accompanied by an inscription (in Greek!) which refers both to Khan Omurtag and to the Bulgars’ high god Tengri.


So matters stood in the middle years of the ninth century. There were to be far-reaching cultural changes for both Moravians and Bulgarians under their respective rulers Rastislav, who came to power in Moravia in 846, and Boris, who succeeded to the khanate of the Bulgars in 852. In the year 862 both rulers approached one of the great powers of the day and asked for Christian teachers to be sent to his kingdom. What may seem initially surprising is the choice of power to whom each turned. Rastislav addressed his request to the Emperor Michael III in Constantinople. Boris directed his to the ruler of the east Frankish kingdom, King Louis, known as ‘the German’, the grandson of Charlemagne. Initial surprise may ebb, however, if we look a little more closely at the background.
The seventh and eighth centuries were the unhappiest that the Byzantine empire had yet known in its long history. The reconstituted Mediterranean empire of Justinian was steadily eroded as the Lombards tightened their grip upon Italy and the distant Spanish province was lost in the 620s after campaigns by the learned King Sisebut. The Avars had overrun the Danubian provinces and besieged Constantinople in 626. The irruption of Islam in the middle east – sudden, unexpected, a bolt from the blue of which even Byzantine diplomacy had fatally failed to give warning – had hacked off in an almost unbelievably short space of time some of the empire’s oldest and holiest provinces. Jerusalem fell to the Arabs in 636 and Palestine and Syria were quickly overrun. Alexandria and Egypt followed in the early 640s. Cyprus was lost in 649. Africa took a little longer, Carthage finally succumbing in 698. Twice the Arabs threatened Constantinople itself, in the sieges of 674–7 and 717–18. Meanwhile, as we have seen, the infiltration of the Balkans and Greece by the Slavs had effectively rolled imperial authority back into a few coastal cities. These reverses had seriously disrupted the empire’s economy – particularly grievous being the loss of Egypt, Constantinople’s bread-basket – at a time when the economy of the Mediterranean world as a whole was experiencing a prolonged recession in urban and commercial life. The appearance of bubonic plague in the Mediterranean from the second quarter of the sixth century, endemic thereafter for 200 years, further contributed to economic disruption and human dislocation. Turned in upon itself, humbled, bewildered, despairing, the empire then proceeded to tear itself apart in the long-drawn-out iconoclastic controversy, which convulsed the empire for over a century from its inception in 726.
But the empire was nothing if not resilient and it had come through this grim period. The Arab peril had begun to recede after the displacement of the Umayyad caliphate of Damascus by the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad in the middle of the eighth century. The Avars were conquered by Charlemagne. The tempo of economic life began very gradually to quicken once more. The incidence of plague slackened. Anatolia replaced Egypt as the agrarian hub of the empire. New administrative structures were devised for a slimmed-down empire. Little by little imperial authority was reaffirmed in Greece and the Balkans, its progress marked by the extension of the new administrative units known as themes. In our surviving documentation the theme of the Peloponnese is first recorded in about 800; that of Macedonia by 802; that of Cephalonia and the Ionian Islands by 809; that of Dyrrachium by about 825; that of Thessalonica by 836. From these coastal bases the re-Hellenization and re-Christianization of the Slav interior could be undertaken. Above all, the iconoclastic controversy was finally settled in 843 with the formal condemnation of iconoclasm and the ‘Restoration of the Images’ – still a major feast-day in the eastern churches – in a resounding affirmation of Christian orthodoxy and imperial authority. A new mood of self-confidence and self-assertion stole imperceptibly over the governing classes in church and state. One symptom or symbol of this mood was the re-foundation of the university of Constantinople by the Emperor Theophilus in the 830s. It was to prove a nursery of scholars, churchmen, administrators and diplomats in the course of the immediately following generations. The empire embarked upon its golden age, which was to last until the disasters of the eleventh century.
