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“A burdensome matter it is today to abandon the delicate and subtle
customs of the Latin people, i.e. the Franks, and to return to the
dullness of the old Armenians.”
      Thus wrote the Armenian archbishop Nerses, not without a hint of
sarcasm, when defending his endeavour to unite the Armenian Church
with the Roman in the late twelfth century. What this old dullness was
is less clear but it seems that Latin customs had indeed become both
desirable and powerful, for this ecumenical endeavour met with success
and only a handful of years later something similar occured in the
Balkans, when a newly founded Bulgarian empire submitted to the
Roman Church as well.
      The rulers of these realms would not only profess their loyalty to
the Roman Church but would also carry papal banners into battle and
exchange letters with the pope. This study examines how these rulers
used their relationships with the Papacy, as well as how the pope used
his relationship with them. It is a study of ideas and of symbolic power,
of how kingdoms and empires were imagined and expressed. It is a
study of the new and the old, of two new power-centres emerging from
the old peripheries of the crumbling Byzantine Empire, of leaders
weaving together real and imagined histories with new influences in
order to establish and profess their legitimate rule.
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Abstract
The aim of this thesis is to examine the use of symbolic power at the establishment of the Second Bulgarian Empire 
and the Cilician kingdom of Armenia, and to further explore and discuss problems of language, translation, ethnography, 
legitimacy, culture and distinctions between “East” and “West” through these cases. Despite their geographical distance 
and diverse histories, these regions are united through a past of Byzantine domination and by their entering into unions 
with the Roman Papacy at this time. The central source of the study is the correspondence between the pope and the rulers 
of Bulgaria and Armenia. Numerous other sources from and about them are used as well, including historical, theological 
and eschatological works. Employing the sociological concepts of category and groupness and cultural semiotic concept 
of repertoire, this dissertation analyses the establishment of these two powers as well as the eastbound ambitions of the 
Papacy. The study demonstrates that the cultural repertoire of Cilician Armenia was gearing westwards in this age, both 
through importing foreign items such as Latin titles and through stressing historical and legendary connections with the 
Roman Empire as a source of symbolic power. The repertoire of the Second Bulgarian Empire was very closely aligned 
with Byzantine ideas but went through changes too during this time, stressing the importance of Bulgarian history as a 
source of symbolic power as well as investing that history with connections to the Papacy in Rome. Many and sometimes 
contradictory ideas of Rome were at play. They could refer back to the ancient Roman Empire, to Byzantium or to the 
Holy Roman Empire, as well as to the city of Rome and its Papacy. Pope Innocentius III propagated a Rome that was 
Christian rather than imperial through the eastward expansion of the Roman Church and his engagement with temporal 
rulers. Armenia and Bulgaria played key roles not only as eastern bastions and possible helpers in crusades but also in 
showcasing the expansion of papal influence and an order in which the Holy Roman Empire was not exalted but one 
power among others. The Armenian king Lewon did not acknowledge Byzantium as Roman but showcased his relationship 
with the Holy Roman Empire as well as the Papacy, having use both for an imperial Rome with associations back to 
ancient legends and for the Papacy that put him in a better position to deal with Latin neighbours. The Bulgarian emperor 
Caloiohannes, by contrast, acknowledged Byzantium as Roman and would indeed emulate many Byzantine practices and 
hierarchies. While he turned away from Byzantium, he did not turn away from Byzantine ideas, bonding with the pope 
that he knew as the patriarch of Rome in order to be properly crowned emperor. The thesis also shows that there was no 
contradiction between the Vlach and Bulgarian elements in the foundation of the Bulgarian Empire, arguing that Vlachs 
and Bulgarians were not reified groups but categories employed for different political purposes. Vlach was a word used 
to brand someone as barbaric and illegitimate while Bulgarian could be connected with a glorious past and invested with 
groupness and symbolic power. Similar if not as striking processes can be observed in Armenia, where Lewon made sure to 
become part of the category of Roman Christian which he had in common with his Latin neighbours, using that to achieve 
goals that the more exclusive category of Armenian could not.
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Prelude 

Then Romulus, wolf-nursed and proudly clad 
in tawny wolf-skin mantle, shall receive 
the sceptre of his race. He shall uprear 
and on his Romans his own name bestow. 
To these I give no bounded times or power, 
but empire without end.1 

 
In defiance of Jupiter’s fateful words in the Aeneid, the Roman Empire kept 
falling, more often than not at the hands of invading hordes, spectacularly 
recounted by scholars, authors and poets alike. One such fall occurred in 
April of 1204, when Constantinople was conquered by the Fourth Crusade. 
Constantinople would rise again, of course, but more importantly still, no 
invaders could destroy the idea of Rome and its empire without end, howev-
er much they plundered its different capitals. 

This idea of Rome in a wide sense, unbounded and without end, is a 
common denominator of the problems and protagonists that will be exam-
ined in this study. How could this idea or rather ideas be used and appear, 
and how did they change? For they had changed in the years running up to 
1204. When Constantinople fell to the crusaders, many who had lived under 
her influence had already turned their backs on the Queen of Cities, gazing 
westwards towards the Old Rome instead. 

In this book we will be acquainted with rebelling shepherds, stablemen 
and nomads in the Balkans as well as with an upstart court in Cilicia, the 
leaders of which bonded with the pope in Rome quite some years before the 
crusaders stood at the gates of Constantinople. With the blessing of the pope, 
an Armenian king and a Bulgarian emperor would be crowned deep in for-
mer Byzantine territories and with that an old order was at an end, though it 
is hard to say what the new order was, if there was one. This, however, is the 
objective of this study, to shed some light on how these new realms took 
shape in and between the shadows of the Old and New Rome, what role 
ideas of and about Rome played in these processes, and what use this pope 
and these rulers had for Rome and each other in their quests for power.  

 
1 Vergil, Aeneid, trans. by Theodore C. Williams (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1910), book 1, 
lines 275–280. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

This is a study of power and legitimacy, of how different kinds of rulers 
acted in order to establish, secure and expand their positions and spheres of 
influence. This is also a study of the history of ideas, which means that con-
quests and military exploits will be of secondary concern, the focus is rather 
on how rulers as well as their enemies and allies chose to present themselves 
and make their power manifest, of what kinds of symbolic power they had at 
their disposal and chose to activate, of what roles ideas of power and legiti-
macy played in these endeavours. 

The so-called Second Bulgarian Empire and Cilician Armenia are two ra-
ther dissimilar realms with different traditions and histories, the Armenians 
having had some eight hundred years of written culture and a longer history 
still of kingdoms, administration and organization, while the Second Bulgar-
ian Empire was founded by rebelling nomads or seminomads whose back-
grounds and languages is a mystery to scholars still. These realms do, how-
ever, have something in common through their long history of being directly 
and indirectly controlled from Constantinople, occupying the western and 
eastern borderlands of this Roman empire (see map 1). They also have the 
Roman Papacy in common, both of them forming bonds with the pope and 
accepting Roman Catholic Christianity within a few short years of each oth-
er, a development made even more interesting by the fact that Constantino-
ple was conquered by crusaders just afterwards. It is almost as if the order of 
Constantinople had already fallen when the city itself fell. 

One Roman order supplanted by another Roman order perhaps? History is 
of course more complex than that, but Bulgaria and Armenia were indeed 
areas wherein ideas of Rome had been diffused as well as suffused with dif-
ferent meanings, areas wherein some kind of connection with some kind of 
Rome was desirable for those who wished to make their power manifest. 

As established already, there was not one idea of Rome in the late twelfth 
and early thirteenth centuries, nor was there even one Rome or one Roman 
empire. There were two cities to take into account: one old, in the form of 
Rome, and one new Rome, as Constantinople was sometimes called, thus 
claiming the legacy of the Roman emperors of antiquity. Calling Constanti-
nople new at this time is of course quite misleading, Constantinople having 
been the biggest city of Europe for many centuries. Maybe it was actually 
the old Rome that was new at this point in time, rising again from the ashes 
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of history? And maybe speaking of only two Romes is quite misleading as 
well, for Rome was not only one – or two – geographical spaces, it was also 
an idea, or rather a plethora of ideas revolving around the legacy of this an-
cient city. Depending on the historical consciousness active it could be the 
foundation of the empire without end, the heritage claimed by the emperors 
of Constantinople as well as of the Holy Roman Empire; it could be the see 
of Saint Peter, vicar of Christ; it could be the authority under which the east-
ern part of the known world had been entrusted to the kings of Armenia; it 
could be the source of Christianity in Bulgaria. The list goes on.2 

One mode of approaching this kind of cluster of complex and sometimes 
contradictory ideas is to sort and distinguish. One may for example use cate-
gorizations as the Byzantine Empire and the Holy Roman Empire, to clearly 
demarcate those manifestations of a Roman empire from each other as well 
as from the ancient Roman Empire. While there is some clarity to be won, 
there is also much that may be lost. Such attempts at dispelling confusion 
might instead lead to more of it, since they might blind us to what the 
sources actually say, they may also create divisions that are rather artificial, 
or that seem more given and clear-cut than a more porous and complex reali-
ty. This study will make use of categorizations as those above, both in order 
to communicate with other research with more ease and for the sake of clari-
ty. My purpose, however, is not not to sort and distinguish, instead I will 
make an attempt at including a number of different perspectives. 

This study does of course not take all possible angles and perspectives on 
ideas of Rome and its empire into account, but it has a broad approach in 
mingling together the Second Bulgarian Empire, Cilician Armenia and the 
Papacy of Rome into one, expecting this comparative and inclusive approach 
to yield results which individual studies of them would not, both in examin-
ing processes of legitimization and the role that ideas of Rome may have 
played in each of those places, and in contemplating this complex cluster of 
ideas as a whole.  

 
2 Ideas of Rome would also be combined with other ideas and legacies. As illustrated by my 
quoting the Aeneid above, ancient Romans made the heritage of Troy their own, claiming 
descent from the fugitive Aeneas and thus entwining the fate of the Romans with that of the 
Trojans. The Constantinopolitan historian Nikētas Chōniatēs on the other hand named the 
French crusaders that plundered Constantinople in 1204 Aeneians as they tore down ancient 
Greek statues in the city. While Nikētas saw himself as a Roman citizen of the same empire 
that Augustus and Constantine the Great had controlled, he also bore the legacy of the ancient 
Greeks, enemies of the Trojans. Some of those French crusaders also did identify with the 
same Troy that Nikētas associated them with, professing that they conquered the Greek lands 
as heirs of fugitives of Troy, coming to claim their due. Thus, they laid claim to the legacy of 
Troy, but not that of Rome, complicating matters further. See Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, ed. 
by Jan L. van Dieten (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1975), p. 652; Robert de Clari, La Conquête de 
Constantinople, ed. by Philippe Lauer (Paris: Librairie ancienne Édouard Champion, 1924), p. 
102. 
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There are three main protagonists in this study: Innocentius III, elected 
pope in 1198; Lewon, lord of Cilician Armenia since 1187, crowned king in 
1198; Caloiohannes, leader of the Vlach rebellions since 1197, crowned king 
or emperor of Bulgaria in 1204. A fourth and less tangible protagonist is this 
very cluster of ideas of Rome, for there are other studies that will tell you 
more about the military feats of Lewon and Caloiohannes, or about the many 
other activities that Innocentius engaged in. Indeed, these three players 
might seem rather distant throughout large parts of this study, for they as 
persons are not the object of study, nor are their motives. The object of study 
is what they did: how they used, interpreted and manipulated ideas, and how 
those ideas presented them with certain opportunities while closing off oth-
ers. In trying to grasp the ideas it will be necessary to go beyond these per-
sons and examine many different words, symbols and concepts, and how 
they were used and appeared in the writings of authors before and around 
them, for this study understands and interprets ideas in a systemic sense, i.e. 
that they exist and need to be understood as connected with each other. To 
interpret connections and systems, as well as how they changed and interact-
ed with one another, it will be necessary to explore many historical contexts, 
and often these contexts may turn out to be more interesting and telling than 
the persons themselves when it comes to understanding their use of Rome 
and whatever other ideas they tied it to. This introductory chapter will thus 
begin with a discussion about earlier research on the spread of culture and 
sphere of influence of Constantinople, a major centre of Roman ideas which 
at this time had dominated the Balkans and Armenia for many centuries. 

1.1 The Byzantine Commonwealth and Ideal 
This study is not about Constantinople or Byzantium per se, but about its 
peripheries, or at least parts of them: Cilicia to its east and the southeast Bal-
kans to its west. More research pertaining to those areas in particular will be 
presented in chapters three and four respectively but here at the outset some 
more general ideas regarding the whole Byzantine sphere of influence will 
be discussed, ideas which have implications for the areas mentioned above 
as well as the study taken as a whole. The starting point and foundation for 
this discussion is Dimitri Obolensky’s notion of the Byzantine Common-
wealth.    

The term Byzantine Commonwealth is as awkward as it is fitting, consist-
ing of one element quite familiar to the Byzantines as well as one quite alien. 
As most historians would know, Byzantium and its derivatives are not words 
any Byzantines would have used to describe either themselves, their realm or 
their culture, instead they are retronyms as well as exonyms, being coined 
and used in sixteenth century Western Europe, to define and delimit a phase 
of Roman history of which they did not much approve, popularized as late as 
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the nineteenth century.3 To the people of its age the empire was Roman and 
its inhabitants Romans, not even Eastern ones. This is a crucial part in un-
derstanding Byzantium, sadly blurred by the anachronistic nomenclature we 
have at hand. While I myself would gladly skip any further references to the 
B-word for the rest of this book it would hardly make my work compatible 
with other works of the genre, nor the scholarly tradition at large. Hence 
Byzantium and Byzantine. We have to work with the tools at hand after all. A 
more useful tool is the term commonwealth, bringing us closer to a Byzan-
tine state of mind and being a concept not so alien to the actual objects of 
this study. The source of the word is the Greek oikoumenē (literally inhabit-
ed world), a word describing the known and civilized world, nominally un-
der the overlordship of the Byzantine emperor. 

The concept Byzantine Commonwealth was coined and popularized by 
historian Dimitri Obolensky in his ground-breaking and highly popular book 
of the same name from 1971, and I will let a definition of his own speak: 

If an educated man of Byzantium had been asked to define the foundations of 
his empire’s hegemony over the peoples of Eastern Europe, he would have 
pointed without hesitation to two: the Orthodox Church and the emperor’s 
universal sovereignity. If, furthermore, he were concerned with foreign policy 
or international relations, and thus familiar with the political philosophy con-
tained in The Book of Ceremonies, he might have elaborated these points by 
referring to the existence of a hierarchy of subordinate states revolving in 
obedient concord round the throne of the supreme autocrat in Constantinople, 
whose authority, in its rhythm and order, reproduced the harmonious move-
ment given to the universe by its Creator. His idea of oikoumene would have 
had strong religious overtones: for, as the emperor was God’s viceregent on 
earth, and the empire the pattern and prefiguration of the heavenly kingdom, 
so was this supranational Christian community the God-appointed custodian 
of the one true Orthodox faith, destined to fulfil this role until the last days 
and the coming of Antichrist.4 

 
Obolensky elaborates further, explaining that this rested on the threefold 

influence of Rome, Hellenism and Christianity: the universalist claims bor-
rowed from Rome, the notion of a civilized world on the inside of the 
oikoumenē and a barbaric world to be tamed and included on its outside was 
borrowed from Hellenism, and the moral foundation and purpose as a part of 

 
3 The earliest use is the title of Hieronymus Wolf’s collection of Byzantine sources, entitled 
Corpus Historiae Byzantinae (1557). Even some Byzantines would occasionally, in high 
literature and poetry, refer to the city of Constantinople by the ancient and classicizing name 
of Byzantion, but it was not widespread, nor a technical term having anything to do with the 
empire. For more on Wolf and of later Byzantinism, see The Reception of Byzantium in Euro-
pean Culture since 1500, ed. by Przemyslaw Marciniak and Dion C. Smythe (Farnham: Ash-
gate Publishing, 2016). 
4 Dimitri Obolensky, The Byzantine Commonwealth: Eastern Europe 500–1453, Cardinal edn 
(London: Sphere Books Ltd, 1974), pp. 353–354. 



7 

God’s plan was borrowed from Christianity. This was all implemented in 
Byzantine policy through careful diplomacy, taking the form of the creation 
of a chain of subservient states beyond its borders, through missionary work, 
bestowal of ranks and titles, and sometimes simply through bribes. Not only 
was this an outward movement, Obolensky also stresses the willingness of 
foreign powers to be baptized and take part in Byzantine civilization, Byzan-
tium being the prime source of strength, wealth, intellectual eminence and 
prestige.5 

Obolensky’s focus in his study is the relationship of Byzantium with the 
various powers of the Balkans, East-Central Europe and Russia, some of 
them quite far removed from the empire. His idea is that many countries and 
peoples did become part of an international society with similar cultural 
outlooks despite a rich diversity of historical experience, and that the extent 
and power of the actual empire proved less and less important, the com-
monwealth actually outliving Byzantium itself.6  

The times of the study at hand, however, Obolensky characterizes as “the 
catastrophic events of 1180–1240”.7 This is of course due to the Fourth Cru-
sade and the sack of Constantinople, as well as the successful rebellions of 
Vlachs and Bulgarians in the Balkans, but in his opinion the retreat of the 
Orthodox Church in favour of the Roman, which spread to Bulgaria and 
Serbia as well as western Russia in the early thirteenth century, was even 
more important than the military setbacks. Thus, it is the return of Ortho-
doxy later in the thirteenth century, more so than military reconquests, that 
in his view secured the future of the Byzantine Commonwealth.8 

Though not everyone makes use of the term, the notion of the Byzantine 
Commonwealth is a legacy that has permeated much research on Byzantium 
and its Eastern European neighbours after Obolensky. In Byzantium’s Bal-
kan Frontier, Paul Stephenson discusses the notion of the frontier itself and 
how it was perceived and functioned in Byzantium and the Balkans. Alt-
hough he traces the advancing and retreating of the Byzantine border, which 
ideally was the Danube, back and forth across the Balkans through war and 
diplomacy, his conclusion is that political authority did not need to have 
much to do with where that particular line was drawn (if it was drawn at all, 
we possess no Byzantine maps after all, as he points out). Byzantine authori-
ty rather seems to have been exercised through local power structures, 
whether they were within the frontiers of the empire or not. Thus one cannot 
speak of an imposition of Byzantine bureaucracy or casting off of a Byzan-
tine yoke, and we cannot judge the power and ambitions of the empire based 
on the vastness of its territory, since the goal, Stephenson argues, of the em-

 
5 Obolensky 1974, pp. 354–357, 360–361. 
6 Obolensky 1974, pp. 466–468. 
7 Obolensky 1974, p. 270. 
8 Obolensky 1974, pp. 311–315. 
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pire was not territorial expansion, but stability in the peripheries to ensure 
the integrity of Constantinople and its surroundings. This stability in the 
peripheries was ensured through payments, trade privileges, bestowal of 
titles and forging of alliances, much as Obolensky maintained, and Stephen-
son sees no struggle in the Balkans to cast off a despised Byzantine yoke. 
When many eventually did change allegiance, it was due to new powerful 
western patrons that could offer more handsome rewards, rather than to any 
ethnic awareness or sense of belonging to some kind of nation. 9 

Stephenson thus works in a vein similar to Obolensky but he takes the 
conclusions further, sometimes deconstructing the ethnic awareness and 
continuity in populations which Obolensky perceived as influenced by By-
zantium but still keeping an essential and continuous identity. The rebellion 
among Vlachs and Bulgarians in the late twelfth century and subsequent rise 
of the so-called Second Bulgarian Empire, central to the study at hand, is an 
example of this. Where Obolensky sees two centuries of struggle in which 
Byzantium attempted to extirpate a Bulgarian consciousness, ending in fail-
ure and the rise of a new independent Bulgaria, Stephenson sees a spontane-
ous uprising among diverse locals against an arbitrary imperial decision on 
taxes in the 1180s, which through the Byzantine unwillingness to negotiate 
and the ineptitude of its generals in the end led to the formation of an inde-
pendent realm, taking the name of Bulgaria, since the notion of an independ-
ent Bulgaria was something that existed in the history of the region.10 

Bulgarian historian Veselina Vachkova has devoted some attention to the 
concept of the commonwealth or oikoumenē. In an article on Byzantine rela-
tions with Khazars and Bulgars she discusses and elaborates the common-
wealth of Obolensky, and while her particular study is set some centuries 
before this, her remarks on the commonwealth are valuable and interesting. 
Like Obolensky she argues that in the Byzantine oikoumenē we find the Hel-
lenistic idea of a sacred space in opposition to the profane world outside, 
together with the Christian idea of the ecumenical, worldwide that is, power 
of the emperor.11 That might seem rather paradoxical but as Stephenson 
maintains, the priority and very purpose of the commonwealth was the pro-
tection of the sacred centre of Constantinople. Byzantium could thus shrink 
and adapt itself to new circumstances according to current needs, which is 
why the loss of territory to the Bulgars in the seventh and eighth centuries 
was not so much of a problem to the Byzantines, who included the Bulgars 
in their commonwealth and thus shared the duty of defending the Danube 

 
9 Paul Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
2000), pp. 3–7, 316–321. 
10 Obolensky 1974, pp. 276, 285–286. Stephenson, pp. 289–294. 
11 Veselina Vachkova, ‘Danube Bulgaria and Khazaria as Parts of the Byzantine Oikumene’, 
in The Other Europe in the Middle Ages: Avars, Bulgars, Khazars and Cumans, ed. by Florin 
Curta and Roman Kovalev (Leiden; Boston: Brill 2008), pp. 339–362 (p. 340). 
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border with them, since the defence of that border against the depredations 
of northern Barbarians was what really mattered, not who defended it. This 
further complicates the notion of Byzantine borders that Stephenson has 
already touched upon, and according to Vachkova we could speak of an 
inner and an outer border. The outer and common border would in this case 
be the Danube while there could still be an inner border between the Bulgars 
and regions under direct Byzantine control, something that makes sense of 
otherwise strange descriptions where Byzantines describe certain lands as 
belonging to the Bulgars while still maintaining the Danube as their own 
border. The border could also be defended from beyond, as with the Khazars 
of the south Russian steppes, with whom Byzantium maintained quite close 
ties throughout the eighth and ninth centuries. What is interesting about both 
Khazars and Bulgars is that the Byzantines did not seem to have much inter-
est in their religion, illustrated both by the fact that Bulgars lived for centu-
ries within the commonwealth before being baptized and the utter lack of 
reaction in Byzantium to the Khazars’ adoption of Judaism.12 This dovetails 
with Obolensky’s idea of both an outward and an inward motion in the 
spread of Byzantine influence, that baptism could as likely come from the 
desire of local elites as from a Byzantine desire to spread the Gospel. 

A harsh critic of Obolensky’s idea of commonwealth is to be found in 
Anthony Kaldellis, who prefers to look upon Byzantium as a state rather 
than an empire, with an ethno-political integrity centrered on the ethnic iden-
tity of Roman.13 He calls Obolensky’s commonwealth “a modern fiction” 
and maintains that oikoumenē in a Byzantine context solely referred to the 
territory directly under control of the state infrastructure of Byzantium, or 
Romanía as he prefers to call it. Whatever ideas of Christian universalism 
that may have existed had nothing to do with the court or state but were 
products of “‘freelance’ religious writers”.14 Kaldellis’s own position is often 
criticized as well, an important point being his refusal to theoretically define 
the nation-state that he claims to see in Byzantium.15 

Averil Cameron is more favourably disposed to the idea of the Byzantine 
Commonwealth, saying that “Byzantium needs to be understood within its 
wider relationships”. She speaks of the “porousness” of Byzantium’s borders 
and maintains that its imperial reach was ill-defined and varied greatly, she 
also draws attention to Jonathan Shepard’s definition of Byzantium as a “po-

 
12 Vachkova, pp. 342–343, 346–349, 356–357. 
13 Anthony Kaldellis, ‘Did the Byzantine Empire Have “Ecumenical” or “Universal” Aspira-
tions?’, in Ancient States and Infrastructural Power, ed. by Clifford Ando and Seth Richard-
son (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), pp. 272–300 (p. 276); Anthony 
Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium: The Transformations of Greek Identity and the Reception 
of the Classical Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
14 Kaldellis 2017, pp. 278–282, 284–285. 
15 See e.g. Christopher Livanos, review of Anthony Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium, Specu-
lum, 85 (2010), 407–408. 
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litico-cultural sphere”.16 This is again something bigger than Byzantium, 
with Byzantium itself being rather difficult to grasp. Byzantium understood 
as an empire is important to Cameron and in discussing the definitions of 
empire she includes key aspects as “the ability to bring disparate and ‘for-
eign’ elements under central control, as well as the capacity to exploit popu-
lation and territory by exacting some form of tribute”. She furthermore ar-
gues that the reach of Byzantium was even wider than Obolensky’s com-
monwealth, and more more complex than Obolensky envisioned it, “stretch-
ing all around the Mediterranean, to the east and the Islamic world, and to 
the north and to the Caucasus”.17 

The above-mentioned Jonathan Shepard, a former student of Obolensky, 
makes liberal use of the term Byzantine Commonwealth in his research. His 
main interest is not primarily in the policies of the emperors in Constantino-
ple but rather in those polities that were outside direct Byzantine control but 
made up parts of the Commonwealth, such as Bulgaria and Rus’. Thus he 
provides insights into the mechanisms of the peripheral parts of the Com-
monwealth, arguing that the religious and literary works that were dissemi-
nated and translated came to spawn a self-referential and self-sustaining 
textual community that had no need of direction from the Byzantine estab-
lishment; furthermore, the degree of interest in Byzantine borrowings that a 
particular regime showed did not necessarily reflect how close they were to 
the imperial government.18 One could thus say that the Byzantine ideas came 
to live a life of their own once disseminated within the Commonwealth. 

