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1. Introduction
The invasions of the Slavs, Avars, Antes, and Bulgars in the Balkan provinces of the Byzantine
Empire during the 6th and 7th centuries have become the de facto explanation for the changes in
coin circulation that we see in the Northern Balkans in this period.1 The increased hoarding and the
decreased number of coins, both in excavations and stray finds, have been used by various scholars
for demonstrating the depopulation of the Balkans,2 tracing the paths of allegedly unknown
invasions,3 and proving the loss of Byzantine control over these provinces.4 Traditional
scholarship, rooted in and therefore strongly influenced by discourses of meta-narratives like
communism and nationalism, has tried to look for arguments in favor either of continuities and
discontinuities in the region to suit the dominant meta-narrative in a particular country.5 However,
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more recent work by a number of scholars, notably Florin Curta, Andrei Gândilǎ, Alexander
Sarantis, and many others, has problematized the methodological approaches that have been used
to draw these conclusions, the lack of comparative perspectives with other regions of the Byzantine
Empire, and the biases of different “national” schools of historiography and numismatics.
Monocausality – the idea of using the “barbarian invasions” as both a cause and effect of the
financial and political troubles that the Byzantine Empire encountered in the course of the 6th and
7th centuries – risks simplifying complex processes that involve issues of supply and demand, land
and tax administration, fluid political and cultural identities on the Roman frontier, and land use
change to a simple narrative of conflict, destruction, and cultural-economic decline. Unfortunately,
their focus on the late 6th century has left the changes of the 7th century and their effects in the 8th
century outside of the scope of their works. This is why this paper attempt to qualify the impact of
the barbarian invasions by putting the economic approach of Curta, the comparative framework of
Gândilǎ, and the scientific analyses of Sarantis in conversation with the archaeological and
numismatic evidence for the changes in the 7th and 8th century. It will argue that the “barbarian
invasions” should not be used as the decisive reason for the observed disruption in coin circulation
in the interior of the Northern Balkans. Instead, economic patterns of supply and demand (inflation,
lack of metal, imports of annona) and societal changes (ruralization, evacuation or destruction of
military garrisons) would have played a more important role and would help explain why coin
circulation in the Northern Balkans did not recover from the invasions between 615 and 628 in the
same way that it had recovered from previous invasions in the 550s and 570s-580s.
2. Methodology and key terms
In order to accomplish this task, it is first necessary to provide the reader with an introduction
to the key terms and geography of the Balkans, as well as the methodological approach of this
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paper. The question that this paper tries to answer is whether a causal link exists between the Slavic
invasions and the disruption of monetary supply in the Northern Balkans at the end of the 6th and
especially during the 7th century. To do this, we have to look at the different kinds of numismatic,
archaeological, and numismatic evidence and see whether there exist alternative modes of
explanation that give a more nuanced and realistic picture of the Late Antique Balkans than the
simple “barbarian invasion” model.
In section 3, a brief outline of the invasions will be presented for historical reference. The
following section will discuss the most cited numismatic argument in favor of the destructionist
theory — coin hoards — as well as the limitations of this kind of evidence. The fifth section will
deal with the description of the numismatic data from museum collections, stray finds, and
excavations. Section 6 will turn to the archaeological evidence, its previous interpretations, and the
implications of examining it together with the numismatic finds. The penultimate section will
discuss the scientific data and textual interpretations, provided by Sarantis. In the final section, all
of the evidence will be brought together in a common analysis that will yield a new reading for the
role of the Slavic invasions and will contain the conclusions to this paper.
The key terms will be introduced here. Due to the difficulty of determining the ethnic origin
of a particular group of invaders, “barbarian,” while an imperfect term, will be used for simplicity
to refer to the different ethnic groups inhabiting the lands beyond the Danube. The term
“Byzantine,” while anachronistic, has become an important part of the technical jargon of the
historian and numismatist. This is why “Eastern Roman” and “Byzantine” will be used
interchangeably in this paper in referring to towns, provinces, and the coinage. The terms Slavic,
Avar, and Bulgar/Kutrigur will be used only when a strong link has been established in the
historiography between an ethnic group and a particular event (e.g. the settlement of the Bulgars
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on the Danube in 680). “Balkans” will be
used in a vein similar to “Northern
Balkans” in the FLAME database, which
includes the Byzantine provinces of
Scythia Minor, Moesia II/Lower Mysia,
Haemimont, Thracia, Dacia Ripensis,
Dacia