Another indication of the new mood was a revived sense of the imperative of mission. The key to understanding the Byzantine empire is the notion that the emperor was the divinely appointed instrument of God for the achievement of His purposes on earth through the diffusion of the orthodox – not quite yet but very nearly the Orthodox – Christian faith. It will be readily appreciated that this notion had its origins in what in an earlier chapter I called ‘the Eusebian accommodation’ in the age of Constantine. This process of diffusion was not quite the same thing as ‘imperialism’ in the crude sense in which the Saxons experienced it at the hands of Charlemagne; though the campaigning sceptres of Byzantine emperors could be sharp enough if the need arose. Rather, the east Roman notion was one of a community or family of peoples, loosely held together by a shared faith and culture in subordination to God’s representative on earth, the father of the family, the emperor. It is no coincidence that the recovery of Byzantine fortunes in the ninth century was accompanied by a concern for Christian evangelism. It was a part of that intricate science and fine art of Byzantine diplomacy. Thus, for example, the re-Hellenization of Greece and the Balkans meant both the Christianization of the Slavs who had settled there and, inseparable from it, their submission to imperial authority. Here is the bookish tenth-century emperor, Constantine Porphyrogenitus:
The nations of those parts, the Croats and Serbs and Zachlumites, Terbuniotes and Kanalites and Diocletians and the Pagani, shook off the reins of the empire of the Romans and became self-governing and independent, subject to none … But in the time of Basil, the Christ-loving emperor [867–86], they sent diplomatic agents, begging and praying him that those of them who were unbaptised might receive baptism and that they might be, as they had originally been, subject to the empire of the Romans; and that glorious emperor, of blessed memory, gave ear to them and sent out an imperial agent and priests with him and baptised all of them that were unbaptised of the aforesaid nations, and after baptising them he then appointed for them princes whom they themselves approved and chose, from the family which they themselves loved and favoured.4
The conversion of Serbia did not go quite like that, but the passage shows us how governing circles in Constantinople looked out upon their world, and makes it a little easier to understand Constantinople’s positive reaction to Rastislav’s request for Christian teachers in 862. We are also better placed to understand the reluctance of Khan Boris to seek his teachers from the same quarter. The empire was the traditional foe of the Bulgarians. To accept Christianity from Constantinople would be to acknowledge the suzerainty of its emperor. Krum had made Bulgaria great, with Tengri’s help, by defeating emperors, not by submitting to them. Boris, therefore, determined to look elsewhere.


Here for the moment we must leave the Byzantine empire and turn to the German background, best approached by way of the history of the church in Bavaria. After the withering away of Roman imperial rule in the provinces of Raetia and Noricum at the end of the fifth century a principality of Bavaria emerged there in impenetrably obscure circumstances in the course of the sixth century. By the year 600 Bavaria was on the way to achieving some stability under a dynasty of rulers of Frankish origin known as the Agilolfing family. Their relations with Merovingian Frankish royal power fluctuated in much the same way as did those of other principalities up and down the eastern frontier zone, such as the Frisians. Merovingian lordship over Bavaria seems to have been at its most effective during the first half of the seventh century; thereafter it declined in intensity, to such an extent that during the eighth century the Agilolfing dukes of Bavaria were to all intents and purposes independent sovereign rulers. Charlemagne put an end to this state of affairs when he deposed the last Agilolfing, Tassilo III, in 788 and incorporated Bavaria into his empire.
The geographical position of Bavaria meant that her relations with Italian powers to the south were as significant as those with the Franks to the west. Agilolfing lordship reached deep into the Alps and intermittently beyond them, a force to be reckoned with by Lombard kings at Pavia, Byzantine officials at Ravenna and popes at Rome. The Bavarian princess Theodelinda married, around the year 600, two successive Lombard kings and was the mother and regent for another, King Adaloald (the recipient of the letter from King Sisebut of Spain to which reference was made in Chapter 4). The last of the Agilolfings, Tassilo III, also married a Lombard princess.