Christian Raffensperger, also working on Rus’, has coined the term The 
Byzantine Ideal, which might be helpful in articulating the wider reach pos-
tulated by Cameron as well as the independent use and development of ideas 
argued by Shepard: 

The Byzantine Ideal is a concept designed to revise the idea of the Byzantine 
Commonwealth. Dmitri [sic.] Obolensky’s The Byzantine Commonwealth is 
an impressive work of scholarship that documents pervasive Byzantine influ-
ence on the Slavic states of Eastern Europe. However, it focuses almost solely 
on those Slavs, excluding other regions that were influenced by Byzantium for 
geographic reasons […]. The essence of the Byzantine Ideal is that Byzanti-
um, as the last vestige of the Roman Empire, exerted an ideological or cultural 
force on the kingdoms of medieval Europe as they were establishing them-
selves and their dynasties, and those kingdoms then endeavored to connect 
themselves in some way to Byzantium and through Byzantium to Rome in or-
der to enhance their legitimacy. The rulers and elites of these European king-

 
16 Averil Cameron, Byzantine Matters (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), pp. 29, 
39–40; Jonathan Shepard, ‘Byzantium’s Overlapping Circles’, in Proceedings of the 21st 
International Congress of Byzantine Studies: London, 21–26 August, 2006, ed. by Elizabeth 
Jeffreys and Fiona K. Haarer (Farnham: Ashgate, 2006), pp. 15–55, (esp. pp. 53–55). 
17 Cameron, pp. 30, 39, 44–45. 
18 Shepard, p. 18. 
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doms subscribed to the Byzantine Ideal by using Byzantine titulature, image-
ry, and art to enhance their own status both with their peers and with their 
people.19 
 
Raffensperger’s aim is to show that Rus’ did not belong to some Byzan-

tine or Slavic fringe but was a part of medieval Europe through arguing that 
this Byzantine Ideal was present over all of Europe, not only in Obolensky’s 
commonwealth. He makes two important points: the one just mentioned 
above, that powers in Western Europe were also interested in the Byzantine 
Ideal; the other that speaking of Byzantine influence upon other powers is 
misleading. One should rather describe it as appropriation, since that better 
describes the active, subjective and motivated process of taking, rather than 
of underdeveloped cultures passively receiving influence from a dominant 
culture.20 

Even though appropriation is a useful term, there may be occasions for 
speaking of influence as well, especially in the case of powers that had not 
had much connections with any Roman legacy before, and as such would 
have needed to feel the pull of the Byzantine Ideal before appropriating it. 
This issue ties into what Shepard and even Obolensky discussed, that there 
were both outward and inward motions in the spread of Byzantine culture. 
Raffensperger’s Byzantine Ideal also ties into the problem of our unfortunate 
nomenclature, for the powers of Europe were interested in Byzantium not 
because it was Byzantium, but because it was Rome, as he stresses by refer-
ring to it as “the last vestige of the Roman Empire”. Whether one wishes to 
speak of a commonwealth or an ideal, one always needs to bear in mind that 
it is a Roman Commonwealth or a Roman Ideal. That realization opens up 
another important question: Could Byzantium always and everywhere lay 
claim to the Roman heritage? It is not only modern scholars that refer to 
Byzantium by a misleading name, but in contemporary Latin, Slavic and 
Armenian sources the Byzantines were with varying degrees of frequency 
referred to as Greeks rather than Romans, not to mention the intepretation of 
the coronation of Charlemagne in the year 800 as translatio imperii, i.e. that 
the Roman Empire was transferred from Constantinople to the West when he 
was crowned emperor. 

Whether one wants to speak of a Commonwealth or an Ideal, there are 
two questions closely intertwined with these notions:  

When did Constantinople succeed in presenting itself as Rome and by so 
doing succeed in exerting the pull of the Roman Ideal over foreign powers, 
and when did it not?  

Who else could exert this pull?  

 
19 Christian Raffensperger, Reimagining Europe: Kievan Rus’ in the Medieval World, 988–
1146 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), pp. 11–12. 
20 Raffensperger, pp. 2–6, 15. 



12 

These questions are also intertwined with those that I aim to explore and 
discuss in this study. 

1.2 Research Questions and Aims 
Based on what has been discussed above we may say that the contexts 
wherein Lewon and Caloiohannes were active had to some degree been in-
fluenced by or appropriated the Roman Ideal, a cluster of ideas and symbols 
in the centre of which was the idea of Rome as a source of legitimacy. Inno-
centius III for his part had his seat in Rome itself.  

The first aim of this study is to examine how Innocentius, Lewon and 
Caloiohannes made use of these facts, that ideas of Rome were desirable to a 
ruler and that Innocentius resided in Rome, and to examine what their ideas 
of Rome were and how they interpreted and used these ideas in order to 
strengthen their powerbases and legitimize their rule. This aim can be divid-
ed into three parts which will in turn be examined in chapters 2, 3 and 4 of 
this study, respectively.  

Chapter 2 answers the questions of for what purposes Innocentius III took 
such an interest in these faraway lands that for so long had been under the 
aegis of the New Rome of Byzantium, of how he reasoned with Lewon and 
Caloiohannes in order to tie them to the Papacy, and of how he used his rela-
tionships with them. 

Chapter 3 answers the questions of for what purposes Lewon turned to the 
pope in Rome when he sought to be crowned and legitimize his position, of 
how he reasoned with Innocentius in order to achieve his goals, of how he 
used his relationship with the Papacy, and of how ideas of Rome tied in with 
other ideas regarding power and legitimacy that he used and could access. 

Chapter 4 does the same for Caloiohannes as chapter 3 for Lewon.  
The difficulties contained in the above questions have many theoretical, 

methodological and historiographical implications that are necessary to ad-
dress in order to properly answer the questions in the first aim. However, 
they also have implications that go beyond these questions.  

The second aim of this study is thus to look beyond its protagonists and to 
further explore and discuss these difficulties, which I have divided into five 
problem areas, with questions and problems to be discussed throughout the 
study, if not always straightforwardly answered: 

Problems of language and translation 
The only writings preserved from Lewon and Caloiohannes are letters that 
they exchanged with Innocentius, letters in Latin, a language that neither 
Lewon nor Caloiohannes knew. In some instances, the letters were even 
translated twice, via Greek. It is also likely that Caloiohannes and perhaps 
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Lewon could not write at all, in any language, but dictated their letters to 
scribes. What does this mean for our interpretation of the sources? 

This is not the only problem of language. Another is that many languages 
are at play in this study. How are words central to the study translated? Do 
words such as rex and t῾agawor, both normally translated king, really mean 
the same thing? What words were used to represent concepts such as Rome 
and Roman? Did they correspond between languages?  

In addition, it is important to ask what the written word meant at all in an 
age where so utterly few could read or write. What use could Lewon and 
Caloiohannes have of papal letters at their own courts? Could they even be-
come more important as artifacts with their exotic script and sumptuous 
adornments than as containers of information? 

Problems of ethnography 
Lewon and Caloiohannes were seldomly called rulers of Armenia and Bul-
garia, but of Armenians and of Bulgarians (or Vlachs or Cumans even). 
What lies behind these labels? Who speaks for and of those groups, the 
members of which to an overwhelming degree are utterly silent in our 
sources? How are we to understand such denominations? Are those who use 
these labels describing a reality or creating it? And does the historian de-
scribe or create? How do we avoid the latter? 

Problems of legitimacy and its purpose 
At the core of this study lies two leaders who go to great and rather trouble-
some lengths to legitimize their rule, but what advantage did legitimacy 
bring about in an age before modern state infrastructure, mass media and 
international alliances and confederations? What did it mean to Lewon and 
Caloiohannes, both of them dominant warlords in their respective regions, to 
receive new titles and climb hierarchies? 

Problems of culture and exchange of ideas 
As iterated before, this is a study with a wide reach that does not only touch 
upon different languages but also upon cultural differences. It is a study of 
meetings between cultures, of exchanges between them, of manipulation of 
them. Culture, as huge as it is vague, is a difficult concept to use with any 
rigour. Instead I will most often speak of repertoires, a concept borrowed 
from cultural semiotics, to be discussed further in subsection 1.3.2. These 
repertoires are sets of tools available, or for that matter made available, at 
any given time and place. This study is an attempt to address difficulties 
regarding culture in this era using the concept of repertoire and to find out 
whether it is a useful tool for the purpose, by asking questions such as: How 
did the protagonists of this study make use of the repertoires available to 
them? How did they manipulate them to become more useful? What place 
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did Rome have in these repertoires? How did different repertoires relate to 
and influence each other?  

East and West 
This could be another story of East versus West, of Orthodoxy versus Ca-
tholicism, of Byzantium versus Western Europe. It could be and to some 
degree it probably is, but in focusing on what has traditionally been per-
ceived as peripheries and frontiers this study brings to light details and phe-
nomena that do not lend themselves very well to such schematics. Again, at 
the very outset of this study lies the unions of Armenia and Bulgaria with the 
Papacy in Rome, two events that in themselves turn the tables on the above-
mentioned polarities. So too do the ideas of Rome that loom over this whole 
study, ever present in both East and West, sometimes similar, sometimes 
contrary, always mutable. 

My statement that this study focuses on peripheries should not suggest 
that what was happening there was in any way peripheral. What went on 
there might even have been striking enough to shake grand narratives of East 
and West, of huge and monolithic cultures teleologically evolving through-
out the centuries.  

In the introduction to her seminal work Europe after Rome, Julia Smith 
stated that her book rested on a “belief in the value of micro-history and a 
healthy respect for the plurality of historical experience”, furthermore saying 
that “it is a book not about European culture but about Europe’s cultures”.21 
The same holds true for my beliefs and intentions. This, however, is not a 
book about Europe’s cultures, for the scope of this work takes us beyond 
Europe, thus suggesting that those kinds of borders are not very productive 
for understanding what was going on either on their inside or outside. Thus I 
intend to contribute to a plurality of historical experience that can help form 
a more accurate picture of the past. 

1.3 Theoretical Premises 
Of the five problem areas discussed above the first primarily regards rather 
practical problems that are close to the sources and their interpretation while 
the last ties into larger historiographical discussions. The other three contain 
concepts that are central to this study and need to be clearly defined. They 
are ethnicity, culture and legitimacy. The first two in particular are compli-
cated, difficult and potentially controversial, and the subject of plenty of 
theoretical discussions. Both of these will be treated in this section, at the 

 
21 Julia Smith, Europe after Rome: A New Cultural History 500–1000 (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2007), p. 7. 
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end of which I will discuss how they can be used in analysing processes of 
legitimization.  

I will not go into attempts at theoretical definitions of the mechanisms of 
states, empires or kingdoms and thus not enter into discussions such as the 
one alluded to above of whether Byzantium was a state or an empire. For the 
purpose of this study there is no discussion: it was an empire for it was thus 
called. Empire, or in this case basileia, is thus an item of empirical data ra-
ther than an analytical concept.  

My using terms from the sources rather than theoretical models to name 
the realms under discussion does not presuppose that a particular label nec-
essarily entails particular institutions or levels of organization. That I name 
Caloiohannes’s realm an empire and Lewon’s a kingdom is because Caloio-
hannes called himself imperator and Lewon rex, not because I work on a 
preconception that Caloiohannes’s empire was in some way more powerful, 
far-reaching or developed than Lewon’s kingdom. One could argue that for 
the sake of rigour and accuracy I should use the very words found in the 
sources instead of English translations but that would make this study un-
necessarily complicated while not providing more in the way of rigour. 
Where it does get complicated and words in the original sources do not cor-
respond well to English terms, I will point it out and discuss it. This will 
become important in discussing Armenian kingship, as seen in section 3.4.  

1.3.1 Interpreting Ethnographic Discourse: Categories and 
Groupness 
In the concluding chapter of his study of the Goths in fifth- and sixth-century 
Italy, the historian Patrick Amory describes ethnographic discourse of late 
antiquity in the following way: 

Ethnographic discourse did not merely describe society: it attempted to order 
and reorder it. This reordering succeeded in creating something different from 
ethnicity: political opportunities that vanished as soon as they appeared. The 
many uses of ethnographic discourse in fifth- and sixth-century Italy evolved 
over periods of time, and conflicted with each other and with non-
ethnographic ways of imagining community. The words “Goth” and “Ro-
man”, redefinable as they were, could never fully describe or reorder a society 
far more complex than a division into two groups. Although some people at-
tempted to fit themselves into the historically received categories of Goth and 
Roman in different ways at different times, in the end neither of these catego-
ries succeeded in constructing a meaningful or permanent community. Rather, 
they succeeded in changing individual behavior briefly, introducing new 
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routes to political power for the ambitious, and destroying the lives of those 
who could not take advantage of them.22 

 
For the purpose of the study at hand there are three points from the quote 

above to keep in mind: ethnographic discourse conflicts with non-
ethnographic ways of imagining community and can never fully describe 
society, society being far more complex; it attempts to order and reorder 
society; it creates political opportunities. 

This study differs from that of Amory in two important aspects in that it 
deals with a later period and that it is not very much concerned with individ-
ual behaviour, instead it deals with big groups of people and their rulers. The 
statements above are still valid and important but a study of this kind, with a 
bird’s eye view where actual humans tend to become rather distant, faces 
additional challenges, one of the most important of which is the seemingly 
innocent word group.  Following the sociologist Rogers Brubaker I propose 
that there are no such things as groups, that they are constructions of group-
ism. Brubaker describes groupism as: 

to take discrete bounded groups as basic constituents of social life, chief pro-
tagonists of social conflicts, and fundamental units of social analysis. I mean 
the tendency to treat ethnic groups, nations and races as substantial entities to 
which interests and agency can be attributed.23 
  
Brubaker, who primarily works on questions of ethnicity and nationalism 

in modern Transylvania, argues that the division of the social world into 
groups should be the object of our study, our empirical data, rather than the 
analytical tools with which we should analyse it, not unlike Amory above, 
who saw the concepts of Goth and Roman as words in the hands of ethnog-
raphers (vainly) attempting to order society.24 

We as scholars are not compelled to order the society that we examine in 
the same way as the authors of the sources that we use. We should rather ask 
how they ordered it and why they ordered it thus, doing away with any pre-
conceptions of permanent communities or substantial entities. 

How then to speak of these non-communities and non-entities? What are 
they? Amory speaks above of Goths and Romans as categories. Brubaker 
too uses that word; in addition he speaks of groupness. Using category and 
groupness as Brubaker does shifts the focus from those who are categorized 
to those who categorize. A category does not possess an essence of its own 
but is a word used to delimit and define certain persons by criteria that are 

 
22 Patrick Amory, People and Identity in Ostrogothic Italy, 489–554 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press 1997), p. 314. 
23 Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without Groups (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 
2004), p. 8. 
24 Brubaker, p. 9. 
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arbitrary and may change over time. These categories can then be infused 
with groupness, which is not to be understood as a static attribute of the cat-
egory but rather as something that happens under particular circumstances, 
e.g. when symbols of cohesion are used to unite persons singled out as be-
longing to a certain category in times of crisis. Instead of trying to prove the 
existence or non-existence of a group we should study to what degree 
groupness becomes associated with a particular category and how that pro-
cess comes about, if it does at all.25 

From this starting point of analysing society with the help of categories 
and groupness we may again examine the three points borrowed from 
Amory above and see what further tools of analysis they might give with the 
help of some additional researchers who have worked on similar matters. 

1. Ethnographic discourse conflicts with non-ethnographic ways of imag-
ining community and it can never fully describe society. Amory stresses that 
there are other forms of communities besides ethnicity and cautions us that 
what we interpret as an ethnic label may as well have referred to regional 
communities, religious sects, social classes or professions. One illuminating 
example of this is the term barbarus, which in late antiquity in many cases 
simply meant soldier, thereby not being an ethnic category at all.26 Further-
more he is cautious of using cultural traits or material artefacts to determine 
ethnic identity, stating that various traits might at different times be associat-
ed with certain ethnic categories, the identity of which are not often clear.27  

The historian Jonathan Hall, working on Greek antiquity, also warns 
against using cultural traits, emphasizing that people with many shared traits 
as religion, language or cultural practices might still see themselves or be 
categorized as separate, and that one therefore cannot see ethnicity as an 
objective category (i.e. defined by certain traits), but have to understand it as 
subjectively perceived and socially constructed.28 

Amory furthermore emphasizes that persons may belong to multiple cate-
gories with shifting importance depending on the circumstances,29 which 
dovetails with the notion of categories and groupness mentioned above. 
While one kind of groupness related to a certain category might be useful to 
activate at one point, another might be preferable under different circum-
stances. Amory furthermore questions the stability of ethnicity and stresses 
the fact that groups constantly change, that a given identity may disappear, 
reappear or be redefined according to circumstances and needs, and that 

 
25 Brubaker, p. 12–13. 
26 Amory, pp. 16, 25–28, 40–41.  
27 Amory, pp. 16–17, 29–31, 33–34. 
28 Jonathan Hall, Ethnic Identity in Greek Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1997), pp. 23–24. 
29 Amory, p. 13. 
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ethnicity may be used to divide and define when people of different catego-
ries are forced into sharing the same resources.30  

2. Ethnographic discourse attempts to order and reorder society. An im-
portant scholar in matters of Byzantine ethnography is Florin Curta with his 
seminal study The Making of the Slavs. One of the major conclusions of that 
study of the early medieval Slavs is that the Slavs were mainly defined from 
the outside, from Byzantium that is, and that the different ethnic labels in use 
had more to do with their role in Byzantine politics than their cultural or 
linguistic differences.31 The ethnic categories were thus tools in the hands of 
Byzantine writers who needed to sort and make sense of what was going on 
beyond the Danube and did not reflect self-definition among the people liv-
ing there. As the title The Making of the Slavs suggests, the Byzantine at-
tempts to order the societies north of the Danube may have created them 
rather than described them.  

Describing or creating your others is an intrinsical part of the use of any 
ethnic labels, the others being just as important when attempting to infuse a 
category with groupness as any other symbols of cohesion, if not more so. 
Jonathan Hall is of the opinion that ethnic identities are only constituted in 
opposition to others.32 Edith Hall explores that idea further in her study on 
“Barbarians” in Ancient Greece, where a polarity is created between Greek 
and Barbarian, where Barbarians are given attributes diametrically opposed 
to the Greeks to highlight the unity and greatness of the latter, to infuse the 
category of Greek with groupness, as Brubaker would say. She also draws 
parallels to other ancient cultures such as Egypt and China, where the con-
solidation of great powers has gone hand in hand with the construction of an 
other.33 The same phenomenon has been observed by semiotician Yuri Lot-
man, who, like Edith Hall, notes the similarity with which civilizations far 
removed from each other in space and time tend to create a polarity between 
“our space” and “their space”, “the cultured” and “the hostile”, “the harmo-
niously organized” and “the chaotic”. “Every culture begins by dividing the 
world into ‘its own’ internal space and ‘their’ external space”, he writes, also 
describing a “mirror-like relationship between ‘our’ world and ‘their’ one: 
what is not allowed with us is allowed with them.”34 The construction of an 
object is thus instrumental in constructing the subject, and vice versa. They 
are the distorted mirror image of each other, as well as each other’s prerequi-

 
30 Amory, pp. 16–17.  
31 Florin Curta, The Making of the Slavs: History and Archaeology of the Lower Danube 
Region, ca. 500–700 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 346–347. 
32 Jonathan Hall pp. 32–33. 
33 Edith Hall, Inventing the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy (Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1989), pp. 59–62, 160–162. 
34 Yuri M. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture, trans. by Ann Shuk-
man (Bloomington: Indiana University Press 1990), pp. 131–132. 
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site. The us needs a them when ordering society and attempting to infuse the 
us with groupness.  

Lotman also observes that there may be different kinds of others, which is 
a common phenomenon in medieval contexts, where there is often some 
kind of category on the frontier between us and the utterly barbaric other. 
Lotman provides an example from Kievan Rus’ where nomads sometimes 
settled within Russian territory, adopted an agricultural lifestyle, allied with 
Russian princes and fought together with them against the other nomads. 
They were called “our pogany”, literally “our pagans” or “our foreigners”, 
both living on the boundary in a literal sense and representing something 
between us and them.35 An example even closer to the subject of this disser-
tation is George Demacopoulos’s reading of the chronicle of the Fourth Cru-
sade by Robert de Clari. There he finds two others, the Greeks and the Cu-
mans. The “Greeks are a more familiar ‘Other’ than the Cumans”, Demaco-
poulos writes, noting that they are contrasted with the French of Clari’s ac-
count in different ways. The completely uncivilized Cumans are presented as 
exceptional warriors, even stronger than the French, whereas the Greeks, the 
familiar other, are portrayed as cowardly and effeminate.36 The valour of the 
utterly alien Cumans could thus be praised without risk since they were vi-
cious pagans, while any such virtues had to be suppressed regarding the fa-
miliar Greeks, and as such they could both fulfil different roles in extolling 
French virtues, the otherness and danger of the Cumans to highlight the 
Christian and civilized nature of the French, the weakness of the Greeks to 
highlight the valour of the French. Different others could thus be used to 
highlight different qualities of the us. 

3. Ethnographic discourse creates political opportunities. Amory has 
plenty of examples of people going between categories by choosing the right 
labels and performing the right identities at the right time in order to advance 
through hierarchies or just saving their skins.37 This is one political oppor-
tunity created by ethnographical discourse, for the individual to advance or 
find protection by presenting the opportune identity. There are two addition-
al opportunities relevant to this study. One is to strengthen or consolidate a 
power base through the attempt to infuse a category with groupness as de-
scribed by Brubaker. The other is that ethnographic discourse may be an aid 
in dismissing an individual or a large number of people through describing 
them as belonging to some undesirable category, tying into the discussion of 
the other above. The other could be more than just an inverted mirror of the 
“us”, it could also be a convenient category wherein to put those you wanted 
to keep away from legitimate political power. Amory again has a striking 

 
35 Lotman, p. 137. 
36 George E. Demacopoulos, Colonizing Christianity: Greek and Latin Religious Identity in 
the Era of the Fourth Crusade (New York: Fordham University Press, 2019), pp. 16–17. 
37 Amory, pp. 192–193. 
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example in how the Gothic king Totila denounced the Byzantine invaders of 
Italy as Greeks in order to render their claim of reconquering Italy as Ro-
mans void.38  

1.3.2 Interpreting Culture: Polysystem Theory and Repertoire 
This study uses a semiotic approach to the idea of culture, mainly based on 
the Tartu school led by the above-mentioned Lotman and on the polysystem 
theory of Israeli culture researcher Itamar Even-Zohar. Just as little as I will 
try to map and divide ethnic groups will I attempt to map and divide discrete 
cultures, taking as my point of departure that “in semiotics, the notion of 
Culture is not specified, but rather is used as a tool to analyse a meeting of 
cultures; in a sense, it is the study of how the Ego-culture defines itself in 
relation to others.”39  

The quote above is from the semiotician Anna Cabak Rédei who sums up 
and discusses the ideas of the Tartu school and its predecessors in her work 
on the travel journals of Germaine de Staël. As in the discussion above, cul-
ture as understood in the semiotic sense is in need of an other. This other, 
this Non-culture is characterized by chaos and disorder while the (Ego-
)culture is characterized by organization, both of them defined by that same 
Ego-culture.40 Culture will in this study be understood in a systemic sense, as 
the tools by which we organize and make sense of the world we live in, non-
culture being what we cannot organize in our systems and thus do not under-
stand. Cabak Rédei gives the following example: 

algebra is organized and communicated according to the ‘rules’ of maths, and 
thus maths forms the Ego-culture for the mathematician, in terms of intelligi-
bility and, we may suppose, esteem; maths also forms the Non-culture for the 
person who is not a trained mathematician, for whom algebra only represents 
disorder, and presumably should not be accorded esteem either.41 

 
While delimiting maths might be rather straightforward, delimiting e.g. an 

Armenian culture would be considerably harder and not at all desirable, 
since the necessary simplifications and reductions would make the resulting 
“culture” worthless as a tool for analysis as well as quite far removed from 
any kind of historical reality. In this study of meetings of cultures, “Armeni-
an culture” comes into being, or at least becomes visible, when it meets an-
other. Likewise, the distinction between Ego-culture and Non-culture is ra-

 
38 Amory, p. 180. 
39 Anna Cabak Rédei, An Inquiry into Cultural Semiotics: Germaine de Staël’s Autobiograph-
ical Travel Accounts (Lund: Division of Semiotics at the Department of Art History and 
Musicology, Lund University, 2007), p. 51. 
40 Cabak Rédei, p. 52. 
41 Cabak Rédei, p. 51. 
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ther abstract. In reality there would often be more than one Non-culture, as 
exemplified by the “our pogany” of Rus’ or the difference between Greeks 
and Cumans in the French chronicle mentioned above. Such categorizations 
suggest degrees in otherness, between those who were to some degree famil-
iar or comprehensible and those who were utterly alien. 