Mediterranea,

Dardania,

Prevalitana, and Upper Moesia), as seen
in figure 1. “Western Balkans” will refer
to Dalmatia and Pannonia. Illyricum will
be used to refer to the northern provinces
of the Diocese of Illyricum, whereas the
Thracian Diocese will be mentioned in full. “Barbaricum” will be used to describe all the lands not
under Byzantine control beyond the Danube in present-day Romania, Hungary, and Moldavia. In
this paper, denominations of gold will be marked as solidus (pl. solidi) and tremissis (pl. tremisses),
while for silver only the hexagrams of the Heraclian dynasty will be mentioned. The bronze
denominations will be marked predominantly with their numerical value with the exception of follis
(pl. folles) for the 40-nummi pieces and half-follis for the 20-nummi pieces.
3. Historical chronicle of the “barbarian invasions”
The reassertion and reintegration of the Danubian limes after the extreme pressure of the 5th
century has been attributed to Anastasius I.6 Between 513 and 518, the Balkans were the location
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of the rebellion of the pretender Vitalian.7 Justin I then strengthened the Danubian limes and
presided over a period of peace.8 Justinian’s reign oversaw both the construction of fortifications
on the Danubian limes and invasions by different barbarian groups in the 540s and 550s.9 Despite
the successful diplomacy of Justinian, military confrontations began anew under Justin II,
increasing in severity under Tiberius II and Maurice.10 The Avars achieved their first victory over
the Byzantines in 574.11 The city of Sirmium fell to the Avars in 582.12 The city of Thessalonica
was besieged at least 6 times in the next 100 years.13 Augustae, Singidunum, and Anchialus would
all be captured in the next 3 years.14 Under Maurice, the Avars and Slavs were pushed back, leading
to victories for the Byzantines at Novae, beyond the Danube, in Dalmatia, and at Viminacium.15
However, after ordering an army to camp north of the Danube, Maurice was overthrown and
replaced by Phocas. While the theory concerning the fall of the limes under the reign of Phocas has
been all but completely rejected,16 the major sections of the limes would have been overrun between
614–615 and the Siege of Constantinople in 626.17 Despite Heraclius’s victory in the war and the
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reconquest campaigns undertaken by Constans II, the region was officially lost after the invasion
of the Bulgars in 680–681, which established the Bulgarian Khanate in the former Byzantine
provinces of Scythia Minor, Moesia II, and Dacia Ripensis.18 To the 670s and 680s must be also
dated the attacks of Kuber in Macedonia and the attempts of emperor Justinian II to reestablish
control over the Slavs around Thessalonica.19 The Zagore area in Thracia was ceded to Bulgaria in
705 and the European provinces of the empire would continue to be harassed up until the Arab
siege of Constantinople in 717–718.20 The Balkans would then enjoy a period of peace until the
reign of Constantine V, who would launch his first campaigns to reassert imperial control in the
750s.21 A more precise discussion for the destruction of fortresses on the Danubian limes will be
included in section 6.
4. Coin hoards – symbols of destruction or inflation?
The arguments that numismatists most use to demonstrate the adverse effects of the barbarian
invasions on coin circulations are coin hoards. Hoards have been used extensively for the
reconstruction of historical events, even being used as tools for discovering invasions, unmentioned
in the historical record, and for proving the “slavisation” of the Balkans.22 However, this section
will argue that “barbarian invasions” are an arbitrary and often unsubstantiated for observed
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patterns of hoarding. Instead, an argument will be made in favor of economic explanations for this
phenomenon.
Now, it is true that 70% of all hoards in Mysia II and Scythia from the 5th–7th century were
deposited between the 570s and 602, a period of intense military confrontation with the invading
“barbarians.”23 However, as bluntly stated by Jordan Tabov, “[i]n the most cases people hide
money not because of war danger but for other reasons”.24 According to Florin Curta, there have
been no hoards deposited between 580 and 680 in Thracia,25 a region which was situated on the
Via Diagonalis that led directly to Constantinople and which would surely not have been bypassed
by the “barbarians” during their marches toward Constantinople and Thessalonica. The distribution
of hoards, which cluster along the Danube, fortress sites, and major roads, would paradoxically
“indicate that large tracts in the western and central parts were not touched by invasions at all.”26
Similarly, if we move outside of our time period, we would expect the numerous incursions
of the Bulgarians in modern Southern Bulgaria during the 8th and 9th centuries to yield a large
number of hoards as people fled from the invasions and raids, but we see no such hoarding frenzy.27
In addition, it is often assumed that coins would reach a particular region immediately after being
minted.28 However, this is far from certain. Even if we assume that the Byzantine economy was
able to supply all cities of the empire with freshly minted coins, we know that these coins would
continue to circulate for decades. For example, the Obârşeni coin hoard included coins of Phocas
alongside coins of Heraclius and Constans II, meaning that the coins of Phocas would have
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circulated for 50 years in the context of the “barbarian takeover” of the Balkans between 615 and
626.29 This is why using hoards as a precise dating mechanism is extremely unreliable, because the
only thing that the latest coin can tell us is a terminus post quem, the earliest possible date for the
deposition of this hoard.30
In order to better illustrate that the correlation between “barbarian invasions” and hoarding
is indeed weaker than has been previously assumed, let us turn to a brief analysis of the coin hoards,
discovered in the Northern Balkans between 600 and 750, something which, to my best knowledge,
has not been previously undertaken by scholars. To achieve this, we can easily turn to the
monumental catalog of hoards in the Balkans and Asia Minor by Morrisson, Popović, and
Ivanišević.31 The 1912 Akalan hoard was explained by the great Avar offensive in 626 despite the
final coin of Heraclius being minted sometime between 616 and 629.32 It is not necessary for this
coin to have been minted before the Avar invasion of 626. It might well have been minted in 616
and deposited in 626, but it could also very well have been minted in 627, 628, or 629, and so the
decision to tie it with the invasion is tenuous and arbitrary. A similar uncertainty is found for the
solidi hoard from Çatalca, dated to 626 despite the latest solidi being minted between 613 and
629.33 The 1980 Nanovica hoard and the 1984 Nova Mahala hoard were both attributed to a Slavic
invasion in 570/571 that was not mentioned in any of our written records. 34 All three hoards from
Mesemvria (Nesebar 1947,35 Nesebar 1975,36 and Nesebar 198037) were attributed to “barbarian
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invasions” (2 of them to the Bulgarian invasion in 680-681). However, while the sources tell us
that Constantine IV was forced to leave the front and return to Mesemvria to treat a severe case of
gout,38 precipitating a panic among the Byzantine troops and causing their defeat against the
Bulgarians at the Ongal, we have no information from the sources about a siege to Mesemvria or
the Bulgarians even approaching the city. Indeed, such an attack would not have been possible
without the Bulgarians taking Varna (Odessus) to the north, where the defeated Byzantine troops
had retreated. So, it is unclear what the relationship would have been between the Bulgarian
invasions and the deposition of the hoards in Mesemvria. Moreover, despite the fact that there is a
gap between the coins of Heraclius in the earliest hoard and those of Constans II in the later hoards,
we have examples of these issues in the collection of the city museum (see next section). It is also
surprising that the c. 50 years of circulation for the coins of Maurice in the earliest hoard have not
prompted the authors to consider a similar length of circulation for the final coins of Heraclius,
minted between 613 and 629, in that same hoard. The coins of Constans II would have also
circulated for 3 or 4 decades.39 The 1957 Gorna Orjahovica hoard has been dated to 629-632
without any provided explanation.40 Similar hoards in Dalmatia, which closed in the 640s, have
been attributed to payments of donativa.41 The 1967 Varna solidi hoard was dated to the 690s
without taking into consideration the 90 years of circulation of the earliest coins of Phocas from
607 in the midst of the “barbarian invasion” period.42 It is also interesting to note that this hoard
was deposited in the 690s, when a period of peace existed between the Bulgarian Khanate and the
Byzantine Empire. This runs counter to the logic of linking military conflicts with hoards. The
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1967 Sofia hoard and the Lozenec hoard are both attributed to periods of invasions – that of the
Slavs toward Thessalonica in 615 and that of the Bulgars in the 680s.43 While the first one may be
conceivable, since Serdica was situated on a key rote to the Strymon Valley and Thessalonica, the
second one is quite questionable, since the Bulgarian operations never threatened Serdica in 680.
We can also add to this discussion the hoard from Aquae Calidae – Termopolis around Burgas,
discovered in 2012 and previously attributed by Drazheva and Momtchilov to the BulgaroByzantine battle of Anchialus in 708 and more broadly to the military confrontation between the
Byzantines and the Bulgarians in the end of the 7th and the start of the 8th century by Paunov.44
However, Klasnakov has recently redated this hoard to the middle or second half of the 8th century
based on the heavy wear on the gold coins, a testament to intensive and long-term circulation.45 To
sum up, tying the deposition of hoards to military developments is a problematic endeavor that
cannot be used ad libitum to determine the effect of the “barbarian invasions” on coin circulation
in the Northern Balkans.
This is not to say that no hoards whatsoever can be associated with barbarian invasions by
taking note of the archaeological context, the type of finds, and literary sources. The 1938
Constanţa hoard ends with a half-follis, minted in Rome between 670 and 680, and so it might be
put in connection with the Bulgarian occupation (not invasion) of these lands in 680–681.46 The
1953 Caričin Grad D hoard was discovered in a burned building.47 The Bargala B hoard included
2 coins of Phocas alongside hidden jewelry, which might make us more willing to presume that the
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owner wanted to hide this deposit due to the Avar-Slav invasions.48 All the hoard including
hexagrams and other silver coins (Galaţi 1946, Valea Teilor, Valandovo, Vrežina 1934, and
Stejanovci)49 can be tied to payments and bribes for barbarian chieftains, if we accept Curta and
Gândilǎ’s argument for the ceremonial use of silver coins in barbaricum.50 The hoards in
barbaricum would similarly either be booty from incursions, ransoms for POWs, bribes from
Byzantines, or would have fulfilled a ceremonial purpose (combined explanations are also
possible). These hoards can, therefore, be tied with political developments, albeit very cautiously
and with a strict understanding of their non-monetary purpose.51 The 1944/1945 Drăgăşani hoard,52
the 1831 Firtuşu (Lupeni) gold hoard,53 the 1968 Horgeşti bronze hoard,54 the 1950 Krnova hoard
(which includes bronze coins from ancient Carthage),55 the 1938 Movileni bronze hoard,56 the 1945
Obârşeni (Voineşti) hoard,57 the 1965 Priseaca hexagram hoard,58 the 1942/1943 Râncăciov hoard
(including coins from Nero to Heraclius),59 the 1976 Udeşti hoard,60 and the 1939 Vârtop hoard
could all be interpreted as part of this context.61
Therefore, the temporal correlation between the latest coins in a hoard and a concurrent
“barbarian invasion” cannot by itself prove that the deposition of that particular hoard was caused
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by military activity by either imperial soldiers or “barbarians.” The latest coin in a hoard can serve
as nothing more than a terminus post quem for the deposition of this hoard. The only way to reliably
tie hoards to “barbarian invasions” is to try to establish the concordance between different kinds of
evidence, which are not always known or knowable: the possible stratigraphy of finds, the
composition and size of the finds, and the attestation of the presence of non-Roman troops in a
region by more than one literary source. Therefore, Custurea’s assertion that the Bulgarian invasion
of 680 put an end to all economic life between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean and that hoards
“illustrate the state of insecurity that ruled over the province's territory, a state that will also be
installed in areas closer to the imperial capital” should not be taken at face value and should, indeed,
be held to closer scrutiny.62 After all, it is not immediately clear how exactly a Bulgarian invasion
in Mysia II and Scythia adversely affects circulation in Macedonia and Thracia.
Now, let us attempt to introduce possible economic explanations for these apparent
contradictions between the limited information we have about the context of individual hoards and
their ubiquitous use in tracing barbarian invasions and proving the depopulation and devastation
of the region. Florin Curta has proposed turning to economic explanations. After analyzing all the
hoards deposited after 570, Curta discovered that these groups contained a smaller number of coins
compared with the previous period.63 These were mostly composed of smaller fractions of the follis,
which would have been deposited due to the rising inflation of bronze coins during the reign of
Justin II and the early reign of Tiberius II.64 A reasonable explanation for why these coins were not
dug up in times of stability is that they would have become worthless. While there might have been
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a hypothetical possibility for these smaller denomination coins to be melted down and reminted as
folles or half-folles, we have too little certainty about the procurement of metal for the minting of
Byzantine coins to even judge whether such a private initiative would have been possible or even
desirable. According to Professor Alan Stahl:
The basis is that it costs at least as much (probably significantly more) labor costs to
produce a low-value copper-based coin as a higher value silver or gold coin, so the minter
needs an incentive to make the copper-based one. This can be in the form of great overvaluation (fiduciary) value put on the copper coin, but in any case, it's basically a moneylosing proposition, especially to make fine, high-relief coins such as the sestertii of the
Julio-Claudians or the folles of Justinian.65
If this is the case, it is unclear why a Byzantine peasant would travel all the way to Thessalonica
or Constantinople from the Danube just to get a small amount of larger bronze coins, whose
purchasing power would have been weakened by the inflation anyway. It is possible that the owners
of a hoard would have waited for better times, when they would “leave the Balkans at some point,
together with their savings, to invest in or purchase from markets elsewhere in the Empire.”66 This
might be corroborated by the increasing rarity of smaller denominations discovered in Scythia since
the reign of Tiberius II, culminating in an all-folles economy under Heraclius.67 Therefore, we can
see that the decision to stash worthless coins away would have made economic sense. That this
process was, without a doubt, happening at the same time as the “barbarian invasions” does not
make the approach of tying hoards with unknown barbarian invasions less speculative. Therefore,
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such a methodological approach cannot be used as proof of the impact of the barbarian invasions
on coin circulation in the Northern Balkans.
Another limitation of hoard evidence is its episodic character – it is a snapshot of circulation.
This prevents us from viewing “changes” in coin circulation by using hoards as opposed to
“moments” in circulation. Therefore, to study the effects of the “barbarian invasions,” we have to
discuss other kinds of numismatic evidence like single finds, excavations coins, and coins from
museums can and then compare them with the image that we find from hoards. We will turn back
to discussing hoarding, single finds, and the importance of contextuality in the following sections.
5. The numismatic data and its classical interpretations
We will now take a look at the numismatic evidence from single finds, museum collections, and
coins from excavations. The trends that we observe from this type of evidence show a similar decline
in the quantity of coins minted after the mid-6th century that have been found in the region. However,
economic explanations for this pattern, connected with patterns of supply and demand, again seem
to have greater explanatory power than the “barbarian invasions.” In this section, the supply side of
the equation will be presented and an argument will be made that the economic difficulties of the
empire, connected with the shortage of metal, the overburdening of the traditional mints with
quinquennial payments, and the financial crisis under Maurice are a better explanation for the
observed trends in the numismatic data than the simple takeover of the Balkans by the “barbarian
invasions.”
First, let us present the data for analysis. The FLAME Project (Framing the Late Antique and
early Medieval Economy) is an incredible research tool for the historian and numismatist.
Unfortunately, its circulation module is still in its developmental stage and therefore its data is
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limited for this region to 5518
coins, minted between 500 and
750.68 Therefore, its data must
still be complemented by looking
at museum collections, find
reports, and other circulation
studies

for

comparison.

According to the FLAME database,
the largest number of coins reported as
Northern Balkan finds were minted
under the reigns of Justinian and
Justin II. If we then divide the quantity
of coins minted in the reign of an
emperor by the years that they
reigned, however, it appears that coin production under the reign of Justin II and Tiberius II was
more intensive than under the long rule of Justinian I, as can be seen from figure 2. We can see a
sharp drop in the number of coins per year discovered in the Northern Balkans, which date from the
reign of Maurice. This decrease continues until the end of the surveyed period in 750. To see whether
this trend is simply a bias of the database, we have to compare FLAME’s data to museum catalogs
and circulation studies. First, a brief note is required concerning the provenance of these coins and
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their denominations. About 86.24%
of the total number coins in the
FLAME database from the Northern
Balkans are bronze coins. Of the
gold coins, 67% are solidi, 30% are
tremisses, and the rest include
reduced solidi and semisses, as
detailed in figure 3. Only 18 silver coins are present in the FLAME database. These comprise 6
hexagrams, 3 siliquae, 2 ½-siliquae, 2 ⅓-siliquae, 5 ¼-siliquae, and 2 miliaresia. As figure 4 shows,
more than half of the bronze coins in the FLAME database are folles, while the ½-folles come in
second with 31%. Of the other denominations, the bronzes with unknown denominations and the
16-nummi pieces of Thessalonica appear in noticeable quantities, with 5% and 2.5% respectively.
All other denominations account for about or less than a percent of the coins in the FLAME
database. In terms of mints, the largest contributors to circulation were the mints of Constantinople
and Thessalonica, as illustrated in
figure 5. However, as will become
apparent, this is due to a bias in the
FLAME database. In fact, the degree
to which Constantinople dominates
the Balkans is much larger than the
database would have us believe.69 As
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mentioned, the FLAME circulation model is, as of March 20th 2021, still in progress. This
necessitates the comparison with the work of other scholars.
Of these, the most massive work is without a doubt that of Jordan Tabov, who has graphed tens
of thousands of coins from the Bulgarian museums, as can be seen in figure 6. Unfortunately, this
wonderful work was limited to museums in Bulgaria. The work seems to demonstrate a clear decline
in the numbers of discovered coins, which were minted in the years after 400. Furthermore, his data
shows a near-total absence of coins from the period between 600 and 900. On a smaller scale, we
see similar trends appearing in North Illyricum, where Vujadin Ivanišević reports 15 bronze coins
of Phocas at the site of Caričin Grad and Naissus, as well as a single bronze coin of Heraclius from
Naissus.70 He also notes a single solidus of Constans II, dated 661-663.71 As can be seen in table 1,
in his study of Mysia II, Stoyan Mihaylov notes a similar near-absence of coins, calculated in terms
of percent solidi per year (referring to value, not denomination).* The town of Harmanli in
Haemimont, whose coins have been described and studied by Alena Tenchova, shows a similar