As in the Rhineland in the sixth century, pockets of Christianity seem to have survived here and there in Bavaria, particularly at what had been Roman forts or towns. Such, for example, were Castra Batava (Passau) and Iuvavum (Salzburg) – though Salzburg was later to trace the foundation of her cathedral church to St Rupert, a political exile from the Rhineland who migrated to Bavaria in about 690. The Agilolfing dynasty seems to have been Christian from early on, by the early part of the sixth century, well before the time of Theodelinda. She busied herself with encouraging the spread of the faith in her native province, in testimony to which archaeologists have noted Italian influences in the early Christian archaeology of seventh-century Bavaria. The Agilolfings welcomed clergy from outside, just as did, let us say, the Anglo-Saxons. Rupert was one such, so was Emmeram at Regensburg and Corbinian at Freising. So too was Boniface, when he re-organized the Bavarian bishoprics in 739–40. Yet another was the Irishman Virgil, who came to the continent as a peregrinus in 743 and gravitated to Bavaria, where he became bishop of Salzburg in 747. There may well have been Italian clerics active in Bavaria also, possibly emanating from the church of Aquileia in the extreme north-east of Italy.
A Christianized or re-Christianized Bavaria, situated on Latin Christendom’s eastern frontier, naturally became a jumping-off point for missionary work among its pagan Slavonic neighbours. These were the Moravians to the north of the Danube and the Carantanians to its south, the latter squeezed between Bavarians and Avars in what is now eastern Austria and western Hungary.* We should bear in mind, too, that no neat dividing-line separated Bavarian from Slav: there were Slav settlements intermingled amongst the Bavarian and pre-Bavarian populations of the region. When Tassilo III, just after a visit to Rome, founded the monastery of Innichen in 769 it was ‘because of the unbelief of the Slav peoples, to lead them into the way of truth’. A missionary role for this community was envisaged as clearly as for the monks of Echternach or Münster or Corvey. Innichen lies in the Austrian Tyrol on the upper waters of the river Drau (Drava). Its mission field lay down-river, among the Carantanians and beyond them the Croats. Kremsmünster – ‘the monastery on the Krems’, a little to the south of Linz – was another of Tassilo’s foundations. Its surviving foundation charter, from the year 777, makes plain that this house too had missionary responsibilities among the Slavs. Virgil’s successor at Salzburg, Alcuin’s friend Arn, though a native of Bavaria had spent some time as a young man at the monastery of Saint-Amand in Flanders. It is likely that evangelistic concern was fostered in the young Arn by training in the community founded by the great Amandus. As bishop, and from 798 archbishop of Salzburg, Arn would put much effort into the evangelization of the Avars along the lines agreed in 796, and of the Carantanian Slavs. It was Arn too who, building upon foundations laid by the scholarly Virgil, encouraged the growth of a splendid library at Salzburg. This example was followed in others among the religious communities of Bavaria. Here as in other contexts we can see the close association of scholarship with mission.
The missionary activities of the churchmen of Salzburg among the Slavs of Carantania are described in some detail in a work known as the Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum (The Conversion of the Bavarians and Carantanians).5 This is a short pamphlet which was composed at Salzburg in 870 in somewhat turbulent circumstances
which we shall come to later on. Briefly, the Conversio was a defence of Salzburg’s ecclesiastical claims over its Slav neighbours against interlopers from the Byzantine empire. The clergy of Salzburg claimed the Carantanians for themselves because Salzburg alone and unaided had undertaken the task of evangelizing them. It would be an understatement to say that the Conversio is polemical and partisan. However, the story that it has to tell was firmly based upon records preserved at Salzburg and it seems to be credible not only in its main lines but in much of its detail too. As often, we need to be alert to the kind of things which its anonymous author chose not to tell us. The Conversio offers us one of the most lively accounts of the operations of an early medieval mission station that has come down to us, which makes it worth quoting at some length. Here is what it has to tell us of the growth of Christianity among the Carantanians during the episcopate of Bishop Virgil of Salzburg. I have inserted dates and modern place-names, where ascertainable, in brackets. The passage translated here opens during the sway in the 740s of the Carantanian chieftain called Boruth or Boruta.