As an aid in analysing interactions between different cultural systems I 
will make use of the idea of the polysystem, mainly developed by Itamar 
Even-Zohar. Continuing the work of Russian Formalists and Czech Structur-
alists Even-Zohar coined the term polysystem in order to bring a diachronic 
and more dynamic approach to system theory, emphasizing complexity and 
heterogeneity, as well as the interaction between systems in a dynamic hier-
archy where the relative prestige tends to govern which system influences 
which. The heterogeneity within systems is also stressed, with tensions be-
tween dominant and often quite static centres and their peripheries, where 
most of the change and interaction with other centres and systems take 
place.42 

This model of intersecting systems with concurrent centres dovetails quite 
well with research on Byzantium, especially the idea of the Commonwealth. 
Viewed in the light of polysystem theory Constantinople would be an im-
portant and prestigious centre which influences and at times encompasses 
less powerful centres in its peripheries. Rome would on the other hand be 
another important centre, still part of the same polysystem, while we could 
look upon Armenia and the Bulgarian Empire as two centres (re)emerging or 
(re)forming in the peripheries of Constantinople and/or Rome. Well-defined 
borders between systems are not important in this model nor will they be for 
my study, of importance are instead interaction between different centres and 
the activites of those who attempt to influence, manipulate or raise the pres-
tige of different centres. 

An important concept in this model is the repertoire, which Even-Zohar 
uses to refer to a set of cultural tools which may be in use in the centre of a 
system just as well as in a peripheral group; what singles out a centre is its 
having a prestigious repertoire that attract others who wish to rise or estab-
lish their positions.43 The making of these repertoires is constant and contin-
uous, although with shifting intensity.44 Some of this making is more sponta-
neous, e.g. new concepts devised or imported for new needs, while it might 
also be deliberate on the part of influential persons or groups, which again 
comes closer to the discussions above. Even-Zohar does not use the word 
ethnicity, but he speaks of entities, of organized groups of humans, be they 
“tribes”, “clans”, “nations” or “peoples”. In order to control such an entity, 

 
42 Itamar Even-Zohar, Papers in Culture Research (Tel Aviv: Unit of Culture Research, Tel 
Aviv University, 2010), pp. 42–44. See also Lotman, pp. 134–142. 
43 Even-Zohar, p. 47. 
44 Even-Zohar, pp. 17–18, 71–72. 
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Even-Zohar argues, the leaders deliberately modify or create repertoires to 
bring social cohesion to the entity. This creation of a repertoire that justifies 
the entity and makes abiding of the law something natural is a much more 
efficient way than to use brute force and violence, and in the long term per-
haps the only way, for a ruler or ruling elite to remain in power.45 I will not 
make use of the word entity, instead using category and groupness as de-
fined earlier. Another wording of the above process would thus be that lead-
ers deliberately modify or create repertoires to infuse desirable categories 
with groupness, thus legitimizing their reign. 

Another important concept in polysystem theory and in studying reper-
toires is transfer. As mentioned above new items of repertoire may be either 
invented or imported from other repertoires, the latter being much more 
common according to Even-Zohar, though it might not always be apparent.46 
A transfer refers to such an import, the difference being that we can speak of 
a transfer when the new item has become an integral part of the target reper-
toire, while an import is still perceived as something borrowed that one 
could dispense of.47 Studying transfers is thus a tool for studying systems, 
their relationships and their relative prestige. Can we observe many transfers 
at a certain time in a given system? Where do they come from? Is there a 
reciprocal exchange?  

Raffensperger’s idea of appropriation ties in with the imports and trans-
fers. Just as one could understand bigger centres as influencing peripheral 
centres, one could understand actors in the peripheral centres as appropriat-
ing items of more prestigious repertoires in order to strengthen the prestige 
and power of their own repertoires and by extension their own centres and 
bases of power. Even-Zohar does maintain that change and interaction pri-
marily takes place in peripheries, we should therefore ask how and why 
those changes come about, and who wants them to come about, for culture is 
not governed by laws of nature.48  

1.3.3 Interpreting Legitimacy 
As mentioned above, the words empire and kingdom are not analytical terms 
in this study, but items of empirical data. They will be explained through the 
study, not be used as tools of explanation. In the same vein, the inner work-
ings of a particular empire or kingdom is also the subject of empirical analy-
sis rather than theoretical reasoning and for this reason I have opted to keep 

 
45 Even-Zohar, pp. 79–84. 
46 Even-Zohar, pp. 55–57. 
47 Even-Zohar, pp. 72–73. 
48 Cf. Raffensperger’s criticism of the idea of cultural high-pressure and low-pressure areas, 
pungently expressed in the statement that “cultures do not behave like water, seeking to be-
come level across boundaries”, p. 15. 
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my theoretical apparatus simple, following up the discussions above with the 
analytical concept of legitimacy, a concept that I employ in discussing the 
actions of rulers when they do things such as requesting crowns from partic-
ular sources or organizing lavish coronation rituals.  

In examining such artifacts and practices the words of the medievalist 
Stuart Airlie are helpful, that “power needs glory so that it can appear as 
authority”. Airlie furthermore distinguishes between coercive and symbolic 
power, the first having to do with violence and employment of force of arms, 
the second with constructing a reality wherein ones rule is considered legiti-
mate.49 He points out that both coercive and symbolic power are often in play 
at the same time, but taking these two powers as my point of departure I will 
for the purpose of this study define a legitimate ruler as one that can govern 
to some degree with symbolic power, i.e. not with threats of brute force only 
but through some kind of recognition by subjects, peers and/or superiors. 
The lesser the necessary coercive power, the higher the degree of legitima-
cy.50 In his study of the Carolingians, Airlie describes their rule as “normal-
ized”.51 This would be a useful goal and aspiration for any ruler. The follow-
ing study will mainly be concerned with players that are in the process of 
establishing their rule, but it will be helpful to keep in mind whether their 
actions seem to be aimed at achieving a kind of normalized rule, i.e. a very 
high degree of legitimacy, or whether they seem to be less concerned with 
symbolic power and more interested in employing their resources of coer-
cive power. 

Even-Zohar’s model lends itself well to an analysis of legitimacy since 
the relative prestige of centres points at who can govern with legitimacy, 
where that legitimacy has reach, and where possible sources of legitimacy 
are to be found, and appropriated, for those aiming to establish themselves as 
rulers through using symbolic power. Attempts at achieving legitimacy can, 
however, be analyzed through both Even-Zohar and Brubaker. One powerful 
source of legitimacy is a centre with a prestigious repertoire that many use 
and respect, another is the command of a category infused with a high de-
gree of groupness, especially if said category is associated with great pres-
tige in the repertoire(s) at play. These two may tie into each other further, for 
items of a repertoire will be used to activate groupness, and categories will 
constitute parts of repertoires and determine who has access to them and 

 
49 Stuart Airlie, Making and Unmaking the Carolingians, 751–888 (London; New York: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), p. 6. 
50 A common scholarly concept that is related to this definition of legitimacy is Antonio 
Gramsci’s idea of hegemony, though that term is more far-reaching and tied into other ideas 
of culture and politics, not all of which are of much use when analyzing problems in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. I therefore prefer using the word legitimacy in this study, 
since it is not tied to bigger theoretical models. Cf. Christine Buci-Glucksman, Gramsci and 
the State, trans. by David Fernbach (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1980), pp. 56–67.  
51 Airlie, p. 15. 
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their prestige as well as who can use them. Being associated with the wrong 
category could exclude someone from a centre altogether and be very detri-
mental to any attempts at ruling legitimately. 

1.4 Sources 
Being concerned with quite a few different geographical areas with different 
languages, this study will make use of a rather disparate array of sources. 
The vast majority will be textual, but there will be some references to coins 
and seals, although mainly focusing on the words inscribed upon them, so 
again focusing on them as text. The common thread that runs through this 
study is the letters of Innocentius III. This source is also the most important 
one for the fact that it is the only source in which the rulers Lewon and 
Caloiohannes speak for themselves. The first part of this section will present 
this material along with some reflections on potential problems and pitfalls. 

Apart from the actual correspondence of Innocentius with Lewon and 
Caloiohannes, many other sources will be studied to provide details about 
what was happening at their time as well as contexts for their deeds and 
words. Most of these sources are historical chronicles while some are theo-
logical, eschatological or rhetorical. They will be presented as they appear in 
the text. 

1.4.1 The Letters and Writings of Innocentius III 
The writings by and pertaining to Innocentius III are contained in volumes 
214–217 of Jacques-Paul Migne’s Patrologia Latina, published in 1855. The 
bulk of the material is the Regesta, the official records of the papal corre-
spondence, making up most of volumes 214–216, but other matters of inter-
est are included as well, most notably the Registrum domini Innocentii III 
super negotio Romani imperii, a collection of decretals concerning papal 
relations with the Holy Roman Empire found in volume 216, the Gesta In-
nocentii, a chronicle of his papacy running to 1208, found in volume 214, 
and the four books that he penned before becoming pope, along some ser-
mons, collected in volume 217. 

It is mainly the Regesta that is of concern in this study though some refer-
ences will be made to the other parts throughout the coming chapters. Alt-
hough Innocentius was not the founder of the papal chancery or its archives 
it would seem that he reorganized them or at least stressed their importance, 
for the number of letters preserved from his time is unprecedented, number-
ing some 3600. Still it may be that as few as about 18% of his papal docu-
ments were archived, an estimate made by Othmar Hageneder, editor in 
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chief of the modern series of editions of the Regesta.52 The entries into the 
Regesta are grouped in books by year, book one containing the letters from 
1198 and so forth. However, following the division of the year at that time, 
the entries start in March, meaning that early 1199 according to our reckon-
ing is to be found in book one, and so forth. The entries also seem to have 
been done rather haphazardly at times, for example some clerks may have 
waited until they came home before archiving documents when the papal 
curia was traveling, as it often were.53 Many letters to the pope are also listed 
when the pope replied rather than when they arrived, thus potentially dis-
torting the chronology a bit. 

Hageneder’s editions of the Regesta, begun in 1964, cover books 1, 2 and 
5–14.54 When available, I have used these editions, using Patrologia Latina 
for the rest. When referencing the Regesta, I refer to book and number of the 
letter, using Arabic numerals for Hageneder’s edition and Roman for Patro-
logia Latina, supplying the number from Patrologia Latina in square brack-
ets when they differ. All references to Patrologia Latina except the Regesta 
refer to volume and column in the series. 

1.4.2 Translation and Transliteration 
Except where otherwise noted all translations are my own. When quoting 
from sources I normally use English in the text and the original in a note, 
except in a rare few cases where the original wording is of more interest than 
the meaning.  

For the sake of clarity I follow the classical modes when transliterating 
Greek and Armenian words,55 even though it does not always represent the 
sounds of the languages in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. When some-
thing needs clarifying I will explain it in the text or a note. For Old Church 
Slavonic and other old Slavic languages I have for the convenience of those 
less accustomed to working with Slavic languages opted to use ǐ and ŭ for ь 

 
52 Othmar Hageneder, ‘Die Register Innozenz’ III’, in Papst Innozenz III.: Weichensteller Der 
Geschichte Europas, ed. by Thomas Frenz (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2000), pp. 91–101 (p. 92). 
Between one and two to ten according to Brenda Bolton, review of Die Register Innocenz’ 
III., 5:5; 6:6; 7:7, Speculum, 77 (2002), 542–545. 
53 John C. Moore, Innocent III 1160/61–1216: To Root Up and to Plant (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 
pp. 36–37. 
54 Book 4 is missing not only from Hageneder but from the papal archives as well while book 
3 is in Patrologia Latina. Books 15 and 16 are to be found in Patrologia Latina but the 
Regesta of his last years, 1214–1216, are missing as well. 
55 Hübschmann-Meillet for Armenian and American Library Association – Library of Con-
gress for ancient and medieval Greek. 
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and ъ respectively, otherwise adhering to the common standard as presented 
by e.g. Lunt.56 

I avoid anglicizing personal names as far as possible, seeing no reason to 
do so except convention, which is a rather weak reason in my opinion. The 
reasons for my avoidance of anglicizing names are twofold, one being my 
intention to always stay as close to the source material as possible, the other 
clarity. It is easier to tell a Gregorius, Grigor and Grēgorios apart than a host 
of Gregories, and the original form of the name will in itself point the reader 
to the pertinent background of the person, which “Gregory” would not. In 
the case of a rare few famous persons that play a secondary role in the study, 
such as Constantine the Great, Saladin and characters out of the Bible, I have 
used the anglicized forms for the simple fact that they are so well-known 
under those names that an attempt at presenting them with more accurate 
forms would risk confusing the reader. Some persons, mainly Caloiohannes 
and his brothers, go by many different names. In that case I normally use the 
one that they themselves used, otherwise using the form that is most com-
mon in the sources, while making sure to mention all variants.  

Geographical names that are well-known today will be given in their 
common English forms, for those less known or even forgotten today, I use 
the forms found in the sources. 

 
56 Horace G. Lunt, Old Church Slavonic Grammar, 7th ed (Berlin; London: Mouton de Gruy-
ter, 2001), pp. 17–18, 24–25. As with the Armenian and Greek above, this does not always 
represent the sounds of the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, especially as regards 
these two vowels, but the texts appearing in this study were most often written in a classiciz-
ing manner and are therefore transcribed as such. 
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Chapter Two: The Eastbound Ambitions of 
Innocentius III 

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. Firstly, it aims to examine for what 
purposes the pope Innocentius III took an interest in the lands and persons of 
Lewon and Caloiohannes, how he reasoned with them and how he used his 
relationships with them; secondly, it provides a backdrop for the two chap-
ters to come, since Innocentius was in contact with both Lewon and Caloio-
hannes, and their correspondence with him will lie at the core of those chap-
ters as well. Thus, a better understanding of how Innocentius used his letters 
and other tools will help later analyses. 

Innocentius III was elected pope only months after Caloiohannes took 
control over the Vlach rebellions and a mere two days after Lewon was 
crowned king of all Armenians, a coincidence that ties together these three 
protagonists in an interesting and mayhap somewhat uncanny manner. It is a 
mystery to scholars why the young cardinal-deacon Lotario dei Conti di 
Segni was elected pope. He was young, still in his late 30s, and he was not 
the named successor of the deceased Celestinus. Still the College of Cardi-
nals elected him after only two ballots, on the very day of the death of Celes-
tinus, the eighth of January 1198. For whichever reason he was elected, he 
did have a vast impact on the Roman Catholic Church during the following 
eighteen years, including summoning the fourth Council of the Lateran, call-
ing for two crusades to the Holy Land, welcoming Saint Francis of Assisi 
and his followers into the papal fold, and engaging in diplomatic corre-
spondence with many secular rulers, such as Caloiohannes and Lewon. This 
study, however, will only touch upon a few of those subjects. 

I will not go into details about the life of Innocentius, since he as a person 
is not of primary interest to this study. My interest is not in who he was but 
in what he did, and especially in what he was able to do within the confines 
of his office and cultural repertoire. If the portrayal of Innocentius in this 
chapter seems to emphasize his being a political animal over a theologically 
motivated church leader, it is because it is not intended as a portrayal, but as 
a study of papal politics during his reign. I would refer a reader with a bigger 
interest in the person of Innocentius to his writings, especially his intriguing 
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De contemptu mundi, as well as to other research, the first two chapters of 
John C. Moore’s study being a good point of departure.57 

 The chapter at hand is divided into five sections. The first is a survey into 
some of the earlier research on Innocentius III, in which some tendencies 
and themes will be presented and examined. The second section examines 
the state of the Papacy when Innocentius ascended and his ideas and visions 
of the function of the Papacy in worldly politics. In the third section some of 
the tools which Innocentius could employ in order to exercise symbolic 
power are discussed. They include words, actions and actual objects, and the 
focus is on how he used them, and devised and manipulated them for his use. 
The fourth and longest section attempts to wrap up the chapter and answer 
the question presented in its beginning through examining his correspond-
ence with Caloiohannes and Lewon in the light of what has been gathered 
from the earlier parts of the chapter as well as comparisons with his corre-
spondence with other rulers, leading up to a fifth section with some conclud-
ing remarks. 

2.1 Earlier Research and Themes to be Discussed 
The literature on Innocentius III is vast and its subjects manifold and far-
reaching, owing to the amount of source material left behind as well as his 
long and exceedingly active reign. I will not attempt a thorough survey of 
this literature but draw our attention to points which have a bearing upon this 
study, focusing on the matters of his powerplay and how he treated rulers 
who were his allies and/or subordinates. I will mainly make use of three 
monographs: the influential and authoritative Innocent III: Leader of Europe 
1198–1216 by Jane Sayers, the more recent Innocent III: To Root Up and to 
Plant by John C. Moore, and Innocent III and the Crown of Aragon: The 
Limits of Papal Authority by Damian Smith. Though this last one has a focus 
that is geographically remote it addresses questions important to the study at 
hand and serves as a useful point of departure for comparisons with Innocen-
tius’s relationships with Lewon and Caloiohannes. I will furthermore refer to 
some articles of interest by Brenda Bolton, one of the prime authorities on 
Innocentius III, as well as articles on Innocentius’s dealings with some for-
eign rulers by the above-mentioned Moore (Sardinia), James Ross Sweeney 
(Hungary and Bulgaria) and John Sabapathy (England). 58 

 
57 De contemptu mundi sive de miseria conditionis humanae libri tres, in Patrologia Latina, 
217 (1855), cols 701–746. John C. Moore, see below. 
58 Jane Sayers, Innocent III: Leader of Europe 1198–1216 (London: Longman Group, 1994); 
John C. Moore, Innocent III 1160/61–1216: To Root Up and to Plant (Leiden: Brill, 2003); 
Damian J. Smith, Innocent III and the Crown of Aragon: The Limits of Papal Authority (Al-
dershot: Ashgate, 2004); Brenda Bolton, Innocent III: Studies on Papal Authority and Pasto-
ral Care (Aldershot: Variorum, 1995); John C. Moore, ‘Pope Innocent III, Sardinia, and the 
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The very titles of the above-mentioned works are telling, pointing to the 
pope’s position as a “leader” or to his “authority”, even the slightly vague 
title of Moore’s book refers to someone in a place of power and control. 
Sayers takes this idea furthest, continually referring to the temporal power of 
the pope and to the Catholic Church under Innocentius as a state, in her in-
troduction quoting the historian Frederic William Maitland, saying that: 

The medieval church was a state. Convenience may forbid us to call it a state 
very often, but we ought to do so from time to time, for we could frame no ac-
ceptable definition of a state which would not comprehend the church. What 
has it not that a state should have? It has laws, lawgivers, lawcourts, lawyers. 
It uses physical force to compel men to obey its laws […] It is no voluntary 
society. If people are not born into it, they are baptized into it when they can-
not help themselves. 

 
“And the pope was the head of this organization”, Sayers pungently con-

cludes.59 She frames Innocentius as a key figure in this development and 
treats him much as a temporal ruler. When he was made pope, he “assumed 
his lordship like any other feudal lord”.60 

Here one should note that the concept of feudalism is a contested term in 
some academic disciplines. It has often been used anachronistically and may 
imply constructions and systems that have little basis in historical reality.61 I 
will make use of it to some extent in this study, mainly because it is used in 
some of the literature that I refer to. In speaking of feudalism I do not, how-
ever, claim that it was a coherent institution or even concept in the age under 
discussion. Rather than using it as a model of a fixed hierarchy I will use it 
to refer to practices of swearing oaths of allegiance and of investitures, not 
implying that they were acknowledged and used in the same ways over vast 
territories or formed an institutionalized whole. 

Moore as well stresses the temporal power of Innocentius and the Church. 
He exhibits interest in the three treatises that Innocentius wrote as a cardinal 
in the 1190s, putting special emphasis on The Four Kinds of Marriage. De-
spite the title it deals with many things besides marriage, including ideas of 
what a ruler should be, in which “he referred to bishops as having been con-

 
Papal State’, Speculum, 62 (1987), 81–101; James R. Sweeney, ‘Innocent III and the Bulgari-
an Coronation: A Study in Medieval Diplomacy’, Church History, 42 (1973), 320–334; John 
Sabapathy, ‘Thinking Politically with Innocent III: Prudence and Providence’, in Thirteenth 
Century England XV: Authority and Resistance in the Age of Magna Carta. Proceedings of 
the Aberystwyth and Lampeter Conference 2013, ed. by Janet Burton, Phillipp Schofield and 
Björn Weiler (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2015), pp. 115–136. 
59 Sayers, pp. 4–5. 
60 Sayers, p. 26. 
61 An influential and early critic of the concept of feudalism is Elizabeth Brown, see Elizabeth 
A. R. Brown, ‘The Tyranny of a Construct: Feudalism and Historians of Medieval Europe’, 
The American Historical Review, 79 (1974), 1063–1088. 
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stituted as princes over all the land”.62 While Moore does not compare Inno-
centius as much to temporal rulers as Sayers does, he frequently refers to the 
pope’s status as “vicar of Christ”, saying that although it had been in use 
before, it was with Innocentius that it became a standard title for the pope.63 
Sayers agrees, saying that Innocentius was the first to indeed proclaim that 
title publicly, also drawing attention to the fact that said title had earlier been 
used by and signified the Byzantine emperors as well as the Holy Roman 
Emperor Heinrich III.64 Bolton notices something similar, mentioning that 
Innocentius claimed a regalis potestas in Italy, a royal power that is.65 

This study does not make use of the analytical concept of state so we 
shall not delve deeper into the question of whether the Church is to be un-
derstood as a state or no. Maitland’s (via Sayers) remarks are of interest, 
however, but we shall try to look at these matters from a more instrumental 
perspective: why did the Church have these kinds of institutions and for 
what were they used in relation to (other) temporal powers? 

When Sayers elaborates on the purpose and function of the papal state she 
points to freedom as a key component. It was supposed to be “a ‘free’ state 
(free from the emperor, the senate and people of Rome, and the anti-papal 
towns of north Italy)”.66 Freedom or independence is important according to 
Moore as well: “For Innocent, submission of Italian authorities meant the 
expansion of papal authority and, therefore, of papal independence”.67  

“Free from the emperor”, Sayers writes, and this relationship with the 
emperor is an important one, according to all research. Moore points at the 
death of the emperor Heinrich VI in the autumn of 1197 as an important 
catalyst for events to come, for with the vacuum he left behind the Papacy 
had an opportunity to end German domination of Sicily and by extension 
large portions of Italy.68 

Sayers too stresses the importance of the death of the emperor, saying: 

[Innocentius] was an opportunist and the opportunity presented itself. He leapt 
into action. Within a year of his accession, the old boundaries of the Papal 
State from Radicofani in the north to Ceprano in the south were no longer 
merely theoretical. The Patrimony of St. Peter had been restored and even en-
larged, and papal control was to be extended even further before Innocent’s 
death.69 
 

 
62 Moore 2003, pp. 21–22. 
63 Moore 2003, pp. 29–30. 
64 Sayers, p. 16. 
65 Bolton, ‘Rome as a setting for God’s grace’, in Innocent III: Studies on Papal Authority 
and Pastoral Care, p. 2. 
66 Sayers, p. 70. 
67 Moore 2003, p. 34 
68 Moore 2003, p. 24. 
69 Sayers, p. 32. 
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As a practical and opportunistic leader he leapt into action in the vacuum 
left behind but this action was also a consequence of his ideals. “He was 
never in any doubt”, she continues, “that obedience of lay rulers, including 
the emperor, was to him.”70 

Moore is more careful in this matter. While allowing that Innocentius in-
deed viewed Ravenna, Ancona and Tuscany as under the rule of the pope, 
this was not an intention to subject all of Christendom, not even all of Italy. 
He knew and accepted that there was a kingdom of Sicily (comprising most 
of southern Italy as well) as well as that the Holy Roman Emperor would 
have some kind of authority in Italy. The goal of Innocentius was to keep 
these two powers separate and maintain an independent papal state between 
them, in order to ensure the independence and proper functioning of the Pa-
pacy.71  

Sayers, however, suggests that the true heir of the deceased emperor 
Heinrich VI was, for all practical purposes, Innocentius, who was even 
called verus imperator (the true emperor) by a contemporary. She further-
more insists that Innocentius used a feudal as well as monarchical position 
when he made a deal with the queen mother of Sicily, in which Sicily be-
came a fief of the Roman Church and Innocentius himself guardian of the 
young (and actual) heir to Heinrich VI, thus vastly expanding the Papal State 
as well as taking personal control over the emperor to be.72 

According to Damian Smith, Innocentius never intended to replace secu-
lar rulers or to destroy their power, his errand was rather to “resacralize” the 
king, who in his view performed an essential function in the Church, serving 
justice and peace as well as defending the Catholic faith. This is not to say 
that Innocentius had no interest in politics or would not interfere with the 
doings of temporal rulers, for his interest in resacralization meant that he 
“sought to intervene in nearly every matter of major political importance in 
Aragon”.73 Interfering with policies and trying to replace a ruler are two very 
different things, however. 