Ivanišević, “La Monnaie Paléobyzantine,” 443.
Ivanišević, “La Monnaie Paléobyzantine,” 451.
* Source: Mihaylov, “Етапи в Паричната Циркулация,” 111, figure 1.
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trend, as evidenced from figure 7 even if the
decrease in the number of coins begins under the
reign of Justin I. In Thracia, Kamen Stanev has
described a total of 30 single finds and coins
from excavations (5 gold coins, 2 silver coins,
and 23 bronze coins), as well as 3 hoards
(totaling 52 gold coins and 10 bronze coins) found for the entire period between 626 and the 9th
century.72 According to the author, a similar gap is seen in the Rhodope Mountains.73 The National
Museum in Belgrade has 10 coins of Phocas and 19 coins of Heraclius, 12 coins of Constans II, and
only 2 solidi of Constantine IV.74 In addition, the collection possesses only 36 coins, dating to the
period between Constans II and Michael II (641-829).75 Most of the coins minted after 615,
including imitations of solidi
of

Heraclius,

actually

originated in the Pannonian
Plain, connecting them more
with
circle”

the

“Avar
than

cultural

with

the

Byzantine Empire.76
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Mihaylov has also
described

a

gigantic

decrease of the quantity
of the bronze coins found
in Scythia and Moesia II
from 17 coins/year in the
first 6 years of Heraclius’s rule to 0.52 coins/year for the rest of his reign, as table 2 illustrates.* In
the excavations of Beroe (Augusta Traiana), we have a gigantic gap that lasts from 615 to the 10th
century, except for 4 folles of Leo III, Constantine V, and Leo IV.77 The situation in Scythia is
similar, with a sharp decrease in the number of coins from 166 coins during the reign of Maurice to
66 coins from the reign of Phocas and finally to 19 coins from the long reign of Heraclius,
corresponding to a more gradual decline in nummia/year and shown in table 3.* The Museum in
Zagreb owns 397 coins of Justinian I, 114 coins of Justin II, 18 coins of Justin II, 57 coins of Maurice
(c. 2.85 coins per year), 37 coins of Phocas (c. 4,63 coins per year), 59 coins of Heraclius (c. 2 coins
per year), 22 coins of Constans II (c. 0.81 coins per year), 7 coins of Constantine IV, 2 coins of
Justinian II, and only 1 coin
of

Tiberius

III

and

Anastasius II.78 Fluctuations
of coin supply to the frontier

* Source: Mihaylov. “Seventh-to-eighth Century Byzantine Bronze Coins,” 80, table 1.
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Numismatic Collection. Anastasius I (A.D. 497-581) – Anastasius II (A.D. 713-715)”, Vjesnik Arheološkog muzeja u
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Third
Series
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(1997-1998):
134-135,
https://hrcak.srce.hr/index.php?show=clanak&id_clanak_jezik=39984.

19 | P a g e

provinces under the reign of Maurice have also been noted by Andrei Gândilǎ, as figure 8
demonstrates. Bronze coins after 616 are also rare in private collections.79 On the other hand, the
Museum in Nesebar on the Black Sea coast has 13 coins of Justinian I, 2 coins of Justin I, 1 coin of
Tiberius II, 0 coins of Maurice, 2 coins of Phocas, 8 coins of Heraclius, 13 coins of Constans II, and
2 coins of Constantine IV.80
How can we explain the fact that all other collections and circulation studies show the complete
lack of coins, a decrease in the absolute number of coins, or a decrease in coins per year under
Heraclius and Constans II, while in the Nesebar collection the number of coins of Constans II is the
same as that of Justinian I? All the bronze coins in the museum collection were discovered in the
local area and so the acquisition policy of the museum could not be a possible explanation. Even
though we are surely talking about small numbers compared to all finds in the Balkans, this
difference has been ascribed to the increased importance of the port of Mesemvria in the course of
the invasions, as it became the staging-post for all campaigns in Thracia, Mysia, and Scythia.81 This
explanation

is

quite

ambitious to make on the
basis of 41 coins. Now, after
discussing this outlier, we
should turn to analyzing the
reasons for the pattern that
we see – high numbers of
total coins and of coins per
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year from the reigns of Justinian I and Justin II, a decrease under Tiberius II, and then a decrease or
slight increase under Maurice. More exactly, we need to explain why coins of Heraclius, Constans
II, and Constantine IV appear so rarely in collections and circulation studies in comparison with
coins of Justinian I, Justin II, and even Maurice.
Most of the authors of the different works so far discussed agree on the reason for this
discrepancy: the invasions of the Avars and the Slavs, the destruction that they wrought on the
Balkans, and the weakening of the demographic and economic situation of the region in response to
these invasions.82 Indeed, all of the coins that make their way to the provinces of Scythia, Moesia
II, Thracia, the two Daciae, and Illyricum have been tied to military activity, restoration efforts, or
pure chance. 83 However, this creates a number of issues. First of all, why did this massive change
in circulation happen in the 580s in some places, in the 620s in other places, and not at all in places
like Mesemvria? And why did the Byzantines fail to rebuild the coin circulation in the Northern
Balkans after 626 in the same way as Anastasius I did in the 490s, Justinian I in the 560s, and Phocas
in the 610s? Finally, what was different about the “barbarian invasions” in the 6th century, which
“did not have major consequences”,84 and those of the 7th century, which led to the destruction of
the Danubian limes and the limiting of the circulation of bronze coinage to the coastal settlements
of the Aegean and Black Sea?85 Answering these questions can give us a better idea what drives
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processes of monetization and demonetization in he Northern Balkans and so provide us with a firm
foundation about evaluating the causal link between the “barbarian invasions” and the
demonetization of the Northern Balkans during the 7th century.
In answering these questions, we are extremely beholden to the work of Florin Curta and
especially Andrei Gândilǎ, who have written numerous studies on coin circulation in the 6th century,
its origins, and its patterns of dissemination. We need to always keep in mind that historians and
even some numismatists have been interpreting the material evidence through “preconceived
scenarios in which the numismatic evidence had to play its designated role”.86 These biases, which
we mentioned in the introduction, are as applicable to circulation as they are to hoards and can lead
to circular reasoning, whereby the mass hoarding and the small amount of coins discovered later
prove a “barbarian invasion” and the “barbarian invasion” then explains the presence of hoards and
the absence of circulation.87 Economic explanations, connected with principles of supply and
demand, seem to better elucidate the monetary situation in the Northern Balkans both concerning
hoards and monetary circulation. As we have already mentioned above, the reign of Justin II was a
period of active minting of bronze coins, which was connected with a spiral of inflation. 88 As
Gândilǎ has shown, the importance of this inflation must not be overblown, since the monetary
system seemed to have stayed stable until 616, based on the follis/solidus ratio (which Tiberius II
actually returned to the Justinianic standard), and also since the difference in mint output from the
previous reform period was higher than the difference in purchasing power, meaning that “the
volume of coins produced supersedes the theoretical level of inflation triggered by the devaluation
of the follis.”89 He also suggests putting this process in relation with the withdrawal of the heavy
Gândilǎ, Cultural encounters on Byzantium's Northern Frontier, 173.
Gândilǎ, Cultural encounters on Byzantium's Northern Frontier, 174.
88
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folles of Justinian.90 The problem of the Justinianic follis was indeed its size, which was not
sustainable for long-term minting in the Byzantine economy.91 The decision of Tiberius II in 579 to
celebrate the 5th year of his rule by once again raising the weight of the follis back to the Justinianic
standard was popular, but unsustainable and therefore was quickly abandoned under Maurice.92
Nonetheless, these decisions of Justin II and Tiberius II engendered negative consequences that
manifested themselves in a financial crisis under the reign of Maurice, which can be seen in the
large imbalance between the quantity of coins from the first and second decade of his reign in
hoards, finds, and museum collections on the Danube, in Illyricum, and in Asia Minor.93 Based on
Gândilǎ’s study of empire-wide annual fluctuations in the supply of bronze coinage to the Danube
provinces, the general output of the imperial mints, and the practice of overstriking old coinage, it
appears that the mints of Constantinople, Nicomedia, Cyzicus, and Thessalonica all demonstrated a
pronounced decline in mint activity during the second decade of Maurice’s reign despite the
intensified military activities against the Avars and Slavs.94 Maurice was even forced to reduce his
soldiers’ pay by 25% in 588 due to the lack of cash to cover all required expenses. 95 This is also
proved by the intensification in the minting of lightweight solidi, discovered in the Balkans, and by
the practice of overstriking, which became more and more common throughout his reign. 96 An
added stress on the economy were the reinstated quinquennial payments, abandoned by Justinian,
which required the mobilization of the entire minting capacity of Thessalonica and the Propontic
mints.97 The 15-year anniversary of Maurice’s reign led to an almost complete breakdown of the
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Propontic mints and the Thessalonican mint.98 As Gândilǎ concludes, “[a]fter eight decades of
continuous production of large folles, marked by an inflationary spiral under Justin II, intensive
hoarding, and regular attrition, the government could no longer sustain the same levels of mint
output. It is not a coincidence that the practice of overstriking initiated under Maurice became almost
a norm under Phocas and Heraclius. It is also not a coincidence that the scale of overstriking
diminished considerably from Heraclius to Constans II, when the size of the follis was reduced to a
fraction of its 6th century predecessor.”99 This overstriking continued under the reign of Phocas.100
That the changes in monetary circulation were not restricted to the Northern Balkans can be
seen through comparisons with the other regions of the empire and the lands beyond the Danube.
For example, urban sites in Asia Minor, such as Sardis, Amaseia, Antioch in Pisidia, Side, and
Malatya, demonstrate a continuity until 595, after which the coins of Maurice become scarcer.101
Coin finds in barbaricum also usually seem to follow changes in mint output within the empire
since Justinian’s reign despite their non-monetary function.102 Also, coins minted between 616 and
629 seem to be rare all over the Empire.103 In general, coins minted between the start of the 7th and
the middle of the 9th century are rare everywhere, no matter whether these provinces were or were
not part of the Byzantine Empire.104 Therefore, it seems that the mint organization and the
requirements of the Byzantine economy, alongside the scarcity of metal, seem to explain the huge
changes from the reign of Justin I to the 9th century better than the “barbarian invasions”. This is
further proved by the fact that the “barbarian” pressure on the Northern Balkans does not seem to
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have directly affected the output of mints, especially Thessalonica, which has been studied in detail
by Gândilǎ.105 As the author points out, “the evidence discussed in the following pages shows that
quinquennial payments and regular salaries, rather than unforeseen military expenditure, were the
driving force behind the volume of mint output at Thessalonica”.106 This is an extremely important
point, because the production of the Thessalonican mint dominated the lands of Illyricum since the
end of the reign of Justinian.107 It also played a pivotal role in supplying the two Daciae, Dalmatia,
Dardania, Scythia, and Moesia II, with is unique 16-nummi pieces clustering along provincial
routes.108 Finds of Thessalonican coins can also be seen on the Black Sea coast.109 In his study,
Gândilǎ has linked the fluctuations in mint output of Thessalonica in both single finds and hoards
to the quinquennial donativa of Justin II, Tiberius II, and Maurice, as figure 9 demonstrates. The
link between the increased output of the mint in anticipation of a quinquennial is noticed in the
frequency of overstriking of
the 16-nummi pieces as
half-folles.110 Indeed, after
discontinuing the 16-nummi
pieces, Thessalonica was
assigned

the

role

of

supplying the Balkan and
Anatolian provinces of the
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empire with half-folles, minting more coins of this denomination than any other mint in the empire,
with the exception of a short period between 570 and 574.111 Even the interval between 570 and 574
seems to have been orchestrated by the central authorities, since the decline in the mint output of
Thessalonica was compensated by increased minting at the Propontic mints.112 The decline after
582 has been ascribed to the immense amount of coins minted in 582-583.113 This decrease was not
a product of the short-term disruption from the invasions.114 The siege of Thessalonica in 585/586
did not completely paralyze the city.115
However, after 582, production of half-folles declined immensely.116 This decline might
have been connected with both the increased activity of Antioch and the planned reform of military
pay by Maurice in 594.117 As Gândilǎ notes, “[t]he problem is clearly economic and has nothing to
do with a singular attack, although it may have a lot to do with the general climate of insecurity and
impoverishment engulfing the Balkan provinces at the turn of the century.”118 This climate of
insecurity was of course exacerbated by the Avaro-Slavic invasions of the time, but found its root
causes in the economic failures of the preceding decades. The resilience of the lines of
communication in the Balkans can be seen in the continuing arrival of bronze coins to the Danubian
fortresses throughout the period.119
After 602, the minting of half-folles at Thessalonica became erratic and was replaced by
increase minting of folles until the closure of the mint, as smaller denominations became obsolete.120

Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 444 and 465.
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 448.
113
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 450.
114
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 450.
115
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 456.
116
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 443.
117
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 451.
118
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 452.
119
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 454-457.
120
Gândilǎ, “The mint of Thessalonica,” 442.
111
112

26 | P a g e

Under Heraclius in 615, the mint again reached levels of output similar to those of Maurice’s first
quinquennial, proving that the damage from the invasions was neither long-lasting nor
irreparable.121 Indeed, it was not the barbarian invasions of 615-626 that disrupted the mint of
Thessalonica again, but rather the great earthquake of 620, which is proved by the fact that there
were no coins minted in that year.122 Even though Thessalonica continued to be besieged, coins
from the mint seemed to also easily arrive in the Near East.123
We can draw a number of conclusions based on Gândilǎ’s study of the mint of Thessalonica.
First of all, when analyzing hoards, stray finds, and museum collections, we need to keep in mind
their composition. If the majority of the coins in a particular area are from Thessalonica, such as the
case for most of Illyricum is,124 a decrease of production at Thessalonica in a particular year would
be reflected in both the total number of coins and in the number of coins that are found for that
particular year, unless the other mints in the Propontic were capable of making up the difference.
However, if they were unable to make up for the difference in output, for example, if they did not
have enough metal, as we have seen was the case due to the increased number of overstrikes during
the reign of Maurice and Phocas, then we would expect gaps in quantity and chronology of bronze
coinage, arriving at the Danubian border and in Illyricum. And we do see these gaps in most of the
collections cited above. However, the blow to the minting system in Byzantium would not come
from the Avars and the Slavs, but from the Persians. More exactly, the fall of Antioch and the loss
of the second largest mint in the empire at a time of metal shortage, inflation, and economic crisis
necessitated massive changes in Heraclius’s early reign, such as the decrease both of the size of the
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follis and the quantity of denominations.125 It also led to the temporary closing of the mints of
Cyzicus and Nicomedia and overstriking on an unprecedented scale (“[o]ver 90 percent of the coins
from the first six years of reign are overstruck, especially the ones belonging to the second type of
Grierson’s classification”).126 Many of these overstrikes were on coins of Maurice and Phocas, so
many in fact that counting the undertypes of Phocas in the Dumberton Oaks Collection as coins of
Phocas would increase the total amount of folles minted during his reign by 30%.127 This is why the
occasional rise that we see in the total number of coins from the first 6 years of Heraclius in some
of the collections cited above should be carefully interpreted in terms of both value and of types. It
was not a sign of prosperity, but of a continuing economic crisis, exacerbated by the two-front war.
As the Eastern provinces were lost to the Arab Caliphate, the supply of metal for the empire was
further reduced, which helps explain both the noticeable reduction in the weight of the follis during
the 7th century in comparison with the 6th century and the overall paucity of coins from the latter
reign of Heraclius and his descendants until the reign of Constantine V.128 The loss of bronze coins
to barbaricum in the course of paying soldiers who originated beyond the border or in transactions
with people outside the empire could have had a modest contribution to this deficit of metal, but
should not be exaggerated in importance.129 Still, the heavy bronze coins of Justinian I seem to have
been particularly popular beyond the Danube due to their size.130
It has become clear in the course of this section that the invasions were not the primary driver
behind the patterns of coin circulation, but rather the rising inflation, shortage of raw material, and
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variations in mint output due to the massive requirements of quinquennialia payments in the reigns
of Justin II, Tiberius II, and Maurice. Before we move on to discussing coin circulation as it appears
in excavations from the destroyed fortresses on the Danube, a short discussion of connectivity and
the monetary system on the Danube must be included to complement both the points already made
in this section and provide the reader with a suitable context to the archaeological evidence in the
next section.
During the 6th century, coin circulation in the Northern Balkans centered around major roads,
urban sites, and especially on the Danubian limes.131 In general, bronze coins are a better proxy for
economic activity due to their use in everyday payments than gold coins.132 The majority of the
coins, as seen from the FLAME database information in the previous section, are from the larger
denominations: the follis and half-follis. The use of lower denominations has often been used to
demonstrate the existence of a market economy, because they would be needed in low-value
transactions that people would engage in on a daily basis.133 Indeed, we see small denominations
appearing in urban and trade-oriented areas, such as the Aegean Islands, Asia Minor,
Constantinople, and the Black Sea coast.134 On the other hand, the follis and half-follis were used
for paying the troops on the frontiers and inner garrisons.135 Of course, it is necessary here to
differentiate between the permanent garrisons on the Danubian limes, which would have been better
integrated into the local economy of their fortress settlements, and the temporary field armies from
the Aegean Sea and the Black Sea, which would have left little to no archaeological traces due to

Ivanišević and Popović, “Les Monnaies Protobyzantines,” 240.
Andrei Gândilǎ, “Going East: Western Money in the Early Byzantine Balkans, Asia Minor and the Circumpontic
Region (6th-7th c.),” Rivista Italiana di Numismatica e Scienze Affini 117 (2016): 132.
133
Gândilǎ, “Going East”, 132-133
134
Gândilǎ, “Going East”, 137-138 and Gândilǎ, “Early Byzantine Coin Circulation,” 172, 181 and 183.
135
Gândilǎ, “Going East”, 133 and Alexander Sarantis, “Military Provisioning in the Sixth-Century Balkans,” Journal
of Late Antiquity 12, no. 2 (Fall 2019): 338.
131
132