Not long afterwards the Avars began to press heavily upon the Carantanians with fierce attacks. Their leader at that time, by name Boruth, sent to the Bavarians telling them of the imminent attack of an Avar army and asked them to come to his aid. They came in haste, defeated the Avars, strengthened the Carantanians and subjected them and all their territory to the overlordship of the kings [i.e. of the Agilolfing dukes of Bavaria who were sometimes styled king]. They carried hostages with them back to Bavaria. Among these hostages was the son of Boruth, by name Cacatius [or Gorazd] whom his father asked to be brought up in a Christian manner and to be made a Christian; and this was done [c. 743]. He asked the same for Cheitmar [or Hotimir] his brother’s son. When Boruth died [c. 750] the Bavarians … sent Cacatius, now a Christian, back to the Slavs at their request. The Slavs made him their duke. But he died in the third year after this [c. 752]. Once more, at the request of the Carantanians and with the agreement of King Pippin, Cheitmar, now a Christian, was sent back to them. Lupus the priest, ordained from the church of Salzburg to the island called Awa on the lake of Cheming [the Chiemsee] gave to Cheitmar his nephew, by name Maioranus, who had already been ordained priest. And because he was Cheitmar’s godfather, Lupus the priest instructed him to submit himself with a devout will to the church of Salzburg for ecclesiastical guidance. The Carantanians received Cheitmar and made him their duke. He was accompanied by Maioranus, who had been ordained by the holy Virgil in the church of Salzburg. Maioranus instructed Cheitmar to bow his head to that same church in God’s service. And Cheitmar did this, and promised that he would be obedient to that see. This vow he kept, and every year he performed his service there, and he always received Christian teaching and ministry from Salzburg for as long as he lived.
After some time had passed the aforesaid Cheitmar, duke of the Carantanians, asked Bishop Virgil to visit his people and to strengthen them resolutely in the faith. At the time [c. 757] the bishop was unable to do this himself, but in his place he sent a bishop called Modestus to instruct that people, and with Modestus the priests Watto, Reginbert, Gozharius and Latinus, and Eckhard the deacon together with other clergy. Bishop Virgil gave Modestus permission to consecrate churches and to ordain clergy in accordance with canon law, and told him to undertake nothing which was contrary to the decrees of the holy Fathers. Going among the Carantanians they dedicated there the church of St Mary [Maria Saal, north of Klagenfurt] and another at the town of Liburnia [Lurnfeld, near Spittal] and another at Undrimas [Pölshals] and more in several other places. Bishop Modestus stayed there until the end of his life [c. 763].
On the bishop’s death Cheitmar again asked Bishop Virgil to come to him, if it were possible. But Virgil declined, because the disturbances which we call carmula had broken out [c. 763; we do not know what the carmula was]. However, after taking advice, he sent the priest Latinus there. But not long afterwards, on the outbreak of further disturbances, Latinus came back. When the carmula had been suppressed Bishop Virgil sent out the priest Madalhoh and after him the priest Warmann.
When Cheitmar died [769] and disorder broke out there was no priest there for some years, until Duke Waltunc sent once again to Bishop Virgil and asked him to send priests there. The bishop then [772] sent them Haimo the priest and Reginbald the priest, and Maioranus the deacon and other clergy. Not long afterwards he sent there the same Haimo, and Dupliterus and Maioranus the priests, and other clergy with them. Later he sent them Gozharius the priest, Maioranus and Erchanbert; after them, the priests Reginbald and Reginhere; and then the priests Maioranus and Augustine; and later, Reginbald and Gundarius. And all this was done in the time of Bishop Virgil [who died in 784].
Salzburg thus got its initial foothold among the Carantanians by means of the princely hostages, the son and nephew of Boruth. There are hints of an ecclesiastical dynasty in Lupus the priest – godfather of the returning Christian prince Cheitmar – and his nephew Maioranus. The team of clergy sent with Bishop Modestus consolidated Salzburg’s ecclesiastical empire. When times were dangerous clergy would travel to and fro as circumstances permitted, some of them like Maioranus evidently making a speciality of the Carantanian ‘run’. And there are further hints of family operations in the trio Reginbert, Reginbald and Reginhere, whose shared name-element suggests a blood relationship.
The Conversio also offers us the following tale, or perhaps we should say fable. It concerns a certain Ingo, incorrectly described in the text as a secular leader in Carantania. In reality he was probably another representative of the Salzburg clerical community active in the mission field during the last fifteen years of the eighth century. The tale sheds some light on the missionary tactics which the clergy of Salzburg liked to remember and celebrate at the time that this pamphlet was composed.