Smith does note that the king of Aragon swore an oath of fidelity and 
obedience to Innocentius and the Church upon his coronation. He offered his 
kingdom to St. Peter and made himself a tributary of the pope, professing 
that the pope was the Vicar of Christ.74 But this was not the same oath as the 
officials or the subjects of the pope in Italy swore, nor that of the kings of 
Siciliy or that which the king of England would later swear. According to 
Smith, Innocentius redefined positions and reshaped hierarchies when he 
crowned and anointed the king of Aragon, confirming that the king was a 

 
70 Sayers, p. 41. 
71 Moore 2003, pp. 34–35. 
72 Sayers, pp. 50, 82. 
73 Smith, pp. 261–263. 
74 Smith, pp. 43–44. 
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member of the body of the Church, the members of which exist for one an-
other while they have different functions. That is how he interprets Innocen-
tius’s anointing of the king with oil between his shoulders while bishops 
were anointed with chrism upon their heads. The king was sacralized “to 
defend the Catholic Church and persecute heretics, to guard the freedom of 
the Church, and to serve justice and peace within the limits of his territorial 
domain”, a different task from that of a bishop.75 

As for England, King John swore fidelity to Innocentius in 1213, basing 
his oath on a bishop’s vow of fidelity, as opposed to the Aragonese king 
above. According to Sabapathy, Innocentius made a great deal of his lord-
ship over England, justifying his meddling in English affairs with his lordly 
jurisdiction, most notably in disciplining the English lords and condemning 
their Magna Carta.76 

Already in his introduction Moore stresses how all parts of the great 
sphere of the influence of Innocentius were connected with each other, and 
need to be studied as such, defending his linear approach as opposed to e.g. 
the thematic approach of Sayers with the fact that a thematic approach might 
miss how an event in one part of Europe could influence decisions regarding 
matters in the Holy Land.77  

This perspective is important in examining Innocentius’s dealings with 
Caloiohannes, according to James Ross Sweeney. In this case his relation-
ship with the Hungarian king Imre had a twofold influence upon his relation-
ship with Caloiohannes, first because Innocentius had to consider how much 
he could grant Caloiohannes without affronting Imre, second because Imre’s 
interventions and detainings of papal legates to Bulgaria had direct effects 
upon the contact with Caloiohannes. In the view of Sweeney, Innocentius 
did not manage to balance the interests of Imre and Caloiohannes very well. 
He affronted and antagonized Imre in approaching his enemy Caloiohannes, 
all the while failing to achieve the level of control of Caloiohannes that he 
was hoping for; nor did he manage to broker a lasting peace between the two 
powers. This leads Sweeney to the conclusion that the tendency of scholars 
to laud Innocentius as a talented and successful statesman might have more 
to do with the impressive amount of activities that he undertook than their 
results.78 

In examining Innocentius’ efforts to incorporate Sardinia into his Papal 
State, Moore comes to the conclusion that he was not very successful there 
either. That was not for lack of trying, for there is ample evidence of his 
energetic attempts to subjugate it and make it part of the Papal State. Here, 
in contemplating a land somewhat further away from Rome, Moore identi-

 
75 Smith, p. 57. 
76 Sabapathy, pp. 119–120. 
77 Moore 2003, p. xiii. 
78 Sweeney, p. 334.  
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fies yet another motive for Innocentius to try and widen the papal dominion, 
besides strengthening his independence of lay powers, this was money. His 
expansive policies were expensive, making the ports of Sardinia a valuable 
asset.79  

2.2 The State of the Papacy at the Ascent of Innocentius 

2.2.1 The Empire and the Papacy 
As seen above, the Holy Roman Empire was a recurrent problem for the 
popes in as well as before the time of Innocentius. In theory, however, the 
emperor was supposed to be the defender of the pope. This had once been a 
traditional role of the Byzantine emperors, later transferred to the West 
through the papal coronation of Charlemagne, often known as the translatio 
imperii, i.e. that the empire had been transferred from Constantinople.80 For 
some emperors this continuity with the Roman Empire was of minor interest, 
while others preferred to pronounce and propagate their connection with the 
city of Rome or previous Roman emperors in full force. In Ottonian times 
many emperors had set up court in Rome and made liberal use of Byzantine 
symbols and imagery, as well as tying themselves to Byzantine imperial 
lines or claiming the heritage of emperors as Constantine the Great and Ius-
tinianus.81 

Friedrich Barbarossa, Holy Roman Emperor 1152/1155–1190, also held 
forth the old Roman universalist claims of the emperor and played the role of 
the law-giver Iustinianus, but he kept an independent stance towards the 
Papacy as well, calling himself emperor already before he was crowned by 
the pope, thus deriving his status from his election and coronation at Aachen 
rather than the papal anointing. He furthermore claimed sovereignty over the 
city of Rome on the basis of his being Roman Emperor, even though he 
spent very little time there, thus clashing with papal interests in an independ-
ent domain.82 After the almost 40 year long reign of Barbarossa, his son 
Heinrich VI continued playing an active role in Italy as well as in the world 
at large, taking the cross to lead the next effort to retake the Holy Land, 

 
79 Moore 1987, pp. 100–101. 
80 I. S. Robinson, ‘Church and Papacy’, in The Cambridge History of Medieval Political 
Thought c. 350–c. 1450, ed. by J. H. Burns (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 
pp. 252–305, pp. 294–295. 
81 Raffensperger, pp. 17–20, 40; Janet Nelson, ‘Kingship and Empire’, in The Cambridge 
History of Medieval Political Thought c. 350–c. 1450, ed. by J. H. Burns (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1988), pp. 211–251 (pp. 245–246). 
82 Nelson, p. 249; Moore 2003, p. 5. 
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wresting the intiative from the pope.83 However, his sudden death in late 
1197, leaving no adult heir and obvious successor, left a vacuum that Inno-
centius could benefit from, as noted by Moore and Sayers. 

The twelfth century under which Barbarossa had reigned as well as the 
late eleventh had been a tumultuous age in the relationships between the 
Empire and the Papacy with imperial anti-popes and the so-called Investiture 
Contest, regarding the right to select bishops and other ecclesiastical leaders. 
By the time of the ascension of Innocentius, those issues had been solved 
since quite some time but their memory was kept alive and the legacy of the 
Investiture Contest was a positive one for the Papacy according to Sayers, 
for it committed the pope to active government.84  

The twelfth century had indeed seen quite some theorizing regarding how 
and with what rights popes should govern. An old metaphor regarding the 
balance between popes and emperors, or ecclesiastical and temporal power, 
was that of the two swords, one of secular coercion and one of spiritual ex-
communication, the ideal being harmony between the two. Imperial apolo-
gists had accused the popes of unrightfully seizing the secular sword during 
the Investiture Contest but in the twelfth century defenders of the Papacy 
increasingly associated this secular sword with papal power, not to be wield-
ed by the pope, since the pope should not lead troops, but “to be unsheated at 
his nod”, in the words of Bernard of Clairvaux.85 

This idea was one of papal superiority but still of sharing. Although popes 
should be able to command secular rulers to use the secular sword, they 
should not use it themselves. Another important person in this vein is Syl-
vester, pope during the reign of Constantine the Great and purported receiver 
of the infamous Donation of Constantine. This forgery from the eighth cen-
tury, wherein Constantine supposedly had given Sylvester dominion over 
Rome, Italy and the West, had become an important part of papal propagan-
da in the eleventh century but by the time of Innocentius many later imperial 
donations of lands in Italy were of equal or greater importance legally.86 The 
legend of Sylvester, however, was both older and richer than the Donation of 
Constantine. According to a fifth century legend, Constantine had divested 
himself of his imperial vestments, prostrated himself before Sylvester and 
laid the imperial crown at his feet. Depictions of Sylvester with scenes from 
his legends were prominent both in the Lateran basilica and in the papal 
residence at the Lateran. Innocentius also did preach about Sylvester, about 

 
83 Moore 2003, pp. 13–15. 
84 Sayers, pp. 13–14, 43. 
85 Robinson, pp. 303–305. The metaphor is originally derived from biblical exegesis, hearken-
ing back to Luke 22. 38: “And they said, ‘Look, Lord, here are two swords.’ And he said to 
them, ‘It is enough.’” 
86 Moore 2003, p. 34; Nelson, pp. 230–231; Robinson, p. 281; Sayers, pp. 65–66. 
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how he had possessed both regal and priestly power, and of how Constantine 
had given him dominion of the West.87 

This image of a man who was both priest and king seems to have been 
important to Innocentius, for Sylvester was not the only exemplar that he 
held forth, he also often made use of the biblical priest-king Melchizedek, as 
will be seen below. 

2.2.2 The Pope as Priest-King and Source of Temporal Power 

As in the beginning the creator God placed two great lights in the sky, a great-
er light to preside over the day, a lesser light to preside over the night, so at 
the foundation of the universal Church, which is thus called in the name of 
Heaven, He established two great offices: a greater, which were to preside 
over the souls as the days, and a lesser, which were to preside over the bodies 
as the nights. These are the pontifical authority and the regal power. Further-
more, as the moon is assigned its light by the sun, and truly is lesser as regards 
both quantity and quality, placement as well as effect, so the royal power is 
assigned the splendour of its office by the pontifical authority.88 
 
Thus Innocentius began a letter to the lords of central Italy in the autumn 

of 1198, in which he stated his intention, and right, to take their lands into 
his care. The words are reminiscent of a formula by the fifth century pope 
Gelasius that had dominated reasoning about papal power ever since, where-
in he stated that the world was governed by two powers, “the sacred authori-
ty of bishops and the royal power”, where the royal power had to bow its 
neck in matters of salvation and religion.89 The formulation of Innocentius is 
much stronger, however, for not only does he state that the pontifical author-
ity is greater, he also states that the regal power is dependent on it, as the 
moon is dependent on the sun. He continued his letter by saying that: 

We should extend our attention to all provinces under our provision, though it 
is especielly proper that we look to Italy with paternal care, in which the 
foundation of the Christian religion is found and through the primacy of the 
apostolic see the priestly and at the same time royal principality excels.  

 

 
87 Sayers, pp. 11–14. 
88 “Sicut universitatis conditor Deus duo magna luminaria in firmamento celi constituit - 
luminare maius, ut preesset diei, et luminare minus, ut nocti preesset -, sic ad firmamentum 
universalis ecclesie, que celi nomine nuncupatur, duas magnas instituit dignitates: maiorem, 
que quasi diebus animabus preesset, et minorem, que quasi noctibus preesset corporibus; que 
sunt pontificalis auctoritas et regalis potestas. Porro, sicut luna lumen suum a sole sortitur, que 
re vera minor est illo quantitate simul et qualitate, situ pariter et effectu, sic regalis potestas ab 
auctoritate pontificali sue sortitur dignitatis splendorem.”, Regesta, 1: 401. 
89 Robinson, pp. 288–289. 
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Italy is a somewhat ambiguous word. Could it include the southern parts 
that were under the crown of Sicily? Could it include the northern parts that 
were independent or under the dominion of the Empire? Bolton is of the 
opinion that the Italia of Innocentius is to be understood as the central Italian 
domains under papal control,90 which in this particular case is corroborated 
by the addressees of the letter. The ambiguity of this Italia could prove use-
ful to Innocentius, however, for his dominion would indeed grow beyond the 
Patrimonium of his predecessors. Another ambigious and indeed vague ex-
pression that he uses in this letter is “all provinces under our provision” (uni-
versas provincias nostrae provisionis), for who could say which they were? 
Presumably Innocentius with his sole and solar authority could. It was “es-
pecially proper” that he looked to Italy, a formula that does not exclude 
looking at other regions as well in the future. That he saw himself as en-
dowed with both priestly and royal power is clear from this letter, though it 
is not stated how far that royal power could or would reach; equally clear is 
the fact that he saw himself endowed with the power to give, and presumba-
bly take away, power to all secular rulers, being the sun that gives its light to 
the moon. 

Moore wisely cautions us against quoting striking phrases from Innocen-
tius as though they characterized his entire papacy, but while this metaphor 
of the sun and the moon is striking indeed, it is a phrase that he would use 
again, and in different contexts.91 Four more are to be found among his let-
ters. In one he reproaches the Byzantine Emperor Alexios III for having the 
patriarch sit to the left of his footstool, “while other kings and princes, as 
they should, stand up in reverence for archbishops and bishops and assign 
them the seat of honour at their side”, in reference to the same picture of the 
sun and the moon, this time strengthened by some biblical quotations.92 
Again he drives home his point on the matter of the status of priestly and 
royal power. Though the sun and moon, or the bishop and the king, might be 
pairs or sit side by side, the sun gives its light and the kings should accord-
ingly stand up in reverence. 

Innocentius uses the sun and the moon twice in letters to the Holy Roman 
emperor Otto IV. In one he uses it to affirm their alliance and the strength of 
their working together, saying that “nothing can oppose or resist the two of 
us together, with God’s favour”.93 In the other he specifies the function of the 
secular power, which as seen above was to rule over bodies, and called on 
the emperor to fight against heretics and pagans, in so doing also reminding 

 
90 Bolton, ‘Rome as a setting for God’s grace’, pp. 1–2. 
91 Moore 2003, pp. xiii–xiv. 
92 Prima Collectio Decretalium, in Patrologia Latina, 216 (1855), cols 1173–1272 (cols 
1184C-1184D). Cf. Psalms 18. 3/19. 3 and Matthew 20. 1. 
93 Registrum domini Innocentii III super negotio Romani imperii, in Patrologia Latina, 216 
(1855), cols 995–1174 (col 1162B). 
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the emperor of who it is that calls the shots.94 It is also used in a letter to the 
lords of the Empire, urging them to unite under Otto IV so that the Empire 
will be united as the Church is, again comparing their relationship to the sun 
and the moon. In the same letter he ties the two powers even closer together, 
saying that Moses predicted a priestly kingdom and that St. Peter called the 
priesthood royal, bringing them together in the person of Melchizedek, “for-
ever king and priest alike”.95 

Melchizedek is included in the above-mentioned letter to Alexios III as 
well, and Sayers notes that Innocentius used and wrote about him often.96 
She points to an interesting sermon that he wrote on his predecessor St. Syl-
vester (pope 314–335), in which Sylvester was compared to Melchizedek, 
for he was pope as well as king of the Western part of the Roman empire, 
according to the Donation of Constantine.97  

Melchizedek also features heavily in a reproachful letter that Innocentius 
sent to Philip of Swabia, who against the will of Innocentius was contending 
for the throne of the Holy Roman Empire. In the letter he argues that Mel-
chizedek was greater than Abraham since he blessed him and received tithe 
from him, “for worthier is he who receives tithe than he who gives it, and 
lesser is he that is blessed than he that blesses”, carrying on by saying that 
“kings as well as priests are anointed by the divine law, but kings are anoint-
ed by priests, priests not by kings. Lesser is he that is anointed than he that 
anoints, and worthier is the anointer than the anointed”.98 This was not the 
first time that Innocentius discussed the power of the anointing. Already in 
one of his early treatises, The Four Kinds of Marriage, written in the years 
running up to his papacy, he had discussed the performative power of the 
anointing: 

Therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness above 
your fellows. Not because you loved righteousness and hated wickedness, but 
so that you would love righteousness and hate wickedness. […] Literally the 
oil of gladness is understood as the priestly anointing, and the kingly, which 
fills the unanointed with gladness.99 

 
94 Registrum domini Innocentii III super negotio Romani imperii, 216, cols 1035A–1035B. 
95 Registrum domini Innocentii III super negotio Romani imperii, 216, cols 1140C–1141B. 
96 Sayers, pp. 14–15. A search on “Melchisedech” yields 45 hits in Innocentius’ three volumes 
in the Patrologia Latina database. 
97 Sermones de sanctis, in Patrologia Latina, 217 (1855), cols 451–596 (cols 481A–482A). 
98 “Dignior autem est qui decimas recipit quam qui tribuit, et minor qui benedicitur quam qui 
benedicit”, “Licet autem tam reges quam sacerdotes ungantur ex lege divina, reges tamen 
unguntur a sacerdotibus, non sacerdotes a regibus. Minor est autem qui ungitur quam qui 
ungit, et dignior est ungens quam unctus.” Prima Collectio Decretalium, 216, cols 1179C–
1179D. 
99 “Propterea unxit te Deus, Deus tuus, oleo laetitiae prae consortibus tuis. Non quia dilexisti 
justitiam, et odisti iniquitatem; sed ut diligeres justitiam, et odires iniquitatem. […] Ad litte-
ram oleo laetitiae intelligitur unctio Sacerdotalis, et regia, quae laetificat inunctos.”, De quad-
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The power of the anointer is clear from this passage, and this idea that it 

was the very anointing of a king that made him love righteousness dovetails 
with Smith’s notion that Innocentius sought to sacralize the secular rulers 
and make them part of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, though with different 
roles to play. In the same idea was also contained the belief that the right-
eousness as well as the legitimacy of a king lay in the hands of the Church, 
for it was only from the Church that he could receive his anointing. 

More of these unequal pairs of blessed versus blesser or anointed versus 
anointer keep coming in his letter to Philip of Swabia: “We may thus say 
that a schism against the priesthood will not prevail, since the priesthood was 
founded through the divine order, but schism against the king will prevail, 
since the kingdom arose at the request of humans”.100 Stable is the priestly 
authority as the sun, while kingly power may fluctuate as the moon. Inno-
centius throughout his papacy and in different forms makes this point that 
the priesthood is higher in dignity, and that kingship is dependent, and in this 
particular letter he also states that “to princes is given power on earth, but to 
priests is bestowed power also in heaven, to the former only over bodies, to 
the latter also over souls”.101  

This “also” (et, etiam) is noteworthy. He does not say that princes have 
power on earth and over bodies while priests have power in heaven and over 
souls; he can only mean that priests have power in heaven and over souls as 
well as on earth and over bodies.102 As all light originates with the sun, so 
does all authority. It could be delegated, as to the moon, but it could also be 
kept in one person, as in Melchizedek, as in Christ himself, of whom Inno-
centius proclaimed himself the Vicar. Christ was furthermore “a priest for-
ever in the order of Melchizedek”, something that Innocentius many times 

 
ripartita specie nuptiarum liber, in Patrologia Latina, 217 (1855), cols 921–968 (cols 958B–
0958). See Psalms 44/45. 
100 “Dicamus quod ideo schisma contra sacerdotium non praevaluit, quia sacerdotium institu-
tum fuit per ordinationem divinam; schisma vero praevaluit contra regem, quia regnum fuit 
exortum ad petitionem humanam.” Prima Collectio Decretalium, 216, cols 1181C–D. 
101 “Principibus datur potestas in terris, sacerdotibus autem potestas tribuitur et in coelis. Illis 
solummodo super corpora, istis etiam super animas.” Prima Collectio Decretalium, 216, cols 
1179C–1179D, 1180B–1180C. 
102 A similar wording appears in the famous decretal Per venerabilem, where Innocentius 
writes that he, based on both the new and old testaments, ”not only in the patrimony of the 
Church, over which we wield the full temporal power, but also in other regions, in certain 
well approved cases, with due cause exercise temporal jurisdiction”. (“[…] non solum in 
ecclesie patrimonio, super quo plenam in temporalibus gerimus potestatem, verum etiam in 
aliis regionibus, certis causis inspectis, temporalem iurisdictionem causaliter exercemus.”) 
Regesta, 5: 127 [cxxviii]. See Brian Tierney, ‘“Tria Quippe Distinguit Iudicia…” A Note on 
Innocent III’s Decretal Per Venerabilem’, Speculum, 37 (1962), 48–59 (pp. 57–59). 
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pointed out.103 The same was true of the Sylvester mentioned above and the 
same was true of Innocentius himself. They all wielded priestly and kingly 
power alike, at least according to Innocentius. Thus he built upon earlier 
models such as the two powers of Gelasius or the two swords, but he took it 
further, emphasizing the dependence of temporal power on priestly power, 
and the possibility of the pope to wield both according to the examples of 
Melchizedek, Christ and Sylvester. 

We need not ask whether Innocentius claimed kingly power, we need to 
ask where, to what extent and for what purposes he did it. The papal do-
mains of central Italy had a long history of popes trying to act the part of 
temporal lords, often with poor results, but Innocentius strengthened his grip 
on those regions and he expanded it. He also crowned and anointed many 
kings and made them swear him oaths of fidelity. That he wanted and need-
ed a firm grip of central Italy to protect the Church and its independence is 
agreed upon by most, but what of other rulers that he formed relationships 
with? Was it an attempt at extension of kingly powers and if so, to what end? 
That is a question of too great a scope for this study, but hopefully some 
light may be shed on the particular cases of Caloiohannes and Lewon. 

2.3 Tools of the Repertoire of Innocentius 
This is not meant to be a thorough survey of the repertoire of the Roman 
Church or the Papacy but an examination and discussion of a few items that 
Innocentius could make use of in his dealings with temporal rulers in general 
and Lewon and Caloiohannes in particular, as will be seen in the next part of 
the chapter. In speaking of e.g. remission of sins or excommunication as 
tools I do not mean to suggest that they were political tools only and that 
Innocentius was always a calculating schemer but it is as tools that they are 
of interest to this study. What use Innocentius could and did make of them is 
thus of more importance than his personal religious convictions. 

All of the tools under discussion here were inherited by Innocentius, 
though he did also modify them to suit his preferences and needs. The dis-
cussion at hand thus regards both use and manipulation, and an important 
point to bear in mind is to what extent the changes wrought by Innocentius 
were successful, i.e. understood and accepted, by those that he interacted 
with. And in the case of Lewon and Caloiohannes, even items that Innocen-
tius did not modify would often be new to them since they had had less ac-
cess to the repertoire of the Roman Church before, and therefore the degree 
of their understanding, acceptance and use of items that they received from 

 
103 Hebrews 5. 6, 5. 10, 6. 20. The expression is quoted in the letter under discussion as well 
as in the sermon on St. Sylvester. Innocentius also uses the same formula in the letter to 
Caloiohannes wherein he declares that he shall be crowned king (Regesta, 7: 1).   
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Innocentius is in itself an indicator of his success in communicating with and 
influencing them. This latter point will of course be of more importance in 
later chapters. 

2.3.1 Crusades and the Remission of Sins 
The call to crusade had been one of the most powerful tools of the popes of 
the twelfth century, not the least as demonstrated by the simultaneous taking 
of the cross of the kings of France and England as well as the Holy Roman 
emperor a mere decade before Innocentius came to power. That particular 
endeavour met with little success but the joint action of three such powerful 
rulers under the aegis of the Church was a testament to how strong the influ-
ence of the Papacy could be, and how compelling the promise of the remis-
sion of sins.  

But maybe that remission of sins had lost some of its appeal in the late 
twelfth century, maybe the crusades had always been about more than that. 
When Innocentius called to crusade in 1198 very few answered, and none of 
the dignity of those who had went a decade earlier. The king of Hungary 
eventually took the cross, but in the end he never departed; when a crusade 
finally left in 1202 it was led by counts and marquises, lacking in both men 
and funds. It seems that the prospects of heavenly rewards and earthly pres-
tige had been overshadowed by more pressing matters for the monarchs of 
Europe. The costs and dangers of going on faraway campaigns and of leav-
ing one’s home undefended weighed heavily. 

Crusading closer to home would carry less risks and Innocentius did in-
deed provide the nobility of Europe with such opportunities. He came to start 
more crusades than any pope before, especially through calling crusades in 
new directions and for new purposes, thus giving new occasions for Europe-
an nobles to win both heavenly glory and earthly riches as well as forming 
new tools of dominance for himself. During his time, numerous crusades 
were called on European soil against those branded as heretics rather than 
infidels, making the use of crusades to further papal political interests a pos-
sibility.  

In his broadening of the definition of what a crusade could be, the most 
well known and indeed infamous that Innocentius called is probably the 
Albigensian Crusade that devastated Toulouse and surrounding lands from 
1209–1229, aimed at the heterodox Cathars. While rooting out heresy had 
traditionally been the responsibility of local bishops, Innocentius already 
from the start of his papacy began organizing both spiritual and secular lead-
ers, believing heresy to be the most dangeorus of crimes and holding the 
unity of Christendom among the highest of his goals.104 The idea of giving 
those who fought against heretics the same benefits as those who fought 

 
104 Moore 2003, p. 149, 179; Sayers, p. 166. 
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against Muslims in the Holy Land was not altogether new, the same had 
been done in an effort against heterodoxy in the same regions already in 
1179, garnering little success. Innocentius used stronger words and, more 
importantly, he authorized the crusaders to occupy the lands of the heretics, 
thus providing his would-be crusaders reasons beyond piety.105 The Albigen-
sian Crusade was thus a centralizing effort on behalf of Innocentius, in 
which he took direct control of the fight against heresy; it was also a testa-
ment to political sensibility and pragmatism, in considering how he managed 
to engage secular lords to his endeavour. 