29 | P a g e

the perishable materials that they use to make their camps.136 Since the reassertion of the limes under
the reigns of Anastasius, Justin I, and Justinian, the follis would dominate the frontier in large
proportions (over 70% of coins in collections and in Scythia are folles).137 We also see a similar
situation in Asia Minor, at Amasya, Amastris, Side, Melitene, and Pisidian Antioch, which might
point to the long-term negative impacts of the crises in the 5th century for the market economy.138
This changed in the 550s and 560s, when Justinian seems to have commissioned Nicomedia and
Cyzicus to halt their production of half-folles and folles and concentrate on minting 10-nummi
pieces, while Thessalonica began minting predominantly half-folles, as we have seen above.139
These 10-nummi pieces made their way to Noviodunum and Capidava on the Danube, Tomis on the
Black Sea, Corinth, Antioch, and even smaller settlements in Anatolia and Phoenicia.140 This led to
a general decrease in coin circulation but also a proportional increase of low denominations, maybe
because the market was oversaturated with large denominations.141 The number of large folles found
in cities on the Black Sea, such as Tomis, Histria, and Noviodunum, is much smaller than the
fortresses on the Danube further west.142 The soldiers in these fortresses would have received their
salaries in gold and would then exchange their pay from gold to bronze folles and half-folles by
bringing their gold coins to the campsor attached to each military unit, who would have possessed
the necessary measures and weights.143 After that, they would purchase whatever they needed from
the state-run annona militaris.144 We will discuss the annona in-depth later in this paper. Returning
to the discussion of higher denominations on the Danubian fortresses, we have to note that 40% of
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the coins found at Durostorum were folles of Justinian from 538-542.145 The folles of Justinian make
up a third of a small hoard from Capidava.146 These heavy issues of Justinian were predominant
until the 590s, when they were pulled from circulation by Maurice for restriking in the context of
the monetary crisis described in the previous section.147 For comparison, hoards in the Middle East
lack such numbers of high denominations.148
After Justin II came to power, he seems to have discontinued Justinian’s policy of minting
10-nummi pieces and instead focused on folles and 5-nummi pieces, which were used extensively in
urban contexts.149 Justin II also seems to have abandoned Justinian’s diplomatic attempt to pay off
the “barbarians” on the border and to have instead increased the garrisons at Noviodunum,
Dinogetia, Capidava, Durostorum, Aquis, Viminacium, and Sirmium, which would explain the
increased numbers of folles found in both excavations and stray finds from his rule.150 In the
meantime, the 5-nummi pieces can be found in Constantinople, Pessinus, Tomis, Sardis, and
Antioch.151 Comparatively, they constitute only c.15% of coins in Scythia and only 4% of coins in
Moesia Secunda.152 The finds from Scythia show an increased loss during the 5- and 10-year
celebrations of Maurice, which is in line with the increased minting activity that we saw above for
the Propontic mints and Thessalonica during this years, and similarly show decreased values for
year 15 and 20 due to the low minting activity of the four mints.153 After the capture of Sirmium by
the Avars in 582, the coin circulation in the city and the surrounding area shows a precipitous drop,
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with only a single Alexandrian 12-nummi piece making its way to the surrounding area after the
period of the “barbarian invasions”.154 We see a similar picture at Singidunum, even though it stayed
longer under Byzantine control.155 However, coins of Maurice can be found in other parts of
Illyricum.
From the late reign of Maurice and during the reign of Phocas, we see 5- and 10-nummi
pieces becoming rarer and rarer, the first being found in substantial quantities only in
Constantinople, Sardis, and Ephesus, while examples of the latter were found also at Tomis, Pisidian
Antioch, Salamis, and Antioch.156 The rebellion of Phocas also seems to have adversely affected the
entire Western section of the Danubian limes, where coins of Phocas are either rare or completely
absent (including Capidava, Novae, Aquis, and Viminacium).157 In comparison, urban settlements
in Achaea, Scythia, Asia Minor, and Constantinople proper show a marked increase under the reign
of Phocas.158 Paradoxically, it seems once again that the Byzantine Empire did greater damage to
its own coin circulation than the “barbarian invaders.” As we saw in the previous section, the first
5-6 years of Heraclius’s reign mark an increase of minting, mainly due to the massive overstriking
of coins of Phocas and Maurice.159 However, all that changes after 615, when we see an abrupt end
to the arrival of imperial coins in major sectors of the Danubian limes with the exception of
Durostorum on the Danube and other urban settlements on the Black Sea coast, such as Tomis and
Mesemvria.160 This is in complete contrast to Anatolia and Palestine, where the coins of Heraclius
account for c. 20-40% of the total number of finds.161 And yet, it is a similar situation to the one in
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Antioch and Apamea.162 Mihaylov speaks of a complete end of the centralized supply of bronze
coinage, either due to the monetary economy and/or due to the administrative loss of the
territories.163 To better explain these differences and qualifying the described disruptions in coin
circulation, we need to first discuss the connections between the Northern Balkans and the other
provinces of the empire, as evidenced by the coin circulation and the archaeological finds.
While so far we have detailed the role of Constantinople, Thessalonica, and the Propontic
mints of Cyzicus and Nicomedia for the coin circulation of the Northern Balkans, the mint of
Alexandria and the Western mints of the Byzantine Empire also played an integral part in supplying
the region with coins. Moreover, coins were not the only item that was transported via these
networks to the frontiers of the empire on the Danube. These connections demonstrate that the trade
and supply arrangements of the Byzantine Empire were both resilient and malleable.
To begin with, coins from Alexandria mostly circulated along the Black Sea coast and the
Danube, with 12-nummi pieces appearing at Tomis, Callatis, Topalu (near Capidava), and
Durostorum, but rarely moved inland.164 There are two main explanations for the presence of
Alexandrian coins on the Danubian frontier: the shipment of annona militaris, which might have
included Egyptian grain and which will be discussed shortly, and from the purses of banished and
disgraced tax-collectors from Egypt in accordance with Edict 13 from the Justinianic Code (538).165
Alexandrian coins, minted before the fall of Egypt, would continue do circulate in the area certainly
until the 680s, which again demonstrates the capabilities of the Byzantine Empire to maintain long-
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distance communication even at the eve of the Bulgarian invasion in 680-681 thanks to the increased
importance of the Byzantine fleet.166
Of the western imperial mints, the most important role was without a doubt played by
Carthage. The initial Carthaginian coins would probably have made their way to the Danube due to
military movements of troops which participated in the African and Italian campaigns of
Justinian.167 After the death of Justinian, coins from the mint of Carthage stopped arriving in the
Thracian diocese for 3 decades due to the shrinking of the output of the mint, but were still present
in sizeable quantities in Illyricum and Asia Minor.168 As the mints of Antioch, Nicomedia, Cyzicus,
and Antioch all closed at the start of the 7th century, the role of Carthage became even more
important since the rule of Phocas, when coins of Carthage again reached Thracia and Illyricum.169
Their largest diffusion in the Balkans occurred under the rule of Constans II, when the Carthaginian
coins become ubiquitous.170 Despite the already observed shrinking of the total quantity of coins in
the second half of the 7th century, coins of Carthage continue to appear both south and north of the
Danube (e.g. in the Constanţa and Obârşeni hoard), a testament to the continuing resilience of
connections with these lands despite the destruction of the Danubian limes in the 620s.171 The same
networks that brought coins of Carthage to the region would have also been used for the
transportation of Hayes 2B/AtlanteVIII-X lamps, made in modern Tunisia, which became
increasingly popular in the Northern Balkans and were even imitated by the local population, even
beyond the Danube.172 They would have travelled alongside larger cargoes of spatheia from North
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Africa and would have been imported via Dalmatia and the Black Sea coast.173 Apart from Tomis,
Mesemvria would have served the purpose of an entrepôt for goods destined for the Thracian
interior.174 While the route from Dalmatia would have been interrupted after 550, as evidenced by
the increasing rarity of African Red Slip Ware on the Dalmatian coast, both African examples and
local imitations have been discovered at Tomis, Drobeta, and even at Sarmizegetusa.175 However,
this process of imitation and simplification of ceramics over the course of the sixth century should
not be used as a marker of Slavic influence, but as a reaction to the economic changes of the time,
given that a similar process was observed at the same time in Cyprus.176
The mint of Rome was mainly connected with Dalmatia and provided 10-nummi pieces and
even some tremisses to the region, accounting for c. 27% of all coins in the Western Balkans (even
if half of them are unprovenanced finds in the Zagreb museum).177 Under Justinian, the 10-nummi
pieces were also extremely widespread on the Danube and even in barbaricum.178 Gândilǎ attributed
the presence of these coins to the final stage of the Italian Wars of Justinian and tied them to the
findings of artefacts with military function at military sites like Caričin Grad/Justiniana Prima.179
However, Roman coins become exceedingly rare in the 7th century and are mostly restricted to the
coast of Dalmatia.180 Similar trends for the 6th century are visible for the coinage of Ravenna, with
the notable exception of the Ravennate gold coins, discovered in Scythia, and imitations of solidi of
Heraclius (which might have originated from Pannonia).181 Despite the conquests by the Lombards
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in Italy, the coppers of Ravenna become more widespread in the 7th century and were discovered in
Hierapolis in Turkey, Durostorum on the Danube, as well as on the Black sea coast, which might
be connected again to the strengthened role of the Byzantine fleet and the long-distance connections
that persisted despite the “barbarian invasions.”182 Coins from the Justinianic mint of “Sicily”
arrived in sizeable quantities in Dalmatia and we know of two examples in Scythia, whereas some
of Maurice’s 10-nummi pieces from Catania were found only in modern Croatia.183 The coins of
Syracuse circulated even more widely than the products of all other Italian mints, reaching Asia
Minor, Moesia II, Scythia, and even modern Georgia.184
Whereas these coins from the Western imperial mints were never dominant in the Northern
Balkans, unlike the coins of the Propontic mints, Thessalonica, and Constantinople, they seem to
have nonetheless played an important role in the supplying of these territories with coinage,
especially so after the closing of Antioch, Nicomedia, Cyzicus, and Thessalonica and the reduction
of the output of Constantinople.185 Andrei Gândilǎ attributed their continuing circulation in the 7th
century to the state-directed efforts to supply the frontier provinces via the Byzantine fleet to meet
the threat from the Bulgarian raids and to assist in the reassertion of imperial control over the
Northern Balkans.186 What is important for the purposes of this paper is that the Byzantine state was
capable of centralized and long-distance supplying. Even after the conquest of the Danubian plain
by the Bulgars in the 680s and the ensuing trade disruptions that can be noticed from the museum
collection in Mesemvria,187 Byzantine and Arab coins found in the lands to the southeast of the
Carpathian Mountains testify to the fact that links with the lands south of the Danube were not
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severed in the course of the 7th century and the start of the 8th century.188 These include 2 folleis of
Tiberius III, 1 follis of Leo III,189 as well as a dirham of Caliph Marwan II.190 To these we should
add the follis of Justinian II, discovered during excavations at Bucharest. 191 While these are surely
not indicators of intensive trade occurring between the Arab world, the Byzantine Empire, and the
regions of Wallachia and Moldavia, they can easily be put in relation with Byzantine attempts at
reasserting control over the Danube delta, as Gândilǎ argues.192 Of course, our knowledge of the
region will surely improve, as more materials are made available online and as the FLAME Project
continues gathering information on finds from the region, enabling us to confirm or amend these
hypotheses.
Another important feature of the administration and economy of the Northern Balkans was
the quaestura exercitus, an administrative unit, which was created by Justinian in 536 to encompass
the provinces Mysia II and Scythia Minor and which was responsible for supplying the frontier
fortresses on the Danubian limes with shipments of the annona militaris.193 It used the taxes from
Caria, Cyprus, and the Aegean islands to supply the troops on the river with products and maybe
even with cash.194 This is seemingly corroborated by the presence of LR1 and LR2 amphorae, which
were produced in these regions and which would have been used allegedly for transportation of
grains, but even more so for the importation of wine and olive oil.195 Even though these types of
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amphorae become rarer the further west we look,196 which might be an indication that they were
imported via the Black Sea coast, we find these amphorae in Wallachia, which Gândilǎ attributes to
exchanges involving imported wine/olive oil and grain.197 Even so, we should be wary of assuming
that any real intensive trade existed in barbaricum due to the presence of coins.198
As we have seen in this section, coin circulation in the Northern Balkans was not as simple
a phenomenon as it is often assumed. The mere presence or absence of coins in excavations, the
decreases and increases in hoarding, and even the quantity of stray finds cannot be the only basis
for interpreting the continuity or discontinuity of coin circulation, let alone for ascribing some
fundamental role to the “barbarian invasions” in the supposed breakdown of coin circulation. 199 In
order to analyze the numismatic evidence, we need to also deal with the role of the state in regulating
the supply of coinage, as well as its capability satisfying demand for this coinage. The supply of
coinage depended on a number of factors: a sizeable quantity of raw materials, the presence of an
efficient work-force in the mint, the ability of the state to coordinate the output of different mints,
and the infrastructure to transport the produced coins to the regions that required them. The
Byzantine Empire was able to mobilize the resources, even under duress, to supply the frontier
provinces with both coins and annona through the arrangement of the quaestura exercitus, even
being able to mobilize the fleet to strengthen these connections. These supply networks that the
Byzantine Empire created were resilient, leaving traces even after the Empire lost physical control
over these lands. Even so, we have seen that the Byzantine Empire at the end of the 6th century was
in a severe financial crisis, which was caused by a combination of the deficit of raw material due to
the intense minting of large folles under Justinian and Tiberius II, the reinstatement of quinquennial
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payments which strained the ability of mints to produce sizeable quantities of donativa while also
financing the war effort in the Balkans and even more so in Persia, and the runaway inflation since
the reign of Justin II. Indeed, the fluctuations in mint output, the increased intensity of overstriking,
the larger number of hoards, and the decreasing quantity of Byzantine coins in circulation across
different regions of the Byzantine and non-Byzantine world seem to be explained better by monetary
causes than by any single “barbarian invasion.”
This is not to say that the military actions of the 7th century had no effect on the Byzantine
economy. As will become clear in the next section, the invasions left plenty of destruction in their
wake, leaving behind ruralized settlements and a disrupted monetary economy. However, we need
to be able to qualify this impact and not accept it as the root cause of the changes observed in the
Northern Balkans in the course of the 7th and 8th century. In doing so, we need to keep in mind the
demand side of the equation: who would have received these coins, where they would come to be
used, and especially how they would be used. We have started answering this question already by
indicating that the larger denomination — the follis and half-follis — dominated the Danube and the
interior of the Byzantine provinces, while smaller denominations — the 10- and 5-nummi pieces —
were present on the coasts and in some parts of Illyricum. We can turn to analyze the implications
of this distribution after describing the destruction observed in the Danubian fortresses in the course
of the 7th century to better understand the changes to the coin circulation in the Northern Balkans.
6. The archaeological evidence - between devastation and ruralization.
The archaeological remains from the various fortresses on the Danube show clear signs of
destruction around the late 6th and early 7th centuries. However, the burned layers on the Danubian
limes are often interpreted in an over-determinist fashion. The fortresses on the Danube had been
destroyed before but were rebuilt every time. What was different about the 630s? The economic
39 | P a g e

processes of the Byzantine Empire, discussed in the previous section, tell us one part of the puzzle,
but we should also discuss the demand side of the equation. Who used these coins? Why were they
being sent to the limes in the first place? In this section, an argument will be made to try an
contextualize the burned layers and destruction that we see in these fortresses. In the process, this
section will demonstrate that the transformation of the Danubian limes during the 7th century was
driven by changes for the demand of coins, such as the removal of troops from the Balkans, and was
the result of a long process of transition, dating back to the 3rd and 4th centuries.
The fall of the Danubian limes (see figure 10) was a gradual process, generally moving
eastwards and southwards from Northern Illyricum. As we already mentioned, the first fortresses
that were captured by the Avars and Slavs were Sirmium in 582 and Singidunum in 584 in Illyricum.
After the reign of Justin II, we see a general stagnation of coin circulation, with only the urban
centers of Viminacium,
Naissus,