Ingo used to invite serfs who were believers to his table, and those who were their lords, if unbelievers, he forced to sit outside like dogs, putting down bread and meat and glasses of wine that was cloudy in front of them, that thus they should take their food; but he ordered that the serfs should be served from golden plates. When the great men who had been excluded asked him, ‘Why are you treating us like this?’ he replied, ‘You are not worthy, with your unwashed bodies, to have dealings with those who have been reborn in the holy fount [of baptism]. Out of my house and eat your food like dogs!’ As a result of this they positively rushed to be instructed in the holy faith and be baptised. And so the Christian faith quickly grew.
The Conversio goes on to emphasize the continuing missionary responsibility of the church of Salzburg under Archbishop Arn (784–821) and the extension of this responsibility to embrace Pannonia as well as Carantania after Charlemagne’s defeat of the Avars.* It relates how Theodoric was consecrated a missionary bishop for Carantania-Pannonia by Arn in 799, and how Theodoric’s successors Otto and Osbald were consecrated by Arn’s successors Adalram (821–36) and Liupram (836–59).
The Conversio also dwells in some detail on the relations between the church of Salzburg and the Slav prince Pribina. The latter, as we have already seen, ruled a Slav principality next to Moravia based in the valley of the river Nitra (Neutra). Pribina had married a Bavarian and therefore Christian wife. The possible significance of this marriage is worth pondering in the light of such earlier mixed marriages as those of Ethelbert and Bertha or Edwin and Ethelburga. The Conversio records that Archbishop Adalram consecrated a church ‘beyond the Danube in the place called Nitra’. This church, consecrated probably in about 827, may have been built for the use of Pribina’s Christian wife and her entourage. A few years afterwards, in about 833, Pribina was expelled from Nitra by Mojmir of Moravia. The exile sought refuge at the court of King Louis the German, ‘at whose command’, the Conversio tells us, he was baptized a Christian. The ceremony took place in a church on an estate belonging – and surely not a surprise – to the church of Salzburg. Louis subsequently established Pribina at Moosburg (Zalavár) at the western end of Lake Balaton. Archaeologists have excavated the remains of a formidable stronghold there and, beneath the stone foundations of an eleventh-century church, the remains of its wooden ninth-century precursor. This neatly confirms the evidence of the Conversio that in 850 Archbishop Liupram consecrated a church built by Pribina ‘at his fortress in the woods and marshes beside the river Zala’, a description which corresponds to that low-lying country. The priest to whom the church was entrusted by the archbishop, one Dominic, had previously served in the chancery of Louis the German. There was thus no doubting who was in charge of ecclesiastical life at Zalavár. Dominic came as Salzburg’s man. He was also a man whose previous administrative experience would have enabled him to school Pribina in the habits and techniques of Christian rulership. On the same journey Archbishop Liupram consecrated two more churches. One had been built by a priest named Sandrat, probably a native of the diocese of Salzburg, on land near Zalavár in the possession of Pribina’s son Kocel (Kotsel, Chozil). The other had been built by Ermperht the priest, probably a member of a Bavarian family in the retinue of Pribina. At Pribina’s request Liupram sent masons, carpenters, smiths and painters from Salzburg, who built two further churches at Zalavár. Before his death in 859 Archbishop Liupram had consecrated fourteen other churches at named places in Pannonia, at least one of which was dedicated to Salzburg’s own St Rupert. All the successors of Dominic as priest to the princely court at Zalavár were drawn from the Salzburg community. Throughout his life Pribina never wavered in his devotion to the see of Salzburg, boasted the Conversio. After his death, probably in 860 or 861, his son Kocel inherited his power and his loyalties. In 864 Archbishop Adalwin of Salzburg spent Christmas at Kocel’s court at Zalavár and subsequently consecrated six new churches, providing each with its own priest, presumably from Salzburg. In the course of the next three years he consecrated five more. Salzburg’s grip on the Christian life of Pannonia must have seemed unshakeably secure.