These are typical tendencies of the papacy of Innocentius, typical is also 
this method of his of using earlier examples to new and greater effect. The 
same could be said of the military expansion in the Baltic region, for which 
he approved a new military order as well as promising the benefits of a cru-
sader to those who fought there.106 The most interesting crusading endeavour 
for the purposes of this study, however, is his rather futile call to crusade 
against Marcovaldus of Sicily. 

Marcovaldus was a former seneschal of the deceased Holy Roman em-
peror who had invaded Siciliy and taken control, wresting it from the nomi-
nal power of the Papacy. Even though the papal overlordship had been in 
little more than name only, Innocentius reacted in December of 1199 by 
writing a furious letter to the nobility of the Kingdom of Sicily (including 
southern Italy), urging them to rise up against Marcovaldus.107 It is an unusu-
ally harsh letter in which he names Marcovaldus a “second Saladin” and 
condemns his alliance with the Muslims of Sicily. He states not once but 
twice that they will receive their remission of sins if they go against Marco-
valdus, equating that struggle with defending the Holy Land. Again, this was 
not wholly new. Already in the eleventh century Gregorius VII had made 
numerous similar attempts to enlist the support of secular nobility in holy 
wars to defend papal interests in Italy.108 By then the crusading idea was but 
in an embryotic state, however, and his wording is quite vague and incon-
sistent. Some he called on simply through urging them to “fulfill the Chris-
tian duty” while he did promise the population of Piacenza that they 
“through the prayers of Peter and Paul would be liberated from all sins”. To 
those that he did call to fight the infidel overseas, he promised that they 
“may aquire eternal indulgence”.109 

 
105 Regesta, 11: xxvi. 
106 Moore 2003, p. 140.  
107 Regesta, 2: 212 [ccxxi]. 
108 Carl Erdmann, The Origin of the Idea of Crusade (Princeton: Princeton University Press 
1977), pp. 214–216. 
109 “ex iure christianitatis debes implere”, Gregorius VII, Das Register Gregors VII, ed. by 
Erich Caspar, Monumenta Germaniae Historica, 2 vols (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhand-
lung, 1920–1923), ep. ix, 17, vol 2, pp. 597–598; “precibus apostolorum PETRI et PAULI a 
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In the time of Innocentius a more concrete idea of crusade and holy war 
was in place and he used it in full force, though this particular endeavour met 
with no success. No crusading fervour gripped the Sicilian nobility and he 
had to rely on mercenaries instead, not accomplishing much through their 
help.110 Maybe a lesson learned from this failure was to promise earthly re-
wards as well, like he later did to the Albigensian crusaders. 

Sayers observes that Innocentius ignored the emperor Friedrich II when 
he took the cross of his own accord in 1215, waiting instead to call his own 
crusade shortly thereafter. She states that his crusading idea was hierarchical, 
that it was an enterprise where Christians of all ranks with the pope at their 
head would “spread the Christian message, extend the frontiers of Christen-
dom and, above all, recapture Jerusalem under papal direction”.111 In his calls 
to crusade as in many things, Innocentius’s centralizing efforts and attempts 
to control the Church are clearly visible, as are his bold ambitions to reinter-
pret and find new uses of what tools he had at hand. 

2.3.2 The Papal Banner 
Innocentius conferred upon both Lewon and Caloiohannes a certain banner 
that he called vexillum beati Petri.112 None of these banners have survived 
but Innocentius describes it, along with its meaning, in a letter to Caloiohan-
nes: 

It holds forth, not without mystic meaning, the cross and the keys, since 
blessed Peter the Apostle both endured the cross for Christ and received the 
keys from Christ. Thus it shows the sign of the cross, upon which Christ, as 
He triumphs, lords and rules, defeated the powers of the air, and with which 
he by using a bait captured and devoured the predator, and in dying away 
from life conquered death and Behemoth by its eyes with a hook. It further-
more shows twin keys with the power to separate one from the other, so that, 
when you separate the good from the bad, light from darkness, holy from pro-
fane, you may use the sword that has been entrusted to you to vanquish the 
evil-doers for the glory of the good and set up armour and shield against those 
who do not place God as their helper but, trusting to their fierceness and mul-
titude, strain to kick back against the goad.113 

 
peccatis omnibus liberetur”, ep. ii, 54, vol 1, pp. 198–199; “aeternam potestis acquirere mer-
cedem”, ep. ii, 37, vol 1, pp. 172–173. 
110 Sayers, pp. 183–184. 
111 Sayers, p. 166.  
112 The terminology varies. Both beati Petri and sancti Petri are to be found in historical 
sources and in modern scholarship it is most commonly known as the banner of Saint Peter. I 
use vexillum beati Petri since that is the wording that Innocentius uses. 
113 “Pretendit autem non sine misterio crucem et claves, quia beatus Petrus apostolus et cru-
cem pro Christo sustinuit et claves a Christo suscepit. Representat itaque signum crucis, ut-
pote in quo Christus, qui vincit, regnat et imperat, debellavit aereas potestates et in quo capi-
ens preda predonem absorbuit, moriens vita mortem et Behemot cepit in suis oculis quasi 
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An essential feature of this banner, linking it firmly to the papal see, was 

the Keys of Saint Peter, as opposed to the simple crosses worn and carried 
by crusaders. However, the historian Karl Erdmann, in discussing crusades 
and the vexillum beati Petri, is of the opinion that this banner should be 
grouped with the crosses that all crusaders wore, based on the number of 
vexilla granted to crusading leaders from the late eleventh century onwards; 
the difference between the two symbols being that while anyone could take 
the cross, the vexillum beati Petri was granted by the popes to their preferred 
leaders.114 

The vexillum beati Petri also had other connotations according to Erd-
mann, for it was in fact older than the crusades and had been used for addi-
tional purposes. William the Conqueror had been invested with a papal ban-
ner when he invaded England in 1066 and so had the Normans who invaded 
southern Italy and Sicily at about the same time, both of whom had unclear 
and conflicting relationships with the Papacy as regards their status and 
bonds to the popes. These banners were described in the sources as symbols 
both religious and legal, used both as symbols of holy war and of feudal 
relationships. This ambiguity was exploited by the popes who twisted the 
religious symbolism of the vexillum to political directions when it suited 
their claims to temporal overlordship.115 

The vexillum beati Petri was thus seen, at least by the popes themselves, 
as a tool of papal control, both of the crusades and of secular rulers who they 
deemed owed them fidelity. Innocentius rarely uses the wording vexillum 
beati Petri but he does mention other vexilla in a few instances. He orders 
the catholic archbishop of Thessalonica to carry a dominicae crucis vexillum 
(banner of the cross of the Lord) through his parish.116 That would, as op-
posed to Peter’s banner with the keys, be a purely religious symbol, bran-
dished by an ecclesiastical actor to show the triumph of the Roman Church 
over the Greek schismatics. To the citizens of Pisa Innocentius grants the 
privilege of brandishing a vexillum dominicum (banner of the Lord), which 
he equates with the cross, for their many triumphs against enemies of Chris-

 
hamo. Clavem autem geminam representat, discretionis alteram, reliquam potestatis, ut, cum 
discreveris inter bonum [et] malum, lucem et tenebras, sanctum et profanum, commissum tibi 
materialem gladium ad vindictam malefactorum et laudem vero bonorum exerceas et arma 
contra illos apprehendas et scutum, qui non posuerunt Deum adjutorem sibi, sed in feritate sua 
et multitudine confidentes, nituntur contra stimulum calcitrare.” Regesta, 5: 12. The reference 
to Behemoth being caught by its eyes with a hook is from Job (Vulgate 40. 19, RSV 40. 24). 
The meaning is somewhat obscure but the context is that Behemoth is the mightiest of God’s 
creations and that no one can capture it, so capturing Behemoth would be as impossible as 
conquering death. That it was caught by a hook in the eyes was understood as that it should 
have seen the obvious, i.e. that Christ, the bait, was the saviour. 
114 Erdmann, pp. 185–187. 
115 Erdmann, pp. 186–193. 
116 Regesta, 15: xviii. 
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tianity.117 This is in the context of triumphal processions, he also grants them 
permission to use a white horse for example, so the context and purpose 
again seem different. 

In a third instance he writes to the people of Asculana that they ought to 
accept a certain Aldrovandinus as their margrave, saying that he has “sol-
emnly invested [him] with a vexillum”.118 He does not specify which vexillum 
it is but here the situation is different to the two mentioned above, the word-
ing and the context pointing to a feudal investiture, the march in question 
also being part of the Patrimonium Sancti Petri, the pope’s own domain. 
Popes had used the vexillum beati Petri in feudal investitures before, as with 
the Sicilian Normans mentioned above, and using a banner in such a situa-
tion was common practice among temporal rulers.119 

An even stronger example of this practice is to be found in a letter to the 
leader and people of Alessandria. “As a sign of your special grace”, Innocen-
tius writes, “we send you a banner with the emblem of blessed Peter, so that 
he himself will keep and defend you as his special children against enemies 
of both mind and body.”120 This special grace and banner came in response to 
feudal submission on the part of Alessandria. Following a failed war with 
Milan they had turned to the Papacy for protection, sending tribute as well as 
a declaration of fidelity. Again, the vexillum beati Petri was used as a sym-
bol to confirm and signal feudal investiture on behalf of the Papacy.  

2.3.3 Interdicts and Excommunications 
Excommunications and interdicts were powerful sanctions in the hand of 
ecclesiastical leaders. An excommunicated individual was banished from the 
Church and could not take part in any aspect of the Christian life; further-
more, oaths sworn to an excommunicated individual were declared void, 
which could have disastrous effects in a society where vows and oaths were 
central pillars. In the case of an interdict, a whole region was locked down: 
churches were closed, prayers were not sung, sacraments (except baptisms 
and confessions of the dying) were not performed, not even the dead were 
buried.121 These punishments were not innovations of Innocentius but he 
made extensive use of them. Mentions in his Regesta number in their hun-
dreds. Most of these mentions actually regard regulation though: who could 

 
117 Regesta, 1: 56. 
118 “[…] investiverimus solemniter per vexillum […]” Supplementum ad regesta Innocentii III 
Romani pontificis, in Patrologia Latina, 217 (1855), cols 9–282 (cols 235D–236B). 
119 Erdmann, p. 193. 
120 “In signum autem gratiae specialis, mittimus vobis sub insigni beati Petri vexillum, ut ipse 
vos, tanquam filios speciales, contra hostes mentis et corporis custodiat et defendat.” Regesta, 
9: xciv. See also the preceding letter wherein the situation is explained to Milan. 
121 The exact terms of an interdict and what may be done under it could vary slightly, though 
it would always mean a more or less total lockdown of churchly activites.  
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deal out these punishments (most often Innocentius or his appointed legates), 
who were to be exempted, where could these punishments not be dealt out. 
As in many things, Innocentius was keen to centralize and regulate ecclesias-
tical powers.  

He did use these powers against kings and emperors, most notably King 
John of England, who was excommunicated between 1209 and 1213 and 
whose whole realm was placed under interdict between 1208 and 1214. An 
interdict was laid upon France for seven months in 1200. The Holy Roman 
Emperor Otto was also excommunicated, and so was Marcovaldus of Sicily 
and Lewon of Armenia, though their realms were not put under interdicts. 

The king of Aragon was threatened with excommunication in 1213 but it 
was not put into effect. It should also be noted that Innocentius excommuni-
cated the Fourth Crusade after their sack of Zara.122 

In the cases of France and Aragon the conflicts regarded the marriages of 
the kings, while the English case regarded the proper process in the ap-
pointment of the archbishop. They may thus have had more to do with the 
resacralizing efforts presented by Smith. The excommunication of the Fourth 
Crusade might also be seen in that light, for it was quite the inopportune 
move on behalf of Innocentius, while important on a principal level since 
they had not only attacked a Christian city, but a city belonging to a king 
who had himself promised to go on crusade. All of those examples show that 
Innocentius was not afraid of playing with high stakes for goals that were not 
of immediate use to him, rather he risked antagonizing important and power-
ful leaders. He was not always the opportunist that Sayers made him out to 
be.  

Most of these cases had to do with rebuking attempts at meddling in the 
affairs of the Church or breaking ecclesiastical law, but Innocentius was not 
afraid to let churchly institutions suffer for the sake of his interdicts. During 
the interdict of England the Cistercians of the land wrote to him, hoping to 
be exempted from the interdict placed upon the country, citing among else 
ancient privileges, the fact that their houses lay far away from communities 
and their conviction that King John would relent sooner through the help of 
their prayers. Innocentius refused, writing a long and verbose reply in which 
he stressed the need for relentlessness and left no room for compromise: 

Indeed, if the king, against whom we must struggle relentlessly in this battle, 
felt that we were becoming lenient in any way, he would perhaps draw 
strength from our inability, and suspecting that we did out of faintheartedness 
what we did out of providence, he would, trusting in his growing power, op-
pose himself with more obstinacy against the hands that press against him as 

 
122 Paul Webster, King John and Religion (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2015), p. 133; 
John Baldwin, The Government of Philip Augustus: Foundations of French Royal Power in 
the Middle Ages (Oakland: University of California Press, 1991), pp. 84–85; Regesta, 5: 160 
[clxi–clxii] (the Crusade), 13: cxciii (Otto), 16: ii (Lewon); Smith, p. 129. 
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he believed that they resisted with less resolve in their struggle. […] Also, alt-
hough one might in good faith believe that the offering of the salvatory sac-
ramental bread would bring about a desired end to this affair more quickly, 
one should nevertheless hope that if you patiently bear this undeserved pun-
ishment, the spirit which intercedes on your behalf with indescribable lamen-
tations will quickly obtain a favorable end to this from him who through suf-
fering the undeserved punishment, which did not overcome him in his deliv-
erance, redeemed us, the Lord Jesus Christ.123 
 
This stance towards the Cistercians, who normally acted as the spearhead 

of Innocentius’s efforts, is a testament to his belief in the power of the inter-
dict and the importance of enforcing it, to the point of trampling on his most 
trusted servants. 124 As tools, excommunications and interdicts were extreme-
ly public, for they regulated the communal life of rulers and sometimes en-
tire populations. They were powerless if not understood, or worse yet, if seen 
as less than consistent, but enforced in full force they could topple king-
doms, as the example of King John shows.  

2.4 The Contacts with Lewon and Caloiohannes 
The letters of Innocentius to his newfound sons Lewon and Caloiohannes 
contain a wide range of emotions, from the joy and triumph of the estab-
lishment of their relations to the frustrated fury as the holy father realized 
that these prodigal sons were not inclined to listen to him. In his last letter to 
Lewon, from 1213, Innocentius wrote: 

Unwilling and mourning we deny our address of apostolic salutation and 
blessing to you, for the sake of whom we strive for blessing and eternal salva-
tion in the Lord. In truth the magnitude of your transgressions demands this, 
since, when you should have employed your devout servitude, which had 
raised you to the throne of your reign, to vengeance upon the evil-doers and 
praise from the good, you used the sword commissioned to you by Him, 
turned it through a damnable turn against the very flesh of your mother the 

 
123 “Sane si rex, cum quo remisse non est in hac pugna luctandum, ex quacunque parte lentes-
cere nos sentiret, de nostra fortasse sumeret debilitate vigorem, et suspicatus ex pusillanimi-
tate nos facere quod ex providentia faceremus, praevalendi fiducia tanto contra manus arctan-
tis eum pertinacius se opponeret quanto lentius eas suo conamini restitisse putaret. […] 
Caeterum licet satis religiose credatur quod salutaris hostiae immolatio finem optatum huic 
negotio citius impetraret, speratur tamen quod si poenam hanc indebitam pertuleritis patienter, 
spiritus qui pro vobis inenarrabilibus gemitibus interpellat, felicem exitum super hoc celeriter 
obtinebit ab illo qui per poenae indebitae patientiam, quae non rapuit exsolvendo, redemit nos 
Dominus Jesus Christus.” Regesta, 12: ix. 
124 For role of the Cistercians in the government of Innocentius, see Bolton, ‘A mission to the 
Orthodox?: the Cistercians in Romania’, in Innocent III: Studies on Papal Authority and 
Pastoral Care, pp. 170–172. 
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Church, and now, not to mention the other things that have too often been re-
ported on your doings, you have with such enormous atrocity against the 
church and people of Antioch violated treaties, and, having put away your 
royal promise, you have raged so that one cannot but remember as regards 
your shameful behaviour the words: let every one beware of his neighbour, 
and put no trust in any brother; for every brother is a supplanter, and every 
neighbour goes about as a slanderer.125 

 
In a similarly harsh tone he addressed Caloiohannes in his last letter to 

him, from 1207: 

While God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble, according to 
what the apostle James asserts, you should not have ascribed the triumph con-
ceeded to you by God to your own virtue, but rather have attributed it to the 
sins of those who fell because their worth was found wanting, for they set 
their hope to their bow and were confident that they would be saved by their 
sword. But you, in ascribing the above-mentioned triumph against the enemy 
to yourself, you did not, as you should have, give glory unto God, in whose 
hands are the hearts of kings. From this one could manifestly see that, when 
we had made sure to send our messenger to you in order for you to make 
peace or treaties with the Latins living in Constantinople, not only did you not 
do it, but you also received and sent away the messenger himself in a manner 
less honourable than befitted your royal dignity, him whom out of reverence 
for the apostolic see you should have received benignly and treated honoura-
bly, considering that he had been sent to evangelize about peace and preach 
salvation.126 
 

 
125 “Inviti ac dolentes tibi negamus apostolicae salutationis et benedictionis alloquium, cui 
benedictionem et salutem aeternam in Domino affectamus. Verum id exposcit tuorum ex-
cessuum magnitudo; quia, cum devotum ei deberes impendere famulatum qui te ad regni 
solium sublimavit, ad vindictam malefactorum, laudem vero bonorum, commissum tibi ab eo 
gladium exercendo, tu illum conversione damnabili convertens in viscera Ecclesiae matris 
tuae, nuper, ut ad praesens alia taceamus quae nobis sunt de tuis actibus saepius nuntiata, in 
Ecclesiam et populum Antiochenum tantae immanitatis atrocitate violatis treugis et regia 
promissione posthabita desaevisti ut ad confusionem tuam non possit in memoriam non redire 
quod legitur: Unusquisque a suo proximo se custodiat, et non habeat fiduciam in quolibet 
fratre suo; quia omnis frater et proximum supplantabit, et studebit incedere fraudulenter.” 
Regesta, 16: ii (Jeremiah 9. 4). 
126 “Cum superbis Deus resistat, humilibus autem det gratiam, juxta quod apostolus Jacobus 
contestatur, a Domino tibi triumphum concessum non tuae virtuti ascribere debuisti, sed 
potius illorum imputare peccatis qui suis exigentibus meritis ceciderunt, utpote in arcu suo 
sperantes, et suo salvari gladio confidentes. Verum tu tibi ascribens triumphum de hostibus 
reportatum, Deo, in cujus sunt manibus corda regum, prout debueras, gloriam non dedisti. 
Quod ex eo satis potuit manifeste perpendi quod cum ad te nostrum curaverimus nuntium 
destinare, ut cum Latinis apud Constantinopolim commorantibus pacem inires aut treuguas, 
non solum id facere noluisti, verum etiam ipsum nuntium suscepisti et dimisisti minus honeste 
quam decuerit regiam dignitatem, quem ob reverentiam apostolicae sedis et benigne recipere 
debuisti et honeste tractare, attendens quod missus fuerat evangelizare pacem et praedicare 
salutem.”, Regesta, 10: lxv (James 4. 6; for the bow and sword, cf. Psalms 43. 7/44. 6). 
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To the best of our knowledge, none of these letters received any replies, 
nor did the immediately preceding letters.127 Their communication had be-
come a one-way affair, and Innocentius was growing increasingly frustrated. 
Not only did these correspondents not answer his letters, worse yet, they did 
not comply with his wishes nor did they follow his orders. Maybe they had 
already gotten what they wanted from him, but he was apparently not satis-
fied with what he had gained. For all the efforts and good will of Innocen-
tius, Lewon was still fighting against the Latins of Antioch and Tripoli, 
while Caloiohannes had won devastating victories against the Latins of Con-
stantinople and captured their emperor. The footholds of the Roman Church 
in the Eastern Mediterannean were embroiled in war and chaos, and cruel 
blows had been dealt to the high hopes and ambitions of Innocentius. 

This section begins with two short discussions regarding the reasons as to 
why Innocentius in the first place might have had an interest in approaching 
Lewon and Caloiohannes, respectively. After that we shall take a closer look 
at their relationships, at what Innocentius tried to get out of them and how he 
dealt with them, leading up to the breakdown of their correspondence allud-
ed to above. 

2.4.1 Why Approach Lewon?  
Albeit with a margin of a mere two days, the coronation of Lewon, and with 
that the union of the Roman and Armenian churches, had taken place before 
Innocentius was elected pope, and this new Armenian question was not 
among the first issues that he dealt with. It was not until November and De-
cember of 1199, nearly two years into his papacy, that Innocentius first 
wrote to Lewon and the Armenians, and this was actually in reply to letters 
that he had received from them. But while he had not begun their corre-
spondence, he nevertheless approached it with much energy and enthusiasm, 
replying with no less than six letters: four to Lewon, one to the head of the 
Armenian Church and one to the Armenian nobility. 

It is already with this first wave of letters that Innocentius sends the vexil-
lum beati Petri to Lewon, suggesting that Innocentius was convinced that a 
relationship was already well established. Innocentius also speaks of a com-
ing crusade, urging them to remain steadfast and to have hope. As he wrote 
these letters Innocentius was indeed in the process of preparing a crusade. 
Only a few months into his papacy he had called this crusade and after more 
than a year of a disappointing lack of enthusiasm he began a new offensive 
in the autumn and winter of 1199, raising funds and sending out new calls to 
Christians across Europe.128  

 
127 For a complete timeline of all the letters between Innocentius and his correspondents in 
Armenia and Bulgaria with summaries of their content, see Appendix 1. 
128 Moore 2003, pp. 39–40, 50–51. 
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A good relationship with the Armenians was a key to the success of cru-
sading endeavours to come, but there was another important political issue at 
stake in Armenia when Innocentius wrote these first letters. The union of the 
churches and the coronation of Lewon had been a joint effort on the part of 
the Papacy and the Holy Roman Empire. Lewon’s crown had been a gift 
from the emperor and he had been anointed king by the archbishop of 
Mainz, whose office it was to crown emperors of the Holy Roman Empire.129 
In late 1199 Innocentius still had an advantage against the Empire, with the 
legitimate heir being a child and no rivaling contender having grown power-
ful enough; he was also engaged in conflict with the imperial usurper 
Marcovaldus in Sicily. The overture of Lewon at this moment proved an 
excellent opportunity to tie Armenia to the Papacy and rid it of the trouble-
some connections to the Empire. It is probably in this light that we should 
view the prompt sending of the banner of St. Peter. The exact status of 
Lewon, whether he was a vassal of the emperor or the pope or of no one, 
was not clear, neither before nor after the sending of the banner, the very 
distance working to the advantage of Lewon, who could operate quite freely. 
In the eyes of Innocentius, however, the sending of a banner of St. Peter was 
an important symbol of investiture. His later grant of the privilege of not 
being subject to excommunications and interdicts from anyone but the pope 
himself or his legates further corroborates the view that Innocentius regarded 
and treated Lewon as his vassal.130  

In the autumn of 1199 the letters and news from Armenia probably came 
as a godsend to Innocentius, and it is quite likely that he was sincere when 
he wrote that “we rejoice that you as a Catholic prince recognize the privi-
lege of the apostolic see”.131 Now he could wrest some power from the Em-
pire, win a useful ally, and gain an important foothold in the Levant and 
support for his crusade. He did not know then that the crusade would go 
awry and how headstrong Lewon would prove to be.  

2.4.2 Why Approach Caloiohannes? 
The first letter to Caloiohannes was also sent at the close of 1199, but this 
was an initiative of Innocentius. According to the Gesta he sent a messenger 
bearing a letter when he had heard that the kingdom of Vlachs and Bulgars 
had broken free of Greek control.132 Here was an opportunity to further the 

 
129 Sayers, p. 52. 
130 Regesta, 5: 43 [xliv]. Similar privileges were granted e.g. to Aragon and England (Sayers, 
p. 84). 
131 Regesta, 2: 211 [ccxx]. 
132 Gesta, Patrologia Latina vol 214, col cxxv. Caloiohannes claims that he had unsuccesfully 
tried to reach out to Innocentius earlier (Regesta, 6: 142) and it is possible that some messen-
gers might have met in one way or another before Innocentius decided to write his first letter 
but it is with his first letter that any official and recorded contact starts. 
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reach of the Roman Church into the heartlands of Constantinople, working 
towards the ideal of a unified Christianity, one of the most important ambi-
tions of Innocentius. Not only was a Catholic Bulgaria under Caloiohannes a 
blow to the Greek Church of Constantinople, it was also an extension and a 
strengthening of the antemurale christianitatis (outer wall of Christendom). 
Elsewhere attention has been drawn to the seemingly disproportionately 
important position that Hungarian and Polish princes claimed in the eyes of 
the Papacy for this reason.133 Bulgaria too would form a powerful bulwark 
against the pagan peoples north of the Danube, a position that would only 
grow more important after the Latin conquest of Constantinople in 1204. 