and
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Grad/Justiniana

Prima
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to
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in the reigns of Phocas and Heraclius.201 In the 570s, 70% of all settlements in Moesia II stopped
receiving fresh coins, while in Scythia only 40% did.202 But Mihaylov has argued that “the cessation
of organized supply of the lands of lower Danube with Byzantine coins… is not a sure proof that
this regions had been lost from Byzantium… The coin circulation is one of the characteristic features
of the Byzantine state organization, but its presence or absence should not be the only argument for
a political belonging of a given territory to Byzantium, especially for a border area such as the region
of Lower Danube.”203 While it is unlikely that these fortresses would have been bypassed by the
Avars during their march on Constantinople, the lack of coinage does not allow us to track the
destruction of the settlement network, which would have continued deep into the 7th century.204
We have more information concerning settlements in Scythia Minor due to the efforts of
Romanian historians and numismatists. The fortress of Sucidava on the left bank of the Danube was
probably lost in 599, given that we have no further coin finds.205 Similarly, the island fortress of
Păcuiul lui Soare has no coins of Tiberius II and Maurice, which would probably mean that it was
abandoned.206 Sacidava on the opposing bank seems to have been burned in the 550s and 560s in
connection with the Kutrigur raid of 559.207 However, it seems to have not been destroyed
completely.208 It would have been burned again in connection with the revolt of Phocas.209 The final
coin that we find in the fortress is a coin of Heraclius from 615/616. 210 Further inland, Zaldapa,
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Aquis, and Skopis seem to have been ravaged and destroyed in or around 595.211 The neighboring
Tropaeum Traiani seems to have been burned around the same time as Sacidava, but then recovered,
before being attacked again c. 585.212 It became more ruralized in the 590s, possibly under further
attacks.213 Further north, Axiopolis seems to have also suffered from attacks in the 570s and 580s.214
A single coin of Maurice from 590/591 is the only specimen that testifies to the reconstruction
process in the fortress in the 590s.215 The last coin that we find in the fortress is a coin of Heraclius
from 614/615.216 Capidava also seems to have suffered immensely from attacks and burning in the
580s.217 But we also see gaps appear in the coin record in the 550s and 560.218 Capidava seems to
have been rebuilt in the 580s, shown by a coin dated 587-588.219 However, the final coin found in
the fortress is dated to 612-613.220 Neighboring Ulmetum seems to have witnessed 3 significant
conflagrations within a short time interval.221 It was continuously devastated since the settlement of
the Antes in the province in 550-551.222 However, it seems to have survived until 614-615, when it
seems to have stopped receiving coins.223 Destruction in the 580s was also seen at Beroe and
Troesmis further north.224 However, unlike the other fortresses, Troesmis seems to have been
completely destroyed in the 590s, with its final coin being dated to 591-592.225 Dinogetia seems to
have been particularly hit by both the attack of the Kutrigur Bulgars in 559, seen from the lack of
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coins for the next decade,226 and the Slavic raids of the 590s, which led to the loss of its military
function and subsequent ruralization.227 Noviodunum to the east seems to also have suffered, as did
Aegyssus, where the last found coin dates to 613-614.228 The town of Halmyris on the Danube delta
seems to have been completely destroyed in the 570s and 580s, which put an end to the 11th level
of habitation in the settlement.229 While it was rebuilt, coin circulation seems to completely ceased
with a coin of Heraclius from 612-613.230 Southwards, Ibida seems to have suffered from both the
Kutrigur raid in 599231 and from Slavic raids in the 590s.232 The final recorded coin from Ibida dates
to 614-615.233 The final coin from neighboring Argamum is dated to 613-614.234 Enisala seems to
have survived into the 620s.235 The town of Histria on the Black Sea coast seems to have suffered
from a lot of destruction in the 590s, seen in the IV B archaeological layer.236 It was rebuilt later on,
but coin circulation in Histria comes to an end with coins of Heraclius from 613-614.237 Even Tomis,
which stayed under Byzantine control, seems to have been hit, with a noticeable gap in circulation
after 613-614.238 We see similar dates for the final coins at the more rural Sinoe and Topolog.239
The dating of these destructions has been completely dependent on coins for offering a
terminus post quem. However, there are a number of limitations to this approach. It is possible that
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later coins slipped into a lower stratigraphic layer, which would mean this destruction occurred
earlier than dated. Also, the traditional supply routes for coinage might have been disrupted before
the fortresses themselves were. Alternatively, the fortresses could have been besieged for extended
periods of time. The written sources do not give us a neat date for the destruction of each or even
most of these fortresses. Therefore, we are depending on coins, which we ourselves have seen are
imperfect devices for precise dating. However, this destruction and the clear lack of coins in Mysia
II and Scythia Minor has been used by numismatists to date the breakdown of the entire Danubian
limes. Gândilǎ has also argued for dating the breakdown of the limes to 615 due to the lack of any
coins dated between 617 and 624 and the erratic nature of coin circulation after this gap, as
illustrated in figure 11. Other authors have also ascribed yearly fluctuations (even microregional
differences between settlements in different parts of the region) to raids, counterattacks, and other
political developments, as we have seen above. This methodological approach suffers from the same
problem that using hoards as a chronological reference for invasions has: these coins might have
been minted in a particular year, but need not have been buried in that same year. Gândilǎ himself
has called for revisiting some of the
conclusions of his work in light of his more
recent comparative work.240 This is why this
paper will attempt to link these changes to
coin circulation to patterns of demand.
Firstly, to my knowledge, nobody has
yet effectively explained the reasons for the
recovery of settlements from raids in the
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550s (e.g. Capidava, Dinogetia) and in the 590s (Axiopolis, Ibida) and their failure to rebuild in the
same way in the 610s and 620s. The only explanations that are present in the literature so far, as far
as I am aware, are political and entirely dependent on assumptions made concerning the character
of the “barbarian invasions” based on written sources. For example, Custurea has argued for the
presence of Slavic “bands of plunderers” in the 550s, which were then liquidated by Justinian,
allowing for an effective rebuilding.241 Madgearu has contrasted the “common raids of pillage” in
the first half of the 6th century to the emergence of the Avars as a “new well-organized military
power, which was able to fight in a long war and to achieve by treaties the military victories.”242
These preconceptions are then projected onto the archaeological and numismatic evidence to yield
the results that historians want to see. However, they do not take into the consideration the basic
function of these settlements: they were military “fortresses” or “fortifications,” unlike the urban
centers, which were predominantly located on the Black sea coast. 243 This may seem a trivial
distinction, but it has large implications for the expectations that we might have towards the way a
monetary economy would look like in these regions.
As Gândilǎ notes, “much of the monetary economy in the northern Balkans reflects soldiers’
salaries and their expenditure rather than a real market.”244 Custurea argues that requests for
additional supplies from fortresses can boost the local economy and accelerate the rotation of money
as well as mobilization of local resources through cash injections.245 However, we do not have
sufficient proof that garrisons could request such economic stimuli. And while it is possible that
Justinian envisioned an expansion of the monetary economy from urban areas, the circulation of
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coins continued to be located predominantly in urban and fortified settlements.246 This was a natural
result of the “militarization of the countryside” in the Late Antique Balkans.247 This is where we
need to turn back to the denominations found in these settlements and the annona militaris. We
would expect smaller denominations within a healthy market economy, as outlined above, and we
indeed do see 5-nummi pieces on the Black Sea coast. However, the settlements on the Danube have
yielded mostly large denominations because of their military function.248 Frontier troops in these
settlements would receive their pay mainly in gold.249 As already hinted, these coins would then be
brought to the campsor, changed into bronze coins, and then used for purchasing goods from the
state-run annona, which has been corroborated by archaeological evidence of monetary transactions
occurring in the same buildings, used for storing food and other goods.250 We have no evidence that
the urban markets were connected to these fortified settlements except for the presence of a limited
number of small-denomination coins, which could have been “piggybacked on transports of
annona.”251 This incredible diversity of the Byzantine monetary system has been demonstrated and
characterized by Gândilǎ in relation to the use of Byzantine coins beyond the Danube.252 And yet,
the destruction of these settlements and the numismatic evidence has been painted in very colorful
terms by other scholars, such as Custurea:
The number of cities decreases due to the destruction done by the invaders and the
disappearance of the inhabitants — killed, enslaved, or gone to seek refuge — because, after
the raids of 614–619, we can no longer speak about the existence of any urban settlement in
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the area, the fortifications being abandoned/destroyed, and the urban life suppressed. After
the devastating Avar-Slavic attacks in the years 614–619, Scythia province and, in fact, the
whole area to the Balkans is in a disastrous state from a political, administrative, economic,
demographic, military point of view.253
However, we need to keep in mind an important distinction, articulated by Alexandru Madgearu:
It is necessary to make a distinction between the end of the settlement and the end of the
military function of a city… In almost all cases, the settlement continued some decades after
the end of the military function. In this respect, another distinction is worthy of take into
account: town-life and life-in-town. “Life-in-town” is the specific way of life in the ruined
Roman or Byzantine cities. This “ruralization” could be observed in post-Roman Dacia or
Britannia, but also in Scythia, in the VIIth Century. Usually, after the end of the military
function, the town life continued some time and only after this stage the former city became
a rural settlement.254
He then goes on to argue that the 7th century was a period of transition and not of a discontinuity.255
Even after the fortified settlements in the Northern Balkans were destroyed or abandoned in the
course of the 7th century, life continued in most of these areas in a more rural form.256 This transition
from militarized to ruralized way of life is a testament to the fluidity of the cultural identities that
proliferated in the region of the Northern Balkans and is particularly notable in the archaeological
finds of goods in the fortresses and beyond the Danube.
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The entire process of coin circulation and circulation of goods in these areas was dependent
on the presence of soldiers and possibly merchants in these settlements. We can notice this in forts,
especially those located north of the Danube, which served as places of exchange and connectivity
with the lands of barbaricum.257 In the material culture domain, the presence of pottery and building
techniques, similar to those of barbaricum is in no way an indication of “barbarization,” but rather
of connectivity with the peoples beyond the Danube, some of which even served in the garrisons of
the Empire.258 The proliferation of improvised lamps in the frontier settlements is a direct result of
the decline of urban production in the course of the 6th century.259 As Gândilǎ has shown, the area
of the Danubian limes and the lands just beyond it were part of a shared milieu, in which in the
course of the sixth century a tug-of-war between the Avar and Byzantine cultural spheres and a state
of “cultural confusion” developed.260 This can be noticed, for example, in the production of
jewelry.261 The shifting identities of this frontier culture are particularly noticeable in the
replacement of the cast fibulae with bent stem, brought by soldiers who participated in the Roman
military to the lands East of the Carpathian mountains, by the so-called “Slavic” bow fibulae, which
were created for the purposes of a higher class that attempts to differentiate itself from the
Romans.262 This cultural and prestige good exchange in the region was not interrupted even in the
face of confrontation, since the fall of Sirmium did not lead to an end to the flow of goods north of
the Danube.263 This exchange of goods was facilitated by Byzantine coins, which would have been
accepted by traders from north of the Danube based on a system of barter, with higher denominations
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having priority over small ones (which explains the dominance of folles beyond the river).264 It must
be reiterated that coins did not have a monetary function beyond the Danube, but were adapted
either as signs of prestige and identity or transformed into jewelry.265
Now, even if we choose to ignore all this evidence of cultural connectivity with the lands