Owing to the survival of the Conversio we are enabled to see with unusual clarity how Salzburg’s ‘ecclesiastical colonialism’ worked. It cannot be doubted that had there survived a comparable narrative from the Bavarian bishopric of Passau it would have told a similar tale about the Christian life of Moravia. As things are, we have to make do with mere fragments of information: Mojmir’s baptism in about 822, the mass baptism of his followers in 831. The archaeological record helps us a little. In addition to the princely residence, the houses and the workshops excavated at Mikulčice there were also discovered the foundations of several churches which dated from the first half of the ninth century, presumably commissioned by Mojmir and Rastislav. On the analogy of Zalavár we are probably on safe ground in assuming that these princely churches would have been staffed by incoming German clergy obligingly supplied by the bishops of Passau. At Pohansko, at the confluence of the river Dyje with the Morava, not far from today’s Breclav, there has been excavated a settlement, with a church, on a more modest scale than the princely centre at Mikulčice. If correctly interpreted as the dwelling of a nobleman we have here a hint of the adhesion of the Moravian aristocracy to the new faith.
King Louis the German and his Bavarian bishops would have regarded the Moravians, Carantanians and Pannonians as lying within the range of their influence, being in some sense subject to their authority. The Christianization of these peoples was a concomitant of their subjection. But we must be cautious about accepting the German view of matters uncritically. The Slav principalities were as awkward for a ninth-century German ruler to manipulate as, shall we say, the Frisians – or indeed the Bavarians – had been for Frankish kings of the eighth. Quite possibly, given their wealth, the Slavs were a good deal more difficult to manipulate. The pressure of German claims and German overlordship was one that varied in weight and intensity as to time and place. Rastislav owed his coming to power in Moravia in 846 to Louis’s assistance: but within a few years he was harbouring German exiles and by the 860s he was playing an active part in the squabbling between the sons of the now elderly Louis over their prospective shares in the inheritance. If the political scene on the southeastern frontiers of Germany was more complicated than our sources permit us to take the full measure of, so too was the ecclesiastical one. Rulers like Rastislav and Pribina were perfectly capable of ‘shopping around’ in the ecclesiastical market-place. There is some reason to suppose that both men independently made approaches to the pope in about 860, presumably in an attempt to outflank the German bishops, though seemingly nothing came of these moves. The archaeological evidence reveals influences from another Italian quarter. Several of the early Moravian churches display architectural features which have their closest parallels in the north-east of Italy. If we ask how they came to be there, the most plausible answer is, through the agency of the church of Aquileia. The patriarchate of Aquileia, at the head of the Adriatic, long preceding Venice as a mercantile and Christian city, cherished long-standing if shadowy claims to the spiritual headship of the middle Danube region to her north. The monasteries in the hinterland of Aquileia – Cividale, Sesto and others – were as well-placed as Innichen or Kremsmünster to undertake missionary work among the Slavs. Already in 811 Charlemagne had been called upon to give a ruling in some contention between Aquileia and Salzburg over competing claims in the Carantanian region. One could not ask for clearer evidence that the narrative of the Conversio was being, well, economical with the truth in its portrayal of Salzburg’s selfless and solitary efforts to bring God’s word to the Carantanians.


There is therefore much that we do not and shall never know about the fluctuating pattern of relationships in the Danube basin during the middle years of the ninth century. If we knew a little more about them we might be able to recover the immediate background to the startling events of the 860s. We should also give much for a precise chronology of those events. But it is no good moaning about what we don’t have. Let us instead try to make sense of what we do.
In 862 Khan Boris of Bulgaria had a meeting with King Louis the German on the Danube near Vienna. He sought an alliance with the German king as an escape-route from the prospect of Constantinople’s stifling embrace, in return for which he undertook to accept Christianity from the German church. As an immediate riposte to this Rastislav of Moravia, feeling the pincers of Germans and Bulgarians closing upon him, sent an embassy to the Byzantine emperor Michael III requesting Christian teachers for his people. The Byzantine response was speedy and positive. Two brothers, Cyril and Methodius, were sent to Rastislav’s court in the year 863.