The crusading context was probably important for this move as well. In 
his first letter, Innocentius does not mention crusading or admonish Caloio-
hannes to take up arms for his cause, but already in his greeting he brings 
attention to the military feats of Caloiohannes as well as to the source of his 
success:  

The Lord has seen your humility and the devotion that you recognize that you 
have hitherto held towards the Roman Church, and He has not only mightily 
defended you amid the uproars of war and hazards of battle, but also wonder-
fully and mercifully extended your influence.134 
 
The letter is quite short and is focused on building a connection and urg-

ing Caloiohannes to receive the papal legate. Nearly three years would then 
pass before any reply reached Rome, at least in part due to “the uproars of 
war and hazards of battle” according to Caloiohannes.135 Whatever plans 
Innocentius had had in 1199, the situation was different in 1202. A crusade 
had already left and was in fact soon to arrive on the doorstep of Caloiohan-
nes, presently making him even more precious to the pope. 

In 1202 a contender for the position of Holy Roman Emperor had also 
appeared in the form of Philip of Swabia, and in 1204 when Innocentius had 
Caloiohannes crowned, fortune was going Philip’s way. Damian Smith sets 
Innocentius’s coronation of the Aragonese king in 1204 as well as the coro-
nation of Caloiohannes in this context, as parts of a propaganda battle 
against Philip of Swabia, “in which the papacy demonstrated its ascendan-

 
133 Tim Gelhaar, ‘Talking about Christianitas at the Time of Innocent III (1198–1216): What 
Does Word Use Contribute to the History of Concepts?’, Contributions to the History of 
Concepts, 10 (2015), 7–28 (p. 16). 
134 “Respexit Dominus humilitatem tuam et devotionem quam erga Romanam Ecclesiam 
cognosceris hactenus habuisse, et te inter tumultus bellicos et guerrarum discrimina non so-
lum potenter defendit, sed etiam mirabiliter et misericorditer dilatavit.” Regesta, 2: 25 
[cclxvi]. 
135 “multos nostros contrarios (our many enemies)” is the wording that Caloiohannes uses 
when he complains that his messengers could not reach Rome. Regesta, 5: 114 [cxv]. 
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cy”.136 This is difficult to prove but the rivalry with the Empire is important 
to keep in mind during the discussions to come. 

2.4.3 Adopting Special Children  
Innocentius bestowed a specialis gratia upon both Lewon and Caloiohannes. 
He furthermore named the Armenian Church a filia specialis (special daugh-
ter) of the apostolic see and he named Caloiohannes his own “filius special-
is” (special son).137 He also writes about favouring them specialiter (espe-
cially). The word specialis is quite a common adjective in Latin, but it was 
also a technical term in use by the time of Innocentius. A good example can 
be found in 1188 when the pope Clemens III declared that the Scottish 
Church was to be a filia specialis of the Apostolic see.138 This meant a privi-
lege and a freedom from foreign influence, in that none other than the pope 
or his appointed legates could declare excommunications or interdicts in the 
Scottish realm; it did, however, also entail a direct papal control over the 
Church, for the decision had been caused by long strife between popes and 
Scottish kings regarding appointments of bishops in Scotland, something 
that this special relationship was supposed to put and end to.139 Innocentius 
did confirm this relationship with the Scottish Church in a letter of his own, 
suggesting a similar understanding on his part.140 

Innocentius did not only name churches his special children, but temporal 
rulers as well. Aside from Caloiohannes mentioned above, he called the king 
Richard of England his filius specialis, and used this very status in an at-
tempt to make him see reason and fulfill a papal demand, to preserve justice 
“as a catholic prince and a special son of the Apostolic see”.141 Also the 
French king is called a special son, along with a thorough declaration of the 
long history of love and concord between the Papacy and the French kings, 
in a letter where Innocentius demands that the king listens to his legate and 
sees reason, again suggesting that getting this special treatment was not al-
ways good news after all.142 The same is true of a letter to the king of Hunga-
ry, who received the special grace and favour of the apostolic see, only to be 

 
136 Smith, pp. 53–54. 
137 Regesta, 5: 43 [xliv] (gratia specialis to Lewon); 8: 130 [cxxix] (gratia specialis to Caloio-
hannes); 5: 45 [xlvi] (filia specialis); 8: 130 [cxxix] (filius specialis). 
138 Patrologia Latina vol 204, cols 1318A–D. The letter might also be as late as 1192 and 
issued by Pope Celestinus III, though that has no bearing upon this matter, see R. K. Hannay, 
‘The Date of the “Filia Specialis” Bull’, The Scottish Historical Review, 23 (1926), 171–177. 
139 Patrologia Latina vol 204, col 1318B–C, Hannay, p. 171. 
140 Hannay, p. 173. 
141 “te tanquam catholicum principem et apostolice sedis filium specialem”. Regesta, 2: 55 
[lvii]. Later also his brother John, see 5: 159 [clx]. 
142 Registrum domini Innocentii III super negotio Romani imperii, 216, cols 1048B–1049D. 
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reproached for his refusal to let a papal legate pass through his realm.143 
However, being a special son could be advantageous as well, for Innocentius 
did once call on the Polish archbishop to excommunicate all subjects who 
went against his “special son”, the duke of Poland.144 

The status of Lewon and the Armenian Church seems to be similar to the 
Scottish case. In the same letter as the one in which he bestowed his special-
is gratia upon Lewon, Innocentius exempted the Armenian Church from 
being subject to excommunications and interdicts dealt by anyone but the 
pope or his appointed legates; at the same time he wrote to the Armenian 
katholikos naming the Church his filia specialis.145 

No similar discussions are held regarding the Bulgarian Church, in this 
case the special status seems to have had more to do with Caloiohannes him-
self. In the above-mentioned letter to the Hungarian king, Innocentius wrote 
that he would compel Caloiohannes to make peace with Hungary, but first 
his legate needed to be let through Hungary so that Caloiohannes could be 
bound with a vinculum speciale (special bond).146 Not long before, Innocen-
tius had promised Caloiohannes to honour him “as a special son of the 
Church”, at the same time admonishing him to make peace with a vassal of 
the Hungarian king that he had driven out of Serbia, so Innocentius did in-
deed seem to expect that he would be able to make good on his promise to 
the Hungarian king through his special bond with Caloiohannes.147  

A similar expectation on behalf of Innocentius is visible in 1205 when he 
tells Caloiohannes of how he loves him “out of this special grace” and says 
“that your realm would be a special one of Peter”. There he admonishes 
Caloiohannes and urges him to make peace with the Latins of Constantino-
ple.148  

In the case of Caloiohannes the special status seems to be tied to his coro-
nation. Both Innocentius’s promise to Caloiohannes and his words to the 
Hungarian king regarding the vinculum speciale refer to the imminent coro-
nation and after the coronation Innocentius writes, in the letter mentioned 
above, that Caloiohannes had accepted the royal crown so that his “realm 
would be a special one of Peter”. A similar wording is found in a letter to the 
king of Aragon, when Innocentius says that “we made sure to prepare all the 

 
143 Regesta, 7: 126. 
144 Regesta, 1: 43. 
145 The originally Greek title of katholikos (Armenian kat῾ołikos) is used for the head of a 
number of churches, among them the Armenian. 
146 Regesta, 7: 126. Cf. Sweeney, p. 325. 
147 Regesta, 6: 143 [cxliv]. Sweeney has a good survey of the diplomatics regarding Hungary 
and Bulgaria in 1203–1204. In the summer of 1203 Caloiohannes helped drive out a Hungari-
an client-prince named Vukan (Wlcus in Innocentius’ letter), after which the Hungarian king 
detained the papal legate during the spring and summer of 1204 in order to delay the immi-
nent coronation of Caloiohannes (Sweeney, pp. 322–330). 
148 Regesta, 8: 130 [cxxix]. 
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royal insignia […] for your use, no less precious than beautiful, and we gift-
ed you generously with these as a sign of the special grace”.149 As seen 
above, there were parallels between the coronations of Caloiohannes and 
Peter of Aragon. Their special status too seems similar. 

As opposed to Lewon who had been crowned before Innocentius and with 
a crown from the Holy Roman Empire, Peter and Caloiohannes were both 
crowned by the hand of Innocentius, literally in the former case, figuratively 
in the latter.150  

2.4.4 The Titles Granted to Lewon and Caloiohannes 
As iterated above, Lewon was already crowned when Innocentius became 
pope and he always called Lewon rex, qualified by the adjective illustris 
(distinguished, honourable), a word that he used for emperors and most 
kings, including Caloiohannes. They were thus both included in the same 
community of Christian monarchs as the reges illustres of France, England, 
Denmark, Navarre, Hungary, Aragon and others.  

Caloiohannes, who was not crowned at the outset of their relationship, 
was instead named nobilis vir (the noble man)151 in the first letter, and then 
dominus Blacorum et Bulgarorum (lord of the Vlachs and Bulgars),152 before 
becoming rex after his coronation in 1204. Caloiohannes himself, however, 
consistenly referred to himself as imperator (emperor). Innocentius never 
contradicted him on that, instead passing it over in tactful silence. 

Even though Innocentius as well as other popes sometimes acted this 
way, this silence is rather striking, especially considering how Innocentius 
writes at length about his research in the papal archives on centuries’ old 
contacts with kings of Bulgaria (called emperors by Caloiohannes).153 Not 
even there does he comment on Caloiohannes’s imperial claims or the fact 
that he based it on those kings/emperors. The omission must have been in-
tentional but the intention of Innocentius lies beyond our grasp.  

 
149 “[…] regalia insignia universa […] ad opus tuum non minus pretiosa quam speciosa 
fecimus preparari et ea liberaliter tibi donavimus in signum gratie specialis.” Regesta, 8: 93 
[xcii]. 
150 Innocentius wrote that his legate would place the crown upon Caloiohannes’s head “quasi 
nostris manibus” (as if with my own hands), Regesta, 7: 1. 
151 Most often used in addressing higher nobility such as counts, e.g. the count of Tolouse 
(Regesta, 1: 397) or the count of Tripoli (1: 438),  
152 Dominus is a general honorific that Innocentius most often uses for God, or for bishops 
and archbishops; many who write to him also calls him dominus papa. His use of dominus in 
addressing secular rulers is quite uncommon. 
153 Regesta, 5: 114 [cxv], 115 [cxvi]. 
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2.4.5 The Pledge of Caloiohannes 
The bond with Lewon was already formed at his ascent but with Caloiohan-
nes it was up to Innocentius to negotiate the terms of their relationship and 
shape its establishment. Little is known of what oaths Caloiohannes may 
have sworn at his coronation or of the proceedings at all but a few interesting 
details are included in his report of the event in a letter to Innocentius: 

May this be known unto your holiness, the special father of my realm, my lord 
pope, that the lord Leo, legate of the apostolic see, came to my empire, bear-
ing with him a crown, and this he blessed and placed upon the head of my 
empire and in my hands he gave me a sceptre and a banner, and he blessed the 
most holy patriarch of my realm and of all Bulgaria according to your pre-
cept.154 

 
It is interesting that Caloiohannes called Innocentius “special father” here, 

thus acknowledging and using the special relationship proposed by Innocen-
tius. The description of the coronation presents nothing out of the ordinary 
and unfortunately there is no account in the Gesta presenting more details. 
There is, however, a golden bull issued by Caloiohannes in order to receive 
the papal coronation, in which he declared his submission to the Roman 
Church. The significance of Caloiohannes issuing a golden bull, normally a 
prerogative of emperors, will be discussed further in chapter four but we 
may again note that Innocentius tactfully ignored the imperial Byzantine 
term chrysobolum and let the document be filed in his Regesta as an instru-
mentum, a more neutral term for a public declaration of loyalty.155 The doc-
ument is quite extensive but after a lengthy introduction wherein Caloiohan-
nes speaks of his history and predecessors he writes down his pledge of loy-
alty: 

All churches of all my empire and in my possession, and my patriarch, metro-
politans, archbishops, bishops and all priests shall be subservient to the Ro-
man Church and hold to its law and custom and obedience, which the emper-
ors of blessed memory of all Bulgaria and Vlachia, our ancient predecessors, 
kept, and we shall in the same way follow in their footsteps. My authority 
signs its golden bull as assurance that my empire shall never forsake the Ro-

 
154 “Hoc autem notum sit sanctitati vestre, pater specialis regni mei, domine papa, quod domi-
nus Leo legatus apostolice sedis venit ad imperium meum sibi afferens coronam et eam ben-
edicens super caput imperii mei imposuit et in manibus meis dedit michi sceptrum atque 
vexillum. Et benedixit sanctissimo patriarche regni mei et totius Bulgarie ex precepto vestre 
sanctitatis”, Regesta, 7: 230. 
155 Many instrumenta are mentioned in Innocentius’s Regesta and a few are archived, e.g. the 
margrave Guillelmus swearing to stand by the decrees of the Roman Church, the wayward 
bishop Echembertus promise of obedience to the Roman Church even in affairs concerning 
the Empire, or the people of Alessandria’s submission to the Roman Church which earned 
them a vexillum beati Petri (Regesta, 8: 123 [cxxii]; 9: xv; 9: xciv).  
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man Church or the apostolic see, Peter prince of the apostles, nor shall other 
princes of my empire leave the fold. On the contrary I will be as one called a 
beloved son of the sacrosanct and apostolic Roman see, Peter prince of the 
apostles. Furthermore, whichever Christian or pagan countries that my empire 
acquires will be under the power and mandate of the same sacrosant and apos-
tolic Roman see. And, in order that this golden bull of my empire shall be held 
as valid and true, it has given my empire into the hands of the reverend man 
Iohannes, legate of the sacrosanct Roman see, and chaplain of the lord pope, 
and through him our pious and by God enlarged authority has signed this, in 
the year 6712, in the seventh indiction.156  

 
We may compare this to the oaths sworn by the kings Peter of Aragon 

and John of England.157 The formulas of Peter and John are more similar to 
each other than to Caloiohannes. “I publicly declare and promise that I will 
always be faithful and obedient to my lord pope Innocentius, his catholic 
successors and the Roman Church”, Peter swore. John said: “I will from this 
hour henceforth be faithful to God and blessed Peter and the Roman Church 
and my lord pope Innocentius and his coming catholic successors.” Caloio-
hannes, on the other hand, simply said that “I will be as one called a beloved 
son.” He did not not pledge to be fidelis (faithful) or obediens (obedient).  

While John “offers and concedes to God [etc.] all the kingdom of England 
and all the kingdom of Ireland with all rights and dues” and would do hom-
age in the presence of the pope if he could, the instrumentum of Caloiohan-
nes is concerned with ecclesiastical matters only. His pledge is that he and 
his empire will follow the proper proceedings of the Roman Church, not to 
be its vassal. John furthermore promises that he will come to the defence of 
the Patrimony of St. Peter (the pope’s own domains) and he names yearly 

 
156 “Ecclesie enim omnes totius imperii mei et tenimenti et patriarcha meus, metropolitani, 
archiepiscopi, episcopi et cuncti sacerdotes Romane subsint ecclesie et teneant legem, consue-
tudinem et obsequutionem, quas tenuerunt beate memorie imperatores totius Bulgarie et 
Vlachie prisci illi nostri predecessores, et nos eodem modo vestigia eorum imitantes. Sub-
signat autem imperium meum ad securitatem chrysobolum suum, quod numquam ab ecclesia 
Romana et ab apostolica sede, principe apostolorum Petro, ipsum videlicet imperium meum 
discedet neque alii imperii mei principes disgregabuntur, sed ut vocatus dilectus filius sacro-
sancte et apostolice sedis Romane, principis apostolorum Petri ero. Et deinceps, quascumque 
terras Christianorum seu paganorum meum acquisierit imperium, sub potestate et mandato 
eiusdem sacrosancte et apostolice sedis Romane erunt. Et, ut presens chrysobolum imperii 
mei ratum et firmum habeatur, dedit imperium meum in manibus reverendissimi viri 
Ioh[ann]annis, sacrosancte Romane sedis legati, et domini pape capellani, in quo et nostrum 
pium et a Deo promotum subsignavit imperium. Anno sex millesimo septingentesimo duodec-
imo, indictione VII.” Regesta, 7: 4. The dating is Byzantine, counting years since the (sup-
posed) creation of the universe in 5508 B.C. It should also be noted that his use of the word 
imperium is rather obscure here. Sometimes it clearly refers to his authority, sometimes to his 
empire, at other times it is not so clear. The ambiguity might have been intentional. 
157 King Peter swore an oath in the presence of Innocentius at his coronation, preserved in 
Gesta, Patrologia Latina vol 214, cols clx–clxi. King John did not meet Innocentius but 
included an oath of fidelity in a letter, Regesta, 16: lxxvii. 
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sums of money to be paid to the Roman Church. Peter of Aragon falls 
somewhere between them. He promises no money, nor does he do homage, 
but he does “offer my kingdom” and he promises to “defend the catholic 
faith and persecute the depravity of heresy” as well as to “keep the liberty 
and immunity of the Church”. 

Since the papal legate Iohannes was involved in the writing of the instru-
mentum and since it resulted in Caloiohannes’s coronation, we may infer that 
its content was in line with the demands of Innocentius. There is no way of 
knowing whether he actually wished for more. It is sure, however, that if he 
would have wished for more, he had no viable way of putting enough pres-
sure on Caloiohannes. Peter of Aragon, on the other hand, came to Innocen-
tius worried by the troubles of crusade against heresy brewing in his north-
ern domains,158 and it is probably not a coincidence that his oath of fidelity 
included a promise to persecute heresy. John of England, for his part, swore 
fidelity to the pope after years of excommunication and interdict.  

The instrument of pressure that Innocentius could have had as regards 
Caloiohannes would have been to withhold his coronation, which would 
have earned him nothing but risked Caloiohannes receiving a crown from 
Constantinople or, worse yet, some power within the Holy Roman Empire. 
That mistake had already been done by his predecessor when Lewon had 
been crowned as a vassal of the Holy Roman emperor. However non-
commital his pledge of loyalty, the coronation of Caloiohannes with a papal 
crown, sceptre and banner was an important propaganda victory and a pow-
erful symbol for Innocentius. To no one who heard of the event could there 
by any doubt as regards the allegiance of this new, mighty and frankly terri-
fying ruler. 

2.4.6 Bestowing Banners on the Faraway Kings 
As demonstrated above, the banner that Innocentius sent to both Lewon and 
Caloiohannes, the vexillum beati Petri, had for a long time been a symbol of 
papal feudal investiture and was used by Innocentius in the same way re-
garding vassals in his vicinity in Italy. The situation with Lewon and Caloio-
hannes was slightly different since the banner was bestowed without proper 
oaths of fidelity having been sworn. The symbolism of the banner remained, 
however. To the pope and anyone familiar with his repertoire it pointed at a 
close and direct relationship between them and the Papacy. With this banner 
he would command them directly, as he had wished to command the crusad-
ers, to go to war on his behalf. He had said to Caloiohannes that the keys on 
the banner would help him separate the good from the bad, to Lewon he 
wrote that he “should use it only against the enemies of the cross”, a formula 

 
158 Sayers, p. 83; Smith, p. 51. 
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echoing of crusading language.159 As throughout the 150 years of history of 
the vexillum, the twin connotations of holy war and fidelity to the Papacy 
were there. When Innocentius sent the vexillum to Lewon in 1199, his call to 
crusade from the year before had not yet been answered; when he sent one to 
Caloiohannes in 1204 the same crusade had become stuck in Constantinople 
with little hope of achieving much. These investitures should be seen in the 
light of this crusade. When there was little hope of a crusade even taking 
place, Innocentius appointed Lewon a champion for his cause in the Levant; 
in the chaos of the rebellions, schisms, civil wars and derailed crusaders in 
the southern Balkans, Caloiohannes, newly found ally and the most powerful 
warlord of the region, was a natural choice of champion to try and bring 
order to the situation.  

And whether Innocentius would be successful in commanding Lewon and 
Caloiohannes or not (he was not), their banners still signified papal presence 
in large and faraway regions where the Roman Church had had no sway 
before, regions of great political interest and importance to the Papacy at this 
time. This was the most distinct and effective way Innocentius had of mak-
ing his influence known in these parts, however hollow said influence may 
have been. 

2.4.7 Conflicts with Crusaders and Knightly Orders 
Both Lewon and Caloiohannes would eventually come into conflict with 
crusaders, Lewon with the Knights Templar and the count of Tripoli, Caloi-
ohannes with the Latins who had settled in and around Constantinople after 
the Fourth Crusade. 

Lewon had two conflicts with Latins, one regarded the Templar castle 
Gaston (see map 2) that had been occupied by Armenians after it had been 
lost to Muslim forces and which Lewon refused to give back, the other was a 
conflict regarding the throne of Antioch between Lewon’s infant heir Rupi-
nus and the count of Tripoli. Already in the first batch of letters to Lewon 
from 1199, Innocentius reproaches him for keeping the Templar castle Gas-
ton, but regarding the matter of Antioch he is more careful, deferring it to 
two legates.160  

While he keeps prodding Lewon about the Templar castle Gaston, Inno-
centius remains rather aloof regarding Antioch for many years and avoids 
speaking much in detail of the conflict in his letters to Lewon until in 1209 
when he openly takes the side of the count of Tripoli and condemns Lewon 

 
159 “quo in hostes crucis dumtaxat utaris” Regesta, 2: 245 [cclv]. After the sack of Zara by the 
Fourth Crusade, Innocentius wrote to its leaders, reproaching them for their misuse of “arma 
que in hostes crucis credebamini assumpsisse” (the weapons that you were thought to have 
taken up against the enemies of the cross), Regesta, 6: 229 [ccxxx]. 
160 Regesta, 2: 249 [cclix], 243 [ccliii]. 
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for fighting him: “However much you strive to justify your side […], it is 
nevertheless apparent to wise men versed in divine law as well as human that 
your claim in this is less just.”161 Thereafter it goes from bad to worse when 
in 1213 he reproaches him in the harsh words quoted in the beginning of this 
section and excommunicates him.162 

It is difficult to infer much from the judgement of Innocentius regarding 
Antioch. He seems to have followed due process, trusting in his legates, 
hoping that they would solve the matter and referring to both divine and 
human law when he had finally taken his stance. That he excommunicated 
Lewon in the end is neither surprising nor out of the ordinary, for he treated 
many rulers that way, also those close to him. The matter of Gaston and the 
Templars is rather different since Innocentius clearly had his priorities 
straight there. However special Lewon’s Armenia was, Innocentius needed 
no legates or investigations to tell him that the Templars were in the right, 
and thus, one might infer, of greater importance to him. 