beyond the Danube even in the face of conflict, we cannot ignore a basic fact concerning the
character of the monetary economy in the frontier fortresses in the Northern Balkans: that “[m]any
of the Byzantine imports found in barbaricum are… nothing but a fragmentary reflection of the
annona militaris.”266 The presence of coins in these settlements, as we have seen, was intimately
connected with the salaries of soldiers. From that perspective, the destruction and ruralization
described earlier in this section can now be qualified effectively. Under Anastasius and Justinian,
the Danubian limes was strengthened through a number of fortifications and garrisons, as we have
discussed. The destruction of the 550s and 580s-590s were short-lived because their only
consequence was the murder or retreat of the garrison of a particular settlement and its occasional
burning. But while the will, manpower, and financial resources of the Empire were sufficient, the
Emperor could just commission the restructuring of these regions, as indeed occurred at multiple
settlements which we have discussed above. What then was different in 615?
The answer must again be searched for in the financial crisis gripping the empire since the
reign of Maurice. The large quantity of coins of Heraclius at these settlements for the first 5 years
of his reign was indeed an attempt to rebuild these fortresses effectively by reusing the overstriked
coins of Maurice and Phocas. The Avars and Slavs probably did not follow a targeted campaign of
destroying Byzantine fortresses and robbing the Byzantine of their resources in a sort of grand
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strategy to change the balance of power in the Balkans, as evidenced by the survival of many
settlements on the Black Sea coast. However, the destruction of these settlements contributed to the
enormous expenditures that Heraclius already had to expend in fighting a two-front war. After the
victory of Heraclius over the Persians in 628, we do see coins from the years 628-629 and 629-630
making their way to Scythia Minor, as seen above. Now, this does not mean that Heraclius decided
to rebuild the Danubian limes immediately after being victorious in his war against Persia. They
might well have been directed for the rebuilding of some of the fortresses along the Danube, even
if they arrived 2–3 years after they were minted. However, it is conceivable that Heraclius would
have prioritized the rebuilding of the provinces lost to the Sassanids — Egypt and Syria — over the
Balkans. Finally, the eruption of the Muslim invasion of Syria in 634 would have diverted all of his
effort and funds towards that conflict. Of course, this is by no means a final conclusion and should
not be taken at face value without a comparative study of the coin circulation in Asia Minor, Syria,
and Egypt in the 10-year period between the end of the Last Great War of Antiquity in 628 and the
start of the conquest of Egypt by the Arabs in 639. However, such a study is unfortunately beyond
the bounds of this paper. In short, the answer to the question of why Heraclius was unable to repair
the border fortresses after reconquering them in 626 –628 would be once again a monetary one: he
did not have the funds or he would have prioritized other regions over the Northern Balkans.
Another possible simple explanations for the lack of coins in these military settlements has
been advanced by Kamen Stanev for the fortresses in Thracia: that there were no Byzantine
garrisons or military units.267 The lack of fortresses seems to be corroborated by the written sources
and by the similar situation in modern Southwestern Bulgaria.268 While his argument ex silentio for
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the complete breakdown of coin circulation in the region and the allegedly implied Bulgarian control
over the region throughout the 8th century is contentious, the correlation between fortified
settlements and the presence of coins for paying the salaries of soldiers is not contrary to the picture
of coin circulation that we have so far seen on the Danubian frontier. 269 To put it succinctly: no
fortresses means no soldiers, no soldiers means no demand for payments in gold coinage and
purchasing of annona products in bronze coinage. The “barbarian invasions” removed the places
where coins would have been shipped to and the people that would use them. However, if the
Byzantine government had been economically able to rebuild these settlements after 628, they
already had a proven track record of doing so.
Even so, it must be made clear that what has been called “barbarizing” by some scholars is
actually nothing more than the dismantlement of an artificially constructed edifice, since these
fortified settlements existed amidst a rural environment both south and north of the river. 270 This
ruralized environment, dominated by these fortresses, was itself the culmination of long processes
going back to the 3rd and 4th centuries, as Archibald Dunn has demonstrated.271 This model was also
not deemed a failure by the Byzantine administration, given that it was to be exported to Anatolia
in the 7th and 8th centuries.272 However, the increased demand of the much wealthier provinces of
the Near East for resources to rebuild from the Byzantine-Sassanian War and to fend off the Arab
invasions contributed to the already limited supply and low demand for coinage in the Balkans. This
was a direct product of the destruction of the fortified settlements and their garrisons and the limited
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resources of the empire to recreate the military infrastructure in the Balkans. As Gândilǎ put it,
“[t]he Balkan provinces may have pinned their hopes on the local Danubian system but their fate
was crafted elsewhere.”273 Once the important mint of Antioch was shut down and the resources of
the east were engaged in Phocas’s war with Sassanid Persia, it became more and more difficult to
use the Empire’s limited resources for rebuilding the already de facto useless Danubian frontier,
which explains the disentanglement of the developments within the Byzantine monetary system
from the limited surviving market on the Black Sea coast.274 This is not to say that the absence of
coins was a sign of abandonment or discontinuity. Some settlements continued to receive bronze
coins throughout the reign of Heraclius, Constans II, and Constantine IV.275 In the province of
Macedonia Prima, Archibald Dunn has shown that the archaeological evidence is more indicative
of “adaptation, stability, and even growth, processes arguably stimulated in part by economic,
cultural, and political institutions which modern historians have tended to perceive as agents of
economic recession in the period in question.”276 Therefore, the “barbarian invasions” did not by
themselves deprive the Byzantine Empire of the resources that the empire needed to maintain its
military, financial, and infrastructural dominance over the Balkans, but they contributed to the
general sense of financial insecurity and to the difficulty of continuously supplying the Danubian
provinces with large bronze coins while also investing the necessary resources into the protection
of the Eastern provinces and Southern Italy. As the Empire devoted all of its resources to its survival
in the East, the abandonment of the Danubian frontier was “an inevitable consequence”.277
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Over the past 2 sections, we have been grappling with questions of continuity and
discontinuity, of destruction and rebuilding, of monetization and demonetization. We have so far
seen that economic explanations, involving the patterns of supply and demand, create a more
comprehensive picture of the Balkan monetary economy at the end of the 6th and the start of the 7th
centuries. We can now recognize that, while the “barbarian invasions” had an effect on the Balkans,
it should not be over-determined, but contextualized through the exploration of mint activity, the
annona system, the financial crisis of Maurice’s reign, and the overreliance of monetary demand in
the region on the presence of troops to receive their pay. Again, monocausality — the idea that the
Avaro-Slavo-Bulgar invasions of the 6th and 7th centuries brought havoc, ruralization, and
demonetization in these areas — is an inadequate representation of the truth. To get an adequate
image of the Late Antique monetary economy in the Northern Balkans, we have to investigate
complex economic, social, and political processes not only in the Balkans, but in the entire Empire.
This is why we must also deal with another example of such thinking: the traditional argument for
the depopulation of the Balkans due to the “barbarian invasions.” This argument, which often suffers
from endogeneity, will also have implications for the changes in patterns of supply and demand that
we have discussed over the past two chapters.
7. Plague, food, and climate and their effects on depopulation and taxation.
It is often assumed that the population of the Balkans was in no shape to resist the “barbarian
invasions” of the 620s, since the region would have been depopulated and impoverished both by the
Justinianic Plague and the previous waves of invasion in the 550s and 570s-580s. However, newer
palaeobotanical, palaeoclimate, and epidemiological research, detailed by Alexander Sarantis, has
given us new insights into the condition that the Balkans found themselves in at the turn of the 7th
century. It shows us that, once again, the plague did not depopulate the Balkans, the barbarian
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invasions did not impact agricultural use or production, and that climate change did not lead to mass
migration in the 6th and 7th centuries. We may yet learn more about the context of the monetary
economy in the Balkans through the study of the practice of coemptio, the use of which would also
be very important for the patterns of supply and demand that have been presented so far.
As we have already mentioned, the plague has been used ubiquitously to explain the alleged
impoverishment of the Balkans in the post-Justinianic period and even to explain yearly variations
in the weight of coins or their presence and absence from a particular site in the Balkans.278 And
yet, the pandemic of the 540s does not seem to have had any sort of catastrophic effect on the
Balkans.279 Similarly, it has been assumed that the main purpose of the annona militaris was to
supply the fortresses on the Danubian limes with grain products due to the alleged lack of largescale food production in and around these fortified sites.280 Gândilǎ has also spoken of “an endemic
shortage of food,” based on an indirect reference to the Strakegikon, which would have necessitated
more intensive economic contact and even procurement of food supplies from beyond the
Danube.281 This paper has so far refrained from discussing in-depth the composition of the annona
militaris and has hinted that the transportation of goods and olive oil/wine in the LR1 and LR2
amphorae would have been more likely than that of grains.
While Gândilǎ is correct in pointing out that the Hunnic invasions significantly impacted
food production in the Balkans,282 pollen data from Northeastern Bulgaria and from the lands north
and south of the Haemus Mountains actually demonstrated “a growth in the scale of cultivation and
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pasturing from 400 until sometime between 600 and 650, and, in some cases 800.”283 While the 600650 end in the growth of cultivation might hypothetically be linked with the “barbarian invasions”
after 615, a more in-depth study of the small-scale spatial and temporal resolution of the data would
be required. However, more interesting are the cases of continuity in the growth of corn cultivation
up to the year 800, which might once again problematize the assumption that the lands south of the
Danube were a barren wasteland during the 6th and 7th century. But we can safely assume that the
cultivation in the Northern Balkans was not limited to small-scale food production that was
supposed to supplement and diversify the centrally provided food products form the annona
militaris.284 Sarantis has also pointed out that the scientific study of plant and animal remains from
Caričin Grad and Dichin shows that they were mostly produced locally.285 Of course, more
information from other excavations would be helpful to determine the extent of this production in
other parts of the Northern Balkans, but, so far, the evidence seems to point against cereal imports
into the region.286
The related study of climate also has large implications for the way that we view productivity
and population in the Northern Balkans. A number of volcanic eruptions in the 530s and 540s
precipitated a century-long cooling of temperatures, which has come to be referred to as the Late
Antique Little Ice Age (LALIA).287 And yet, the cooling period associated with the 530s and 540
does not seem to have adversely impacted the Balkans in the long-term: plant cultivation from the
Republic of North Macedonia shows an increase until 700, while this increase goes on to 780 in the
region around Lake Dojran, just around 80 kilometers from Thessalonica.288 Despite the numerous
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sieges of Thessalonica, cultivation in the surrounding region of Macedonia seems to have no been
impacted at all. While palynological data from the uplands of North Macedonia points to a decrease
in the cultivation of cereals in this period, it began from c. 500, quite some time before the “barbarian
invasions.”289 Mass migration and depopulation have also been attributed to the Nothern Balkans as
an explanation for the dearth of manpower, which, according to Gândilǎ, necessitated the use of
manpower from the lands of barbaricum.290 It is, of course, possible and even likely that the Empire
made use of “barbarian” mercenaries and foederati, but osteoarcheological evidence from rural
settlements in Greece showed that people actually lived longer between the 5th and 7th centuries than
before or after.291 if the well-being of the populations was not affected either by natural disasters or
by changes in the monetized economy in modern Aegean Greece, then it is conceivable that a similar
situation might have existed on the Danube.292 Of course, this study is only pertinent to the region
of Macedonia and so cannot be comfortably used to extrapolate for conditions on the Lower Danube.