Cyril and Methodius were very remarkable men. Their careers were recorded in vitae composed shortly after their deaths, which occurred respectively in 869 and 885. The Life of Cyril, possibly composed by his brother, must have been in existence by 882. The Life of Methodius, probably composed by his disciple Clement of Ohrid (Ochrida), seems to have been written in or shortly after 886.6 Though these Lives were composed in accordance with hagiographical convention it is generally agreed that most of what they have to tell us is reliable. The brothers were natives of Thessalonica, the sons of a wealthy nobleman who occupied a high position in government service. Methodius was the elder of the two by several years, born in about 815. He studied law as a young man, entered the civil service and quickly rose to become what his biographer obscurely calls ‘governor of a Slav province’. It is presumed that this indicates prominent administrative rank in one of the recently established themes of the northern Greek or Adriatic coastline. Methodius seemed to be on course for a distinguished career among the empire’s governing elite. But in middle life he threw all this over and became a monk in one of the several monasteries on Mount Olympus.* This would have been in about 850.
His younger brother Cyril, meanwhile, was making a name for himself in the intellectual circles of the capital. Born in about 825, Cyril was a child prodigy, a precocious learner who quickly exhausted the scholastic resources of Thessalonica. A timely exercise of patronage enabled him to continue his studies in Constantinople. At the recently restored university he was fortunate to sit at the feet of Leo, known as ‘the Mathematician’ – though his expertise ranged much more widely – the foremost teacher of his day. Another of his masters was Photius, perhaps the most encyclopaedic intellect ever to flourish in Byzantium, later to become the distinguished and controversial patriarch of Constantinople. When Photius left the university to take up a leading post in the imperial chancery Cyril was promoted to the chair of philosophy which he had vacated. At the time he can hardly have been more than about twenty-four. Because of the intimate association in Constantinople between scholarship and government, the empire’s leading professor of philosophy was in no sense withdrawn from the world. He was a public figure, potentially available for public service. The branch of service in which he was chosen to represent the empire was foreign diplomacy. This was partly because of his intellectual stature: envoys were often called upon to engage in scholarly debate with their opposite numbers. We may suspect that Cyril was chosen for this role also because of his extraordinary talent for languages. The first such embassy on which he served took him to the court of the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil in Mesopotamia. Another took him to the ruler of the Khazars, beyond the Black Sea.
By this time the brothers had come together again. Cyril had spent some time with Methodius in his Olympian monastery in the mid-850s, and both brothers served on the Khazar embassy of 860–61. The Khazars had long occupied a critically important place in the web of Byzantine diplomacy. They had blocked the advance of Islamic armies through the Caucasus and on to the south Russian steppe, an advance which would have given access to and quite probably possession of Christian Europe. Now the Khazars were to be schooled for a new role, against new enemies. In June 860 a fleet of 200 ships had sailed into the Bosphorus. From them had disembarked an army of Scandinavian Vikings from what we now call Russia, who proceeded to plunder the suburbs on Constantinople. The attackers had achieved complete surprise and in the short space that their raid lasted they did considerable damage and inspired great terror. We can re-live something of that terror in two homilies delivered by Photius, now patriarch, one during the emergency and one immediately after the Vikings’ departure. As during the Avar siege of 626 the Virgin Mary had not failed her beloved city. ‘At the time when, denuded of all help and deprived of human alliance, we were spiritually led on by holding fast to our hopes in the Mother of the Word, our God.’7 Constantinople’s most precious relic, the Virgin’s robe, had been solemnly processed about the walls; and the enemy had withdrawn. But human stratagem as well as divine aid had to be resorted to in an attempt to guard against this new enemy. Hence the embassy to the Khazars. They were to be persuaded to attack the Russians.
The biographers of Cyril and Methodius make no allusion to these political manoeuvrings. For them the Khazar embassy had a primarily religious goal: to urge the Khazars to become Christians. In the context of Byzantine diplomacy this made sound sense. Ideally, the Khazars were to be encouraged to turn themselves into good Christians and loyal sons of the imperial family of nations. In the event, Cyril and Methodius were too late. The Khazars had for long – and most intriguingly – been hesitating between Judaism, Christianity and Islam. By the middle years of the ninth century the influence of the Jewish rabbis in Khazar ruling circles was approaching dominance. During the third quarter of the century the Khazar people became officially Judaic in 