His treatment of the conflict between Caloiohannes and the crusaders is 
rather more interesting. In 1205 he wrote to Caloiohannes following a battle 
where the forces of Caloiohannes had decisively defeated the crusading 
forces and captured the Latin emperor of Constantinople. In this letter he 
does not condemn Caloiohannes, but he warns him: 

You ought to know, my dearest son, that a huge army from the West is travel-
ing to Greece, beyond the one that recently arrived. Therefore you should with 
all your effort care for yourself and your land so that you make peace with the 
Latins while you can, so that they do not try to fight you from one side and the 
Hungarians from the other; it will not be easy for you to resist the attacks of 
both. For this reason I suggest and advise your serenity in just faith that you 
provide for yourself in such a way with Baulduinus, the emperor of Constan-
tinople, who you are said to hold captive, that you make a true and firm peace 
with the Latins through his liberation, so that they will rest from attacking you 
and your land. We for our part are through apostolic writing commanding 
Henricus, the same emperor’s brother who leads the Latin army in Constanti-
nople, to turn to peace with you for the liberation of his brother and to fully 
cease from molesting you.163 

 
161 “Quantumlibet autem partem tuam justificare nitaris […] videtur tamen viris prudentibus 
tam in divino quam in humano jure peritis tua in hoc petitio minus justa…” Regesta, 12: xlv. 
162 Regesta, 16: ii. 
163 “Noveris ergo, fili karissime, quod ingens exercitus de occidentalibus partibus est in Gre-
ciam profecturus preter illum, qui nuper accessit. Unde tibi et terre tue debes summopere 
providere, ut dum potes pacem ineas cum Latinis, ne, si forte ipsi ex una parte et Vngari ex 
altera te studuerint impugnare, non facile possis resistere conatibus utrorumque. Quocirca 
serenitati tue suggerimus et consulimus recta fide, quatinus, cum Balduinum, Constantinopoli-
tanum imperatorem, dicaris tenere captivum, ita tibi provideas, ut per liberationem ipsius 
veram et firmam pacem facias cum Latinis, ut ab impugnatione tua et terre tue penitus con-
quiescant. Nos enim Henr(ico), fratri eiusdem imperatoris, qui Constantinopoli preest exerci-
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Not only does he warn Caloiohannes, he also advises him and he profess-

es to command the Latins to oblige. The words that he uses regarding Henri-
cus, per apostolica scripta mandamus, is a stock phrase that he continually 
uses when he wants to underscore and reinforce a command. It is an order 
that is not to be disobeyed.164 While his primary goal with this letter must 
have been peace between these two powers that he both had need of, it is 
important to note that he put none of the blame on Caloiohannes, rather he 
professed that the Latins were molesting him. He had also before declared 
his firm belief that Caloiohannes ruled justly over his realm, as in a message 
to the king of Hungary via his legate Leo, where he wrote: 

[…] they were compelled to serve under the heavy Constantinopolitan yoke, 
until recently two brothers, that is Petros and Caloiohannes, descending from 
the stock of the earlier kings, started to occupy as well as restore the land of 
their fathers […] Therefore we do not intend to crown him king over a foreign 
land but over his own just like our predecessors.165 

 
It was not until Innocentius realized that Caloiohannes had no inclination 

to abide by his advice that he eventually turned against him but even in this 
last and reproachful letter of which some has been quoted above Innocentius 
does not appear unforgiving. It is still addressed to his “dearest son in 
Christ” and he does mention that Caloiohannes has had difficulties getting 
his messengers through to Rome before, as if suggesting or at least hoping 
beyond hope that that was the cause of his arrogant lack of replies. He as-
sures him that he has per apostolica scripta commanded the Hungarians and 
Venetians alike to give his messengers safe passage, though at the end of the 
letter the apostolica scripta turn against Caloiohannes, as Innocentius com-
mands him to make peace with the Latins of Constantinople. He does not 
excommunicate him, however, not even does he mention a threat thereof.166 

The difference in how Innocentius treats Lewon and Caloiohannes is ra-
ther striking, and his lenience towards Caloiohannes compared with his 

 
tui Latinorum, per apostolica scripta mandamus, ut ad pacem tuam pro liberatione ipsius 
imperatoris Latinos inclinet et a tua molestatione cesset omnino.” Regesta, 8: 130 [cxxix]. 
164 “per apostolica scripta mandamus” yields 996 hits in the corpus of Innocentius in the 
Patrologia Latina database, more still with other forms of mando. One of the occurences is 
indeed from a letter to Henricus wherein Innocentius commands him to make peace with his 
“dearest son” Caloiohannes. Regesta, 8: 133 [cxxxii]. 
165 “…compulsi sunt gravi sub iugo Constantinopolitano servire, donec novissime duo fratres, 
Petrus videlicet et Iannitius, de priorum regum prosapia descendentes, terram patrum suorum 
non tam occupare quam recuperare coeperunt […] Unde nos eum non super alienam terram 
sed super propriam ad instar predecessorum nostrorum regem intendimus coronare.” Regesta, 
7: 127. Caloiohannes is actually called Iannitius in this letter, a less common form that Inno-
centius uses a few times early in their relationship. 
166 Regesta, 10: lxv. 
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treatment of many other monarchs as well. As seen above, he seldom hesi-
tated to deal out excommunications and interdicts. While it is not so hard to 
understand why Innocentius prioritized the Templars over Lewon, it is less 
apparent why Lewon’s wars against the Latins of Tripoli should have been 
worse than Caloiohannes’s wars against the Latins of Constantinople. By all 
accounts, Caloiohannes was no less brutal, probably the opposite, and more-
over the most important part of his forces was his pagan Cuman auxiliaries 
from north of the Danube, while Lewon’s enemies allied with Muslim 
neighbours against him, as he himself was very fond of pointing out.167 Stra-
tegic importance likely weighed heavier than ideals in this case, for a Caloi-
ohannes under control could be priceless, while a Caloiohannes running 
rampant would be fatal, as the Latins of Constantinople got to experience.  

2.5 Conclusions 
Innocentius forged a closer bond with Caloiohannes than Lewon, both his 
words and actions speak to that. Numerous reasons for this may be proposed.  
Innocentius did not inherit Caloiohannes as he had inherited Lewon. He re-
acted to approaches by Lewon, who already from the start was tainted by 
conflicts with Templars and other crusaders, whose fortunate coronation was 
shadowed by unfortunate associations with the Empire. Innocentius attempt-
ed to right those wrongs and there is no reason to doubt his joy at the pro-
spect of deepening the relationship between the Roman Church and Arme-
nia, still he would not call Lewon his special son as he did Caloiohannes. As 
regards Caloiohannes he was not reactive, he was active. He approached 
Caloiohannes, he made sure he was crowned, he had him swear to the Ro-
man Church. He invested much prestige in his relationship with the very 
person Caloiohannes, his special son, even to the point of jeopardizing the 
traditionally strong ties with Hungary as well as the relationship with the 
Latins at Constantinople. The fact that Innocentius never even tried to con-
tact anyone in Bulgaria after the death of Caloiohannes is another testament 
to the importance of Caloiohannes himself. 

Not only was Caloiohannes a chosen son rather than an inherited, he was 
also during the time of their correspondence a much greater threat than 
Lewon, capable of toppling the fragile Latin Empire of Constantinople and 
disrupting the long-awaited papal plans of expansion into the lands of the 
Greek Church.   

Innocentius also interfered with and invested more in the Bulgarian 
Church than in the Armenian. While he invested the Armenian katholikos 
with a pallium he sent pallia to a handful of Bulgarian bishops. He further-
more elevated the archbishop of Tărnovo to primate, in so doing not only 

 
167 Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]; 8: 121 [cxix]. 
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elevating him but also centralizing the Bulgarian Church and harmonizing its 
hierarchy with the Roman Catholic. Meanwhile the head of the Armenian 
Church retained the foreign title katholikos. This is not to say that Innocen-
tius did not care about the Armenian church. He named it filia specialis and 
exempted it from excommunications and interdicts, an important privilege 
indeed. He did not, however, take much interest in the inner workings of the 
church, content with it as a separate, although loyal, branch of the Roman 
Church, while his ambition with the Bulgarian Church seems to have been 
more directed towards assimilation.168 This might have had to do with a big-
ger plan for suppression of the Greek Church, of which Bulgaria had been 
part before, for the elevation of the archbishop of Tărnovo into primate oc-
cured in early 1204 when Innocentius had received reports that the crusaders 
had placed Alexios IV as Byzantine emperor in return for the submission of 
the Greek Church to the Roman. That submission never came to pass but 
with the conquest of Constantinople only months later there would soon be a 
Latin patriarch of the city in any case and a suppression of Greek churches 
could commence. The parading of the banner of the cross in Thessalonica 
was a striking symbol of the victory of the Roman Church and Innocentius 
did furthermore organize Roman missions to the Greek lands and ordered 
Cistercian monasteries to be founded there.169 Those kinds of measures were 
not necessary in Bulgaria where he had both secured the loyalty of the eccle-
siastical hierarchy and reorganized it, from there on he would be able to take 
control from the top down, a preferred method of his as seen in the discus-
sions on crusade and excommunications above. 

Although Innocentius did take some interest in the workings of the 
churches of Armenia and Bulgaria, he did not exhibit much interest in the 
character or personal conduct of Lewon and Caloiohannes. The resacralizing 
efforts that he might have shown other rulers seem rather distant in relation 
to them. His language in reproaching Caloiohannes is indeed directed at his 
character, pointing at his pride and uncouth treatment of a messenger, but the 
context was political. When he attacked Lewon it was for political reasons 
too, for his wars and his failure to obey papal commands. He did on the other 
hand never comment on the fact that Lewon divorced his wife, or for that 
matter that he reportedly assaulted her and had many relatives of her robbed 
and murdered for a supposed conspiracy.170 Even if word of the conspiracy 
and its aftermath never reached Innocentius, a divorce would have been 

 
168 One may along with this also note that Innocentius exhibited some instructive efforts 
towards the Bulgarian Church, aside from diverse instructions in his letters he also sent a 
separate document detailing how the pallium should be bestowed upon an archbishop. 
Regesta, 7: 10. 
169 Bolton, ‘A mission to the Orthodox?: the Cistercians in Romania’, p. 170–175. 
170 Smbat, ‘Chronique du Royaume de la Petite Arménie, par le Connétable Sĕmpad’, in 
Recueil des Historiens des Croisades. Documents Arméniens, 2 vols (Paris: Imprimerie Impé-
riale/Nationale, 1869–1906), I (1869), pp. 610–672 (p. 642).  
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alarming enough, as evidenced e.g. by Innocentius’s interdict on France or 
threat of excommunication of the king of Aragon for the same reason. A 
scrupulous person as Innocentius could furthermore have had his doubts 
regarding the close association of Caloiohannes with the pagan Cumans but 
here too the pope was quiet. It would seem that Lewon and Caloiohannes 
enjoyed freer reins than the monarchs of western Europe.  

Did Innocentius claim temporal power and act the part of a temporal ruler 
in relation to Lewon and Caloiohannes? I would say that he did, at least to 
some extent, mainly in a symbolic sense. Others have demonstrated that he 
ruled central Italy as a temporal ruler, arguing that he needed to secure an 
independent domain in order to preserve the integrity of the Papacy. That 
was not an issue regarding Bulgaria and Armenia. Other things were at stake 
there, most importantly the expansion of the Roman Church. A second mat-
ter was the power struggle with the Empire. To secure these aims he did not 
need absolute loyalty in temporal matters from Caloiohannes and Lewon. 
Even though he surely hoped for loyalty, he only needed the symbols of 
fidelity. He received the golden bull of Caloiohannes and filed it as an in-
strumentum, he invested them both with the vexillum beati Petri, a sign of 
papal investiture. It is quite probable that they did not understand the full 
significance of these banners but Innocentius did, and he knew that agents of 
the Holy Roman Empire or other western powers did. To him that was likely 
of more importance, for making a state of affairs manifest could be as im-
portant as achieving it, and Innocentius knew this well. James Ross Sweeney 
is probably right in judging him as a rather poor diplomat. He experienced 
notorious difficulties in making lay rulers obey his commands and he had a 
way of antagonizing many. Looking at hard results in the material world, the 
outcomes of many of his endeavours may seem poor, in contemplating the 
language of power that he used and developed we might come to other con-
clusions. 

Damian Smith suggests that the coronation of Peter of Aragon in Rome, 
along with the near simultaneous coronation of Caloiohannes, could be in-
terpreted as a challenge to the exalted status of the Holy Roman Emperor, 
making him a monarch among monarchs instead of their nominal head.171 
Innocentius had in theory taken a big step in that direction in 1202 when he 
issued the decretal Per Venerabilem where he declared that the French king 
knew no superior in temporal matters.172 The coronations of 1204 could rep-

 
171 Smith, p. 54. The idea was also in sway among legal canonists from Iberia and England. 
They canonists were not propagating for English or Hispanic empires but for kings of those 
regions to be formally independent of the Empire, being “emperors in their own realms”. See 
Gaines Post, ‘Blessed Lady Spain: Vincentius Hispanus and Spanish National Imperialism in 
the Thirteenth Century’, Speculum, 29 (1954), 198–209 (p. 199). 
172 “[…] since the king himself in no wise recognizes a superior in temporal matters…” (“[…] 
cum rex ipse superiorem in temporalibus minime recognoscat […]”), Regesta, 5: 127 
[cxxviii]. Cf. Tierney, p. 49. 
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resent another step, this time in practice, for Innocentius now had a string of 
more or less dependent kingdoms all over the northern side of the Mediter-
ranean world, from Portugal in the west, via Aragon, through the contested 
Sicily, to the vast Bulgaria of Caloiohannes, all the way to Lewon’s Armenia 
in Cilicia. All this he achieved while the true imperial heir was a minor and 
no usurper had gained enough support, thus making use of that vacuum to 
prepare a new playing field for the emperor to come. With the subsequent 
vassalage of England, Innocentius would, excepting France and the Holy 
Roman Empire, have some nominal power in all regions of Western Europe 
and beyond, and two of these, Sicily and Armenia, he had indeed wrested 
from imperial control. The basis for papal power no longer lay in the Em-
pire, neither in theory, nor in practice, a development that Innocentius both 
worked for and worked to make manifest. The growing sphere of worldly 
influence of Innocentius was one side to this coin, the other was the expan-
sion of the Roman Church, since the more it grew, the less tenable the posi-
tion of protector of the entire Roman Christian world became for the emper-
or. For both of these endeavours the apparent loyalty of Caloiohannes and 
Lewon was crucial, making the lenience of Innocentius towards them less 
surprising. When Innocentius eventually did turn against Lewon, Caloiohan-
nes had died, possibly prompting new agendas for Innocentius. They are, 
however, not part of this study. 

Yet another side to Innocentius’s practice of coronations and receiving of 
obedience and/or fidelity, as well as that of bestowing banners with the sym-
bols of St. Peter upon rulers is an attempt at creating groupness, groupness 
tied to the category of Roman Christian. Leaving aside the debate on wheth-
er Innocentius acted the part of a temporal ruler or no, one can observe that, 
under Innocentius, being Roman Christian entailed more than a religion, and 
that Innocentius actively worked to make it so. Whatever the exact technical 
implications of the pledges of loyalty from diverse rulers, Innocentius used 
both words and symbols to make manifest the fact that loyalty to the Roman 
Church also meant some degree of loyalty to the power of Rome – not the 
Rome of Augustus, but the Rome of St. Peter, an antithesis of the Holy Ro-
man Empire, a new Rome so to speak.  

This groupness had no exact legal implications, and maybe the question 
of whether Innocentius acted as a temporal ruler is put in the wrong way. 
Through viewing his actions in this light, I believe that we can go beyond 
that conundrum and find other meanings. He endeavoured to foster political 
loyalty to the Papacy in order to strengthen its power and independence, and 
maybe the vaguely defined nature of this loyalty, expressed through symbols 
and symbolic language, served Innocentius, for with that he did not have to 
clash with established political and legal frameworks, but could slowly and 
subtly change political ideas in the direction that he preferred, as he did by 
downplaying the role of the Holy Roman Empire, by taking upon himself the 
role of the priest-king Melchizedek, by investing rulers with banners, by 
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fostering vassal-like relationships with kings. It is unlikely that he had any 
interest in becoming a temporal ruler, much more likely that he wished to 
find a new role for the pope to play in that political game, a role that was 
neither king nor emperor, a role like that of Melchizedek with authority in 
both spiritual and temporal matters, a role like that of the sun that gives its 
light to the moon. But in order to carve out that role, Innocentius needed to 
bend the rules as well as foster new kinds of political ideas, a new kind of 
Rome, and if he could associate that new Rome with the category of Roman 
Christian, he would have a large powerbase indeed, and larger it would be-
come through the unions with Armenians and Bulgarians. 
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Chapter Three: A King of Armenians among 
Latins 

On the sixth of January of 1198 the cathedral of the Holy Wisdom in Tarsus 
was filled to the brim with nobles and dignitaries from far and near, come to 
witness the lord Lewon being crowned king of all Armenians. Present at his 
coronation were numerous nobles of French extraction as well as a good 
number of Latin clergy, the most powerful of whom was the papal legate and 
cardinal Konrad of Mainz. He it was that bestowed upon Lewon the royal 
insignia in a coronation modelled on those in Mainz, with the crown being a 
gift from the Holy Roman emperor. The Byzantine emperor had sent Lewon 
a crown as well but there is no evidence of Lewon afterwards acknowledg-
ing any relationship with Constantinople, nor of any further contact with the 
Byzantine court. The old masters and oppressors seem to have been ignored 
by most Armenians, while Lewon would proclaim far and wide that he ruled 
through the grace of the Holy Roman Empire and carry a papal banner be-
fore him.  

This coronation of 1198 marked both an end and a beginning. It was the 
end and culmination of a century of negotiations between representatives of 
the Armenian and Roman churches. A union was put into effect, the Arme-
nian clergy swore to submit to the Roman pope. It was also the end to the 
life of the most important of the negotiatiors of the union, Nersēs Lam-
bronac῾i, archbishop of Tarsus, a polyglot translator and an ecumenical vi-
sionary. He died in 1198, not long after Lewon’s coronation, by a cruel trick 
of fate deprived of the chance to see his tireless efforts bear fruit. This coro-
nation marked a beginning and starting point for a new political landscape, 
for not only was there for the first time in over a century an Armenian king, 
now said king could deal with his crusading neighbours as a fellow Roman 
Catholic, now he had access to powerful new tools. He made friends and 
allies among military orders and cardinals, he also made contact with the 
pope and referred disagreements with his Latin neighbours to the papal see. 
All of these topics will be important in this chapter, wherein Lewon’s rela-
tionship with the Papacy and his use of that relationship in his struggles for 
power and legitimacy will be examined. 

This chapter will start with a survey of the research on Cilician Armenia 
and then a short historical background. After that there will be a discussion 
of the religious context focusing on the negotiations about church unity and 
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the literary production of the above-mentioned Nersēs Lambronac῾i. Reli-
gion will remain central but later on the focus will turn to matters of politics 
and culture, especially to the importance of Rome as a source of legitimacy 
and symbolic power among Armenians. There will furthermore be a discus-
sion of Armenian royal titles and how they differed and corresponded with 
titles in use in Western repertoires. Did this change towards the close of the 
twelfth century and how could the differences and changes be used? Having 
identified the challenges that Lewon had to deal with as well as the reper-
toires that he could use, activate and manipulate in order to tackle those chal-
lenges, the latter part of the chapter will consist of an examination of 
Lewon’s actions and a close reading of his correspondence with the pope 
Innocentius, thereby trying to find out how he faced the challenges at hand 
armed with a new repertoire.  

3.1 Historiography of Cilician Armenia 
Cilician Armenia is an anachronistic term, just as Byzantium. Cilicia is the 
ancient name for the region in which this particular Armenia is found, but in 
its age, the eleventh to fourteenth centuries, it was most often called Arme-
nia and its inhabitants were known as Armenians. The region is, however, 
outside of the ancient Armenia and quite far away from the Armenia of to-
day, and one might say that just as Byzantium is a name for “the other Ro-
man Empire”, so is Cilician Armenia a name for “the other Armenia”. It was 
mainly settled by Armenians in the eleventh century and is set apart from the 
rest of Armenian history through its close contacts with the crusaders, put-
ting these Armenians in the historiographically awkward position of having 
the Byzantine Empire to their west and the Latins of the Levant to their east, 
which might be a good illustration of the inadequacy of using cardinal points 
to describe culture.  

The studies of the Byzantine Commonwealth and of shared culture dis-
cussed in chapter one have almost exclusively been focused on the western 
side of the empire. The eastern side, with regions such as Georgia and Ar-
menia, have to a higher degree been left to the national histories of those 
respective countries.173 The Cilician Armenia of this study furthermore tends 

 
173 For some recent examples of studies of exchange and Byzantine influence in Georgia and 
Armenia, although not making use of Obolensky’s Commonwealth, see AnnaLinden Weller, 
‘Byzantinophilia in the Letters of Grigor Magistros?’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 
41 (2017), 167–181; AnnaLinden Weller, ‘Ideological Storyworlds in Byzantium and Arme-
nia: Historiography and Model Selves in Narratives of Insurrection”, in Storytelling in Byzan-
tium: Narratological Approaches to Byzantine Texts and Images, ed. by Charis Messis, Mar-
garet Mullett and Ingela Nilsson (Uppsala: Uppsala University, 2018), pp. 71–87; Sandro 
Nikolaishvili, ‘Byzantine Imperial Ideology as the Chief Inspiration for a New Kingship 
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to end up outside the narratives on Armenia, with its eccentric position and 
western influenced legacy that does not quite fit in, more often appearing as 
an exotic appendix to the history of the Crusades than as an integral part of 
Armenian history.174 The story of Cilician Armenia “is a story that still 
awaits telling”, as Thomas Boase put it in the foreword of the first book in 
English devoted to the matter in 1978.175 Boase’s sentiment is pungently 
illustrated by the fact that the few studies that were done in the 1960s and 
1970s would mainly refer to nineteenth century scholars as Ghevont Alishan 
or Victor Langlois.176 Since then some stories have indeed been told but 
more still await telling.  

Cilician Armenia is famous for its lavish manuscript illuminations and 
has mainly received attention from art historians. One example is Boase 
while another is Sirarpie Der Nersessian, the most frequently cited authority 
on Cilician Armenia, while a prominent figure as Paul Bedoukian worked on 
numismatics.177 A few historians have devoted some attention to Cilician 
Armenia and especially to king Lewon with his military campaigns and con-
flicts regarding Antioch and the Knights Templar.178 Less has been said 
about the ideas behind the military campaigns and power plays, though in 
1976 Charles Frazee wrote an important article on the Armenian Church and 
its negotiations with Latins and Greeks alike. In 1996, Peter Halfter pub-
lished a study detailing the relationships between the Papacy and Armenia, 
mainly focusing on the time until the union was put into effect in 1198.179 

 
under King David IV the Builder (R. 1089–1125)’, Annual of Medieval Studies at CEU, 18 
(2012), pp. 153–168.  
174 Claude Mutafian, ‘La place de l’Arménie Cilicienne dans l’arménologie’, Iran & the Cau-
casus, 10 (2006), 7–16 (p. 8).  
175 The Cilician Kingdom of Armenia, ed. by Thomas S. R. Boase (Edinburgh: Scottish Aca-
demic Press 1978). This volume is a short collection of articles on different subjects, mainly 
archaeological, pertaining to Cilician Armenia, “an interim report” in the words of Boase.  
176 See e.g. Charles A. Frazee, ‘The Christian Church in Cilician Armenia: Its Relations with 
Rome and Constantinople to 1198’, Church History, 45 (1976), 166–184; Paul Z. Bedoukian, 
Coinage of Cilician Armenia (New York: The American Numismatic Society, 1962); 
Ghevont M. Alishan, Leon le Magnifique (Venice: Mechitarist Press, 1899); Le trésor des 
chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, ed. by Victor 
Langlois (Venice: Mechitarist Press, 1863). 
177 Sirarpie Der Nersessian, The Armenians (London: Thames and Hudson, 1969); Sirarpie 
Der Nersessian, Miniature Painting in the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia from the Twelfth to 
the Fourteenth Century, 2 vols (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1993). 
178 E.g. Jacob Ghazarian, The Armenian Kingdom in Cilicia during the Crusades: The Inte-
grations of Cilician Armenians with the Latins 1080–1393 (London: Routledge-Curzon 
2000); Jonathan Riley-Smith, ‘The Templars and the Teutonic Knights in Cilician Armenia’, 
in The Cilician Kingdom of Armenia, ed. by Thomas S. R. Boase (Edinburgh: Scottish Aca-
demic Press 1978), pp. 92–117. 
179 Peter Halfter, Das Papsttum und die Armenier im frühen und hohen Mittelalter: von den 
ersten Kontakten bis zur Fixierung der Kirchenunion im Jahre 1198 (Cologne: Böhlau, 1996). 
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Halfter made an important contribution to understanding relationships be-
tween Armenians and Latins when he drew attention to the common ground 
that actually was to be found in the repertoires of Latins and Armenians, 
especially legends regarding Constantine the Great and the Armenian king 
Trdat. Working on said legends, philologist Zara Pogossian has also made 
important contributions on matters literary and ecclesiastical in her exhaus-
tive introduction to the Letter of Love and Concord, which we will get back 
to later in this chapter.  

As late as 2006 Claude Mutafian, an Armenian historian based in Paris, 
posed the question of which place Cilician Armenia has in armenology and 
why it has to date been neglected, arriving at the conclusion that its history 
does not fit in geographically, nationally or religiously with the traditional 
narratives on Armenian history.180 

3.2 The Armenian Settlements of Cilicia 
The idea of Armenian kingship had in the late twelfth century for many 
years been the subject of historians rather than rulers, as was the idea of sta-
ble and independent Armenian principalities at all. The eleventh century had 
seen a powerful Byzantine offensive in the eastern parts of the Byzantine 
sphere, political and military, resulting in the fall or capitulation of most of 
the independent Armenian principalities, most notably Vaspurakan in 1021 
and Ani in 1046. The category of Armenian remained, however, and so did 
the independent Apostolic Church as well as the Armenian literary language. 

One component of the Byzantine takeover of the Armenian lands lay in 
redistributing and displacing parts of the population, mostly to Cappadocia 
and Cilicia, depopulated during ages of frontier struggles. It is not known 
how many Armenians moved to Cilicia prior to the battle of Manzikert in 
1071, but in 1042 Aplłarip of the Arcruni dynasty, former rulers of Vaspura-
kan, was set up as ruler of Tarsus and Mamistra in Cilicia by the Byzantine 
emperor.181  

The Byzantine leadership treated the Armenian Church harshly during 
these times and tried to forcibly convert its leaders to chalcedonian Christi-
anity.182 In the 1050s the katholikos183 Xač’ik was detained in Constantinople 

 
180 Mutafian, p. 16. 
181 Thomas S. R. Boase ‘The History of the Kingdom’, in The Cilician Kingdom of Armenia, 
ed. by Thomas S. R. Boase (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press 1978), pp. 1–33, p. 2. 
182 Chalcedonian refers to the Council of Chalcedon in 451 where most of the Oriental 
churches, including the Armenian, separated from what would become the Catholic and Or-
thodox churches. Chalcedonian is thus used in Armenian contexts to refer to Catholic and 
Orthodox Christianity together, as opposed to the Armenian Apostolic Church. 
183 The originally Greek title of katholikos (Armenian kat῾ołikos) is used for the head of a 
number of churches, among them the Armenian. 
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and the Church was heavily taxed. During the following decades the Church 
was weak and disorganized, the office of katholikos sometimes being vacant, 
sometimes being claimed by as many as four different persons, and its see 
being moved throughout the Armenian lands, especially in the wake of the 
battle of Manzikert.  