Unfortunately, similar osteoarcheological evidence from that region are still not widely available
and so this conclusion must be adopted only preliminarily.
Now, if the Northern Balkans were not depopulated and were not decreasing in productivity,
then what can we learn about taxation in these regions? It is, again, assumed that tax-collection was
a cumbersome endeavor in the region, as evidenced by sixth-century legislation.293 However,
Sarantis persuasively argues that this “doom-laden rhetoric in the literary and legislative texts …
was part of a propaganda battle between landowning elites and the imperial government surrounding
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the competition for landed resources.”294 This propaganda battle would have occurred over the
practice of coemptio, which represented a “forced requisitioning of food supplies.”295 The goal of
the practice was for the state to forcefully purchase foodstuffs in exchange for future tax
remittances.296 The foodstuffs would then be paid to soldiers as part of their salary “to save them
from the uncertainties of purchasing food on the private market”.297 The author also points out that
fiscal productivity and agricultural productivity are separated.298 The plight of the fleeing and poor
Balkan farmers would have been employed to convince aristocratic audiences to buy into the
system.299 Even so, this legislation yields a number of important implications. Firstly, as the author
notes, the Thracian taxpayers and merchants were believed to have been capable of providing food
reliably for years on end, given that the coemptio turned into a near-permanent arrangement.300
Secondly, despite the increasing military and financial pressure, military infrastructure continued to
perform its tasks even at the start of the 7th century.301 Thirdly, we would expect that, as the state
required more food to feed larger garrisons on the Danube, it would have to increasingly rely on
coemptiones to feed these garrisons and moving armies. However, this would also result in less
taxes being paid in cash and more being paid in kind, which would lead to more coins staying in the
region, giving us a further reason to correlate more soldiers with more coins in the area.
Alternatively, if the requested amount of tax in kind exceeded the tax rate for the entire province,
the state seems to have reimbursed the providers of foodstuffs in coinage.302 However, if there were
less troops in a region, then a larger part of taxation would be paid in cash, leading to less coinage
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staying in the region. Of course, we are dealing only with hypotheticals, because we have no way
of knowing exactly how much tax was paid on a yearly basis in kind and how much was paid in
cash in the Thracian diocese. But this might yet be a further reason for the paucity of coins after the
first five years of the reign of Heraclius. As we saw above, the collapse of the Danubian limes led
to either the destruction or evacuation of the majority of the garrisons in the fortified settlements.
The fact that these were not rebuilt thoroughly due to the dearth of resources after 628 has two
important implications with regards to the present section: 1. The quaestura exercitus would be de
facto obsolete, given that there were no settlements to be supplied with coins or annona products.
2. The lack of garrisons would have led to an end to the practice of coemptio. Therefore, the end of
the quaestura exercitus would have pulled the plug on one of the important supply routes for coinage
into the Northern Balkans. The hypothetically rarer use of coemptio would have increased the
demand for payments of taxes in cash, progressively stripping the region of the majority of the metal
it already had. The monetary crisis and lower mint output that we have already described above then
would have made replenishing this dearth of coins even harder. We can now turn to bringing
together the conclusions of the different sections of this paper into a comprehensive qualification of
the influence of the “barbarian invasions” on coin circulation in the Northern Balkans.
8. Conclusion
The goal of this paper was not to dismiss the invasions of the Bulgars, Slavs, Avars, Antes,
and other “barbarian” groups as an inconsequential event in the history of the Northern Balkans.
Instead, this paper attempted to heed Andrei Gândilǎ’s call that only by “pulling together various
strands of information, often the province of diverse disciplines and specializations, can we build
anuanced and multifaceted narrative of frontier history.”303 This paper has attempted to analyze the
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effects that are most often ascribed to the “barbarian invasions” based on the intersection of literary
sources with material culture. Numismatics in particular is a discipline that is ubiquitously used,
because of its supposed qualities as an exact and impartial source of information. After all, coins
are material products which are found in sizeable enough quantities to be used for statistical analysis.
In addition, we often know the period or even the exact year in which a particular coin would have
been produced, which easily invites people to use numismatic evidence for dating other material
culture objects and remains. This is why the increased hoarding at the end of the 6th and the start of
the 7th century, the apparent decline in the quantity of total coins found in the Northern Balkans
between the 6th and 10th centuries, and the presence of coins in burned layers and abandoned
settlements has been used as a sort of “smoking gun” to map and prove the disastrous impact of the
“barbarian invasions” between the 550s and 680s. Coin evidence is then used to also explain more
indirect results of the invasions, such as depopulation, food insecurity, and even changes in the
ethnic makeup of a particular area.
The coin evidence from hoards has often been used to prove and even map “barbarian
invasions.” The hoards were analyzed through the processes of inflation begun by Justin II, as
argued by Curta. While it is possible that some of the hoards in the Northern Balkans were indeed
deposited in moments of danger and political turmoil, hoards face a number of limitations and
methodological traps that must be kept in mind while analyzing every single hoard, let alone an
entire corpus of hoards. First of all, hoards are not useful for studying circulation because they are
just an arbitrary and highly localized snapshot of circulation. Second, they cannot be used for exact
dating, because the final coin in a hoard only indicates the earliest possible year that this hoard could
have been deposited, but we have no way to verify whether that hoard was buried in the same year
as the minting of its last coin. Given that coins in the Northern Balkans could clearly circulate for
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more than 3 or 4 decades, it becomes quite difficult to determine whether these hoards would have
been buried in the time of “barbarian invasions” or years later for completely unrelated reasons. An
analysis of hoards in the 7th century shows that a majority of hoards cannot be tied with a moment
of “barbarian invasion” but can be tied to diplomatic or military activity more broadly. Unless a
clear archeological and possibly temporal context has been established, coin hoards cannot be used
liberally to prove a “barbarian invasion” happened or that it affected a particular area without
reference to other types of finds from excavations, museum collections, or stray finds, as well as
material remains and literary sources.
The variations in the system of monetary circulation in the Northern Balkans can mostly be
explained by patterns of economic supply. Changes in different provinces of the Byzantine Empire
and even the finds from barbaricum seem to often mirror fluctuations in mint output at the most
important mints. Symptoms of the difficulties the empire had in supplying the Danubian provinces
with cash include the shortage of bronze and the intensification of overstriking. However, it seems
that the Empire was still capable of centrally managing coin supply despite the shortage of resources.
The system of the quaestura exercitus and the distribution of the annona militaris was a major
mechanism for satisfying the demand for the large-denomination coinage in the region, which was
used for paying the salaries of soldiers and purchasing annona-related products.
The simplification of material culture observed in the course of the 7th century is not a sign
of “barbarization” of the frontier as much as of a complex set of fluid identities and systems of barter
exchanges on the border of barbaricum. Meanwhile, the Black sea settlements exhibited a more
urban character, which can be seen in the larger presence of small-denomination coins, used as small
change for market transactions. As the invasions destroyed the fortified settlements in the Balkans,
this artificial supply system broke down due to the lack of demand for coins. After all, if no soldiers
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had to receive their salaries and no market existed to require small denominations, then why would
large denominations make their way to these lands?
It is usually assumed that the Northern Balkans were a type of wasteland, ravaged by plague,
food insecurity, and depopulation, which made military provisioning and taxation a difficult
endeavor that would only grow worse in the course of the “barbarian invasions.” However, climate,
pollen, and bone data demonstrates that LALIA did not affect the Northern Balkans as adversely as
previously assumed. Indeed, the supposed depopulation and the difficulties in gathering taxes seems
to have been exaggerated by the narrative sources in a propaganda battle concerning the practice of
coemptio, instituted in the Thracian diocese to secure local provisioning for the troops in exchange
for lower payments of tax in cash. Indeed, the breakdown of the practice of coemptio that was
associated with the removal of the fortified garrisons on the Danubian limes would have drained the
region of its cash in terms of taxes, with a lower supply of Byzantine coins than the previous period
unable to meet the equation. Of course, more research is required into the specific implications of
the practice of coemptio in terms of taxation in cash and mint output, but we might cautiously accept
that coemptiones had a greater effect on the image of coin circulation in the Northern Balkans than
any assumed depopulation or declining food production.
So, what effect did the invasions of the Slavs, Avars, Antes, Kutrigurs, Bulgars, and other
ethnic groups have on coin circulation in the Northern Balkans? In view of the conclusions from the
different types of evidence, we can easily state that they did not play a primary role in the disruption
of coin circulation and the breakdown of the monetary economy in the Northern Balkans. Economic
and socio-administrative processes, such as the rising inflation, the scarcity of metal, the decline of
mint output, the breakdown of the importation of the annona militaris, the lack of soldiers that made
the quaestura exercitus purposeless, and the possible discontinuing of the practice of coemptio in
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the Balkans, seem to better explain the changes in coin circulation that we observe in the Northern
Balkans. However, the “barbarian invasions” played an auxiliary role in exacerbating the economic
problems that the Byzantine Empire already suffered from in the course of the 6th century. The
destruction of the fortresses on the Danubian limes, the invasions into Illyricum, and the sieges of
Thessalonica did not, in themselves, have any noticeable effect on mint output, quality of life, or
availability of food and cash. However, their decades-long forays into the Byzantine Empire helped
deplete the resources of the Empire at a moment of crisis in the monetary economy, connected with
the expenditures of quinquennial payments and the production of large folles. If the Byzantines had
to deal only with these “barbarian invasions,” then it is quite likely that Heraclius and his
descendants would have been able to rebuild the military infrastructure on the Danube, just as
Justinian had done in the 560s, just as Maurice had done in the 590s, just as Phocas had attempted
to do in the 600s, and just as Heraclius attempted to do in the 610s. Indeed, we do see burned layers
at Histria and Halmyris being replaced by a new fresh layer of fortifications. However, the large
quantity of resources required for the more pressing war against Persia, as well as the temporary
and then permanent loss of the large mint of Antioch, would both have contributed to the already
exhausted Byzantine treasury. Therefore, the “barbarian invasions” played only an auxiliary role in
depleting the Byzantine resources, as evidenced from the economic, administrative, and scientific
arguments that were employed in the course of this paper.
A final note is required concerning the preliminary character of these conclusions. There is
still a lot that we do not know concerning the 7th century in both archaeological and scientific terms.
More research is required to achieve a higher resolution of the pollen data, to qualify the patterns of
land use in the Northern Balkans, and to understand the administrative, economic, and social
structure of the lands along the Danubian limes, particularly in its Western sections in modern
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Serbia. Our hope is that new discoveries, numismatic and scientific, will help us get a better
understanding of just how devastated the Balkans really were by the “barbarian invasions” and
whether, indeed, these were the decisive reason for the collapse of the Byzantine holdings in the
Northern Balkans at the end of Late Antiquity. However, based on the numismatic data,
archeological evidence, and scientific studies so far, it appears highly unlikely that the “barbarian
invasions” played a primary role in the transformation of coin circulation at the end of the 6th century
and in the course of the 7th century. Instead, the impact of the economic, social, and administrative
changes and difficulties must be considered more decisive in explaining these processes and should
be the object of further inquiry from other scholars from different academic disciplines.
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