While the battle of Manzikert of 1071 may not have been the massacre 
that it has later been called, it did for the Byzantine Empire result in the loss 
of control of most of its eastern parts, where numerous independent leaders 
now established themselves, many of them Armenians. Different Armenian 
nobles took control of Edessa, Antioch and large parts of Syria, the most 
prominent of them being Philarētos Varažmuni who had been an Armenian 
commander in the Byzantine army at the battle of Manzikert. Philarētos in 
addition made a claim on the title of Byzantine emperor but relinquished that 
after being recognized as doux of Antioch by the Byzantine government. His 
affinity with matters Byzantine can be seen also in his adoption of the Greek 
name Philarētos, whereas he was earlier known as Vahram in Armenian.184 
He was a chalcedonian Christian and not very popular with his Armenian 
subjects, and was judged harshly by the twelfth century historian Matt῾ēos of 
Edessa.185 This antipathy between apostolic and chalcedonian Armenians, 
and the question of loyalty to Byzantium, would remain an important issue 
throughout the twelfth century, not the least in Cilicia where there would be 
Byzantine attempts at take over both military and diplomatic throughout the 
twelfth century. The rule of Philarētos in Syria was violent and brief, ending 
with Turkish occupation of Antioch in 1084 and Edessa in 1087. The scene 
would then change with the coming of the crusaders a decade later. 

Meanwhile in Cilicia, Ṙubēn, a commander who claimed descent from 
the royal Bagratuni dynasty, had gathered many scattered Armenians in the 
easily defensible Taurus mountains, where he ruled independently of Byzan-
tines and Turks, claiming the title of “lord of the mountains”. His son later 
seized Vahka, beginning an expansion into the Cilician plain, where their 
descendants of the so-called Ṙubinean dynasty would struggle for power 
during the twelfth century. Alliances and intermarriages with the Latin rulers 
of Edessa and Antioch came about early in the twelfth century and there 
would be much power play and shifting of allegiances between different 
Latin and Muslim rulers throughout that century. But one thing remained 
constant, the hostility of Byzantium, which conquered Cilicia in 1138 and 
reappeared later to ascertain their sovereignty. Byzantine control was not 

 
184 Nina Garsoïan, ‘The Problem of Armenian Integration into the Byzantine Empire’, in 
Studies on the Internal Diaspora of the Byzantine Empire, ed. by Hélène Ahrweiler and Ange-
liki E. Laiou (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), pp. 53–124 (pp. 97–98). 
185 Matt῾ēos of Edessa, Žamanakagrut῾iwn [Chronicle], ed. by M. Mēlik῾-Adamean and N. 
Tēr-Mik῾ayēlean (Vałaršapat, 1898), pp. 206–234. In the words of Matt῾ēos, he ruled Antioch 
as a bṙnakal (a tyrant or usurper) and was anōrēn (wicked or unjust), pp. 214, 233. 
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only exercised directly, but more often through Armenian vassals. While the 
Ṙubineans on the plains tried, with varying degrees of success, to remain 
independent and sought ties with the Latins, the Het῾umeans ruled in the 
mountains as Byzantine proxies, struggles between the two princely Arme-
nian families sometimes being fierce.  

The centre of the ecclesiastical leadership would also move south, being 
moved throughout southern Anatolia until it was stabilized at Hṙomklay, 
close to Edessa, in the mid twelfth century. It is, however, difficult to speak 
of one church and one leadership during the twelfth century since there was 
much strife within and there would quite often be a number of katholikoi in 
existence at the same time, most of this due to differing opinions on whether 
to keep the Armenian Church independent or to try to negotiate with differ-
ent churches, most notably the Roman, which will be examined more closely 
below.  

The category of Armenian in this study is not at all as complicated as 
some that will appear in the next chapter. There are no misunderstandings or 
conflicts about what Armenian meant or who it signified, Armenians being 
categorized by their language, their church and their well-chronicled history. 
Nor did the union with the Roman Church change this, even though changes 
in ecclesiastical loyalites complicated matters in other eras and parts of the 
Byzantine Empire.186 

It is, however, important to bear in mind that the category of Armenian 
was bigger than the Cilician kingdom that Lewon ruled. Not only were there 
big Armenian diasporas throughout most of the Byzantine Empire, the very 
heartlands of the Armenians and Armenian history lay north and east of Cili-
cia. As seen above, Antioch, Edessa and big parts of Syria were sometimes 
controlled by Armenian lords in the eleventh century and Antioch did have a 
big Armenian population, as did Edessa, whose ruling class seems to have 
been Armenian.187 Edessa was even considered an Armenian city in the Ar-
menian tradition, dating back to the chronicles of Movsēs Xorenac῾i and 
P῾awstos who claimed that it was built by Armenians.188 Edessa was also the 
home of the most important Armenian historian of the twelfth century, 
Matt῾ēos, who wrote not as an Edessene, but chronicled everything Armeni-

 
186 Paulicians were often, both in the sources and in modern scholarship, erroneously catego-
rized as Armenians because of the origins of the movement. Another example of interest is 
the category of Iberian which was often used to signify Armenians who had converted to 
chalcedonian Christianity. None of these pertain to this study but are discussed in Garsoïan, 
pp. 87–91. 
187 Garsoïan, pp. 56–57; Tara L. Andrews, Matt῾ēos Uṙhayec῾i and His Chronicle: History as 
Apocalypse in a Crossroads of Cultures (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2016), p. 11. 
188 Movsēs Xorenac῾i even makes the legendary king Abgar an Armenian, see Movsēs Xore-
nac῾i, Hayoc῾ Patmut῾iwn [History of the Armenians], ed. by M. Abełean and S. 
Yarut῾iwnean (Tbilisi, 1913), b. ii, ch. 33, p. 297; P῾awstos, Patmut῾iwn Hayoc῾ [History of 
the Armenians], ed. by K. Patkanean (Venice: Mechitarist Press, 1889),  b. v, ch. 32. 



71 

an.189 Another testament to the importance of Edessa in Armenian con-
sciousness is the lamentation that the katholikos Nersēs Šnorhali wrote after 
its capture by Muslim forces in 1144.190 

An Armenian was thus not an inhabitant of a certain kingdom in Cilicia, 
but a member of a larger category of people stretching through major parts 
of Asia Minor, an important aspect to bear in mind when considering that 
Lewon called himself king of all Armenians. 

3.3 Roman Influence and Armenian Appropriation 
This section is divided into two and will treat ideas from and about Rome as 
they appeared in matters religious and political, respectively. The first sub-
section focuses mainly on the archbishop Nersēs Lambronac῾i, who was 
active both in negotiating with the Roman and Greek churches, and in argu-
ing for unity against those Armenians that were not in support of this devel-
opment. This is in order to explore how ideas and attitudes to ecumeny and 
unity changed and developed during the twelfth century, and to see how 
these ecumenical contacts affected the Armenian repertoire. The focus of the 
second subsection lies on the legends of the ancient Armenian king Trdat, 
whose connection with Rome was highlighted in various sources in the age 
of Lewon. This too is in order to explore changes in the Armenian repertoire, 
where connections to Rome were becoming increasingly profitable.  

3.3.1 Nersēs Lambronac῾i and Churches United 
No event had greater impact on the religious context of Cilician Armenia 
than the Armenian-Roman church union of 1198. This did not appear ex 
nihilo, nor was it only a matter of cynical power play from an ambitious king 
and his court. There had been negotiations with varying degrees of intensity 
between the two churches for more than a century and the road to union had 
been paved by careful negotiators as well as erudite theologians with genu-
ine ecumenical visions. The most important of these was Nersēs Lam-
bronac῾i, archbishop of Tarsus from 1175 to his death in 1198.  

He was born in 1152 in the castle of Lambron, in western Cilicia, related 
to both lay and clerical authorities in Cilicia, his father being Ošin II of the 
Het῾umean dynasty, while he was related to numerous katholikoi on the side 
of his mother Šahanduxt. He entered the monastery of Skewṙa at an early 

 
189 Andrews, p. 12. 
190 Nersēs Šnorhali, ‘Élégie sur la Prise d’Édesse par l’Atabek Emad-Eddin Zangui’, in 
Recueil de historiens des croisades. Documents arméniens, 2 vols (Paris: Imprimerie Impé-
riale/Nationale, 1869–1906), 1 (1869), pp. 226–268. 
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age and became archbishop of Tarsus a short while later in 1175.191 He did 
retreat to the monastic life and tried to remain aloof but even so he became 
one of the prime players in the Armenian synod in 1179, on the subject of 
reconciliation with the Greek Church. While he remained attached to schol-
arly pursuits he became increasingly involved in political matters after that, 
being given responsibility for contacts with both Latins and Byzantines in 
the 1180s and 1190s, serving both the Armenian Church and the Armenian 
court, where he would from 1187 find a a lord increasingly sympathetic to 
his cause in the form of Lewon. Nersēs translated numerous works into Ar-
menian, from Latin, Greek and Syriac, perhaps also Coptic, and wrote many 
works himself, mainly commentaries, hagiography and some hymns. His 
production is characterized by an openness to foreign influence and toler-
ance towards the Latin and Greek churches. The focus of this discussion will 
be on two works that he wrote regarding church unity, the Synodal Dis-
course and his letter To our sole ruler Lewon, strengthened by Christ, from 
the humble Nersēs who ministers the holy church of Tarsus (henceforth Let-
ter to Lewon).192 

Nersēs Lambronac῾i did not instigate the attempts at reconciliation with 
the Greek and Latin churches, and in order to understand the conflicting 
landscape in which he acted the earlier attempts will be examined first. A 
first try at reconciliation with the Roman church, and indeed seemingly the 
first contact between them for many centuries, was instigated by the katholi-
kos Grigor II Vkayasēr in the 1070s, as a consequence of the battle of Man-
zikert, when he contacted heads of churches all over the Mediterranean in 
order to amass support for a common front against the Turks. In contrast to 
the traditional animosity in Constantinople the Armenian legate was accept-
ed kindly in Rome and the pope Gregorius VII invested the katholikos with a 
pallium and urged the Holy Roman emperor to come to the aid of the East, 
expecting a union with the Armenians. He made some demands on the Ar-
menians, but not nearly as harsh as the Byzantines tended to do, insisting 
that they should mix water with the wine in the Eucharist, make the Holy 

 
191 Mesrob Ashjian, St. Nerses of Lambron: Champion of the Church Universal: His Synodal 
Discourse with English Translation and Annotations (New York: Armenian Apostolic Church 
of America, 1993), pp. 7–11; Robert W. Thomson, Nerses of Lambron. Commentary on the 
Revelation of Saint John: Translation of the Armenian Text, Notes and Introduction (Leuven: 
Peeters, 2007), pp. 10–11; Levon Zekiyan and Valerio Lanzarini, Il Primato della carità: 
Discorso sinodale = atenabanut῾iwn / Nersēs di Lambron; introduzione e note a cura di 
Boghos Levon Zekiyan; traduzione a cura di Boghos Levon Zekiyan e Valerio Lanzarini 
(Mangano: Edizioni Qiqajon, Comunità di Boase, 1996), p. 6. 
192 Both are edited in Grigori Kat῾ołikosi Tłay Koč῾ec῾eloy namakani (Venice: Mechitarist 
Press, 1865). An English translation of the Synodal Discourse in Ashjian, pp. 54–99; a French 
translation of the Letter to Lewon together with an Armenian edition in Recueil des historiens 
des croisades. Documents arméniens, 1, pp. 579–603. For the Letter to Lewon I will refer to 
the edition in Recueil. All quotations from the Synodal Discourse use Ashjian’s translation 
while the quotations from the Letter to Lewon are translated by me. 
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Chrism with balsam instead of butter, condemn the teachings of the “heresi-
arch” Dioskoros and drop a phrase from the Trisagion.193 The Armenian 
Church was quite decentralized at this time since the Armenians were scat-
tered across vast territories and because of the situation with the Turks, and 
not all looked kindly upon the advances of Grigor, especially in the more 
conservative parts in the Caucasus.194 

The next major contact between the Armenian and Roman churches came 
in 1139–1140 when the katholikos Grigor III attended synods in Antioch and 
Jerusalem. He again professed the loyalty of the Armenian church to Rome 
and promised to change the customs of his church where they differed from 
the that of the Romans, suggesting that in fact none of the demands of Pope 
Gregorius VII had been met. It seems that the Armenian delegation was re-
ceived with honour by all except the Greeks in attendance, who, as seems to 
have been their custom, accused the Armenians of heresy. The same Grigor 
also sent a delegation to the pope Eugenius III from whom he received new 
demands on the Armenian church, these even more lenient than before: they 
were to put water in the wine of the Eucharist and celebrate Christmas on the 
twentyfifth of December.195 

A third Armenian delegation met with the Pope in 1184, this time headed 
by a Latin-speaking bishop by the name of Grigor, mostly in order to receive 
help against Greek persecutions. He was again received with honour, he 
received a new pallium, a mitre and numerous books, and the usual kinds of 
demands were made (to celebrate Christmas on the twentyfifth of December, 
to put water in the wine, to consecrate holy oil before Easter). 196 This again 
suggests that none of the previous promises had been fulfilled by the Arme-
nians.  

Apparently there were quite some ostentatious shows of good will be-
tween the Roman and Armenian churches for over a century prior to the 
ascension of Lewon, especially from the Roman side. The popes had no 
qualms about investing the Armenian katholikos with a pallium as seen 
above and papal letters suggest that some popes of the twelfth century con-
sidered the churches to be in communion already, merely demanding these 
changes in liturgical customs.197 There seems to have been more problems on 
the Armenian side. Many details are lost but it is apparent that there were 
differing opinions within the church and that primarily clergy from the 

 
193 Gregorius VII, ep. ii, 31, pp. 165–166; viii, 1, vol 2, pp. 510–514. For a discussion of the 
unmixed wine in the Armenian Eucharist, see Pogossian 2010, p. 24, note 68. 
194 Frazee, p. 170. 
195 Frazee, p. 173–174. The Armenian custom is to celebrate the birth of Christ on the sixth of 
January. See Zara Pogossian, The Letter of Love and Concord: A Revised Diplomatic Edition 
with Historical and Textual Comments and English Translation (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2010), 
p. 25, note 69. 
196 Frazee, p. 179. 
197 Pogossian 2010, pp. 24–25. 
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northeastern parts of Ani and the Caucasus were against most moves towards 
unity.198  

Pogossian is of the opinion that the Armenian contacts with the Roman 
Church provided an impetus for renewed theological reasoning within the 
Armenian Church. In encountering the Roman Church new terms were ap-
propriated and new questions had to be dealt with, resulting in a higher level 
of sophistication in Armenian theology of the late twelfth and early thir-
teenth centuries.199 So, however much conservative forces within the Arme-
nian Church opposed overtures to other churches, the Armenian Church did 
change, importing new concepts to its repertoire. Even liturgical vestments 
changed, influenced by the pallium and mitre sent from Rome.200 The best 
example of this sophistication and dealing with new theological concepts is 
surely Nersēs Lambronac῾i, whose first major mark upon the Armenian 
Church was when he still in his 20s represented the faction of those seeking 
unity at an Armenian synod in 1179.  

This synod did not deal with the Roman Church, however, but with the 
Greek. There was a long history of hostility and oppression in the relation-
ship between the Armenian and Greek churches but in the 1170s the Byzan-
tine emperor Manouēl Komnēnos, renowned and disdained alike for his 
openness to foreigners, urged them to come together and seek unity.201 The 
Greek Church made very harsh demands on the Armenian but in the end 
Manouēl Komnēnos managed to convince them to reduce their demands to 
two points: a chalcedonian profession of faith and an acceptance of the doc-
trine of the two natures of Christ.202 

It was upon whether to accept these demands or not that the synod of 
1179 was convoked, but the venture failed, probably mostly due to the sud-
den death of the emperor Manouēl, after which the Byzantines went back to 
treating the Armenians like they had used to. There were problems on the 
Armenian side as well though, especially with representatives from the 

 
198 Frazee, p. 177; Pogossian 2010, p. 33. 
199 Pogossian 2010, pp. 22–23. 
200 Frazee, p. 179. 
201 One example of the hostility of Constantinople is the treatment of the above-mentioned 
Grigor II Vkayasēr. He did not only set out to negotiate with Rome after the battle of Man-
tzikert, he tried to negotiate with Constantinople as well, though without any measure of 
success. Instead he was continually harassed by the patriarch and in the end retired and re-
signed, discouraged by his opposition. This seems to have been something of a Byzantine 
habit, since his predecessor Xač῾ik had suffered a similar fate, even being detained in Con-
stantinople and later in an isolated monastery under pressure to profess the chalcedonian faith. 
After Grigor’s death the Byzantine emperor for five years forbid the Armenians to elect a new 
katholikos. Frazee, p. 167.  
202 The first bid from the Greek Church had been little more than an Armenian acceptance of 
the chalcedonian faith, in addition to which they would later demand that the appointment of 
the katholikos would be entrusted to the emperor as well as adding nine points on liturgical 
and theological matters. Frazee, pp. 175–176. 
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northeastern regions who were not inclined to modify their traditions, as 
illustrated for example in a note made by Nersēs where he complains that no 
one was interested in even reading or listening to his treatises on church 
orders or liturgy.203 

Some scholars have argued that Nersēs delivered his Synodal Discourse 
at this synod while others argue that it was delivered at a synod in Tarsus in 
1197.204 The Armenian church historian Malachia Ormanian argued that it 
was probably never delivered at all, since it did not really address the ques-
tions under discussion in 1179 nor in 1197. His suggestion is that it was a 
literary work only, being part of the common literary genres of discourses 
and orations. Mesrob Ashjian, who has translated the discourse into English, 
instead suggests that it was written in 1177 as the oldest title says, and that 
Nersēs intended to use it at the synod of 1179 but was hindered by the ani-
mosity of his opponents there.205 I am inclined to agree with Ormanian since 
the discourse’s lack of details regarding specific discussions and points of 
contention makes it seem like a literary oeuvre and a programmatical state-
ment regarding his vision of Christianity in general rather than an input to a 
specific debate. The exact circumstances of its composition are of secondary 
interest, however. Of greater importance is its content, expressing a vision of 
a united Church of Christ. Nersēs writes: 

As Solomon fixed the portable Tabernacle, and established a house of stone 
for God, so the pious king Constantine consolidated Christ’s Church as the 
House of Faith, agitated in all its parts, and settled it in an unshakeable stabil-
ity, through the ecumenical council of Nicaea. […] And this true spiritual 
Temple was constructed under Constantine, by the acts of the 318 Fathers, as 
theirs was under Solomon.206 

 
There are three important points in this quote: the Roman emperor Con-

stantine as a new Solomon and founding father of the Church, the ecumeni-
cal council of Nicaea as the foundation of the Church, and the importance of 

 
203 “Once and twice I brought this book in the Council of the bishops and princes, but no one 
wanted to read or have it read to them”, Ashjian, p. 49. See also Frazee, p. 178 and Ashjian p. 
20. 
204 The title of the oldest manuscript does not really help, saying that it was delivered at a 
synod in 1177, which, if it happened, left no other traces at all. The fact that Nersēs himself 
collected what documents he could regarding the synod of 1179 and did not include this 
discourse also speaks against it having been delivered there (Ashjian, p. 45). 
205 Ashjian, pp. 46–49 
206 “որպէս Սողոմոն զդիւրաշրջելի տաճար խորանին կանգնեաց, և յարձանաց տուն 
Աստուծոյ հաստատեաց այսպէս և բարեպաշտ արքայն Կոստանդիանոս զայսր անգր 
տարբերեալ տուն հաւատոյ եկեղեցւոյ Քրիստոսի՝ ՚ի ձեռն տիեզերական ժողովոյն 
Նիկիոյ […] և շինեցաւ այս տաճար մեր ճշմարիա հոգեւոր առ Կոստանդիանոսիւ ՚ի 
ձեռն սուրբ երեքհարիւրութեւտասն հարցն, որպէս նոցայն զգալի առ Սողոմոնիւ.” 
Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Synodal Discourse, p. 103–104 (trans. p. 57). 
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the “Fathers”, i.e. the representatives from churches all over the world who 
had come together at Nicaea. Left out are the traditional Armenian stories of 
the missionary activites of the apostles Thaddeus and Bartholomew, left out 
is Grigor the Illuminator. In listing Constantine, Nicaea and the Fathers as 
the cornerstones of the Church, Nersēs does not contradict Armenian tradi-
tion but he shifts emphasis from the armenian-ness of the Church to its being 
beyond borders and ethnicity.207 The Church of Christ and House of Faith 
that Nersēs speaks of is an ecumenical church founded by clergy from all 
over the world under the aegis of a Roman emperor.  

“What we have, we received from them”, Nersēs writes about the chalce-
donian Christians, and in reference to Persians having burnt the books and 
demolished the churches of the Armenians throughout the centuries he sug-
gests that the stability of the chalcedonian Christians is a witness to the truth 
of their traditions, saying that the Armenians ought to accept their demands 
“as a law from the ancient Fathers, and not as the law of strangers”, again 
emphasizing that the Church knows no borders.208 

According to Nersēs it is the Devil himself that has divided the Church. 
Speaking as the Devil he says: “Your eyes are all fixed on your hope and on 
your head, Christ. I do not have any other means to divide you, but to teach 
you to look at him in different ways.” So doing, the Devil demolished the 
Temple of Christ and “divided the unity of the Church into several frag-
ments”. “We, who were built on the unique foundation”, Nersēs writes, “we 
were overthrown because we believed that Christ was the foundation only 
for us and not for our brethren.”209 The idea that other churches were some-
how less Christian is alien to Nersēs, who frustatedly remarks: “We, Chris-
tians of different nations, we hasten with pleasure to our friends’ houses, and 
we go with uneasiness to the houses of God which are the churches of dif-
ferent nations, equally Christian.”210 

 
207 The purported mission of Thaddeus and Bartholomew is a cornerstone of Armenian church 
history and identity and the source of the attribute “Apostolic” in the name of the Armenian 
Apostolic Church until this day. Grigor the Illuminator (257–331) is the patron saint of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church and credited with converting the Armenian king Trdat as well as 
the whole of Armenia to Christianity in 301.  
208 “իբր ըզնախահարցն օրէնս, և ոչ որպէս զօտարաց”, Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Synodal 
Discourse, p. 194 (trans. p. 95). 
209 “ամենեցուն ձեր աչք ՚ի յոյսն և ՚ի գլուխն  ձեր Քրիստոս հայի. ինձ չիք այլ հնար զձեզ 
քակտելոյ, բայց թէ այլ և այլ զառ նա հայելն ուսուցից”, “տապալէր այնուհետեւ 
զմիութիւն եկեղեցւոյ ՚ի մասունս բազումս”, “շինեալքս ՚ի վերայ միոյ հիմանն՝ 
կործանեցաք, միայն անձանց գոլ զհիմն Քրիստոս, և ոչ եղբայցն.”, Nersēs Lambronac῾i, 
Synodal Discourse, pp. 113–118 (trans. pp. 61–63). Ashjian’s translation is not spot on here. 
When talking about “the unique foundation” here, Nersēs rather refers to a uniform or unitary 
foundation for all Christians. 
210 “՚ի տունս բարեկամաց սիրով ընթանամք այլասեռքս քրիստոնեացք, և ՚ի տունս 
Աստուծոյ՝ ժողովարանս այլ և այլ ազգաց մի քրիստոնէից՝ դժուարաւ.”, Nersēs Lam-
bronac῾i, Synodal Discourse, p. 125 (trans. p. 66). 
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Nersēs complains that the Armenians have abandoned the name of Christ 
and instead pride themselves as descendants of secular, even pagan, heroes. 
Paraphrasing the apostle Paul he asks: “Was Haig crucified for you? Or were 
ye baptized in the name of Aram?”211 These pagan and ethnic lords and he-
roes are of no use to him, the model ruler instead being the Roman emperor 
Constantine as seen above. 

To Nersēs, traditions such as religious feasts are meaningless in them-
selves, as are the heavily contested details regarding whether to use leavened 
or unleavened bread, or whether or not to mix water with the eucharistic 
wine, nor are exact dates of importance: 

What do you say, O Divine Paul? And is there neither time for festivals nor 
elements of the Sacrament, nor distinctions of food which counts? Not at all, 
says he. For if each one of these observances are fulfilled with faith and love, 
whatever the form observed, whatever may be the elements, they are pleasing 
to God. […] It appears then evident that the leavened bread is not as we have 
believed, corruption for Christ, and that the unleavened bread is not dead as 
they think; nor is the water added to the Sacrament or the absence of water a 
deviation. The wine is a symbol of the blood of the new Covenant. To cele-
brate a festival exclusively in that month is not what pleases God, nor does He 
reprove the celebration in another month.212 

 
He goes on at some length in pointing out how dates move between dif-

ferent years, not to mention the big differences in the date of Easter from 
year to year, furthermore he stresses the absurdity of some distinctions, as 
that between pure and mixed wine. It is thus the reason behind the celebra-
tions and the love and faith of the celebrants that are important according to 
him, since Christ did not institute these feast and traditions, but humans did. 
However beautiful these feast and traditions may be, they must not be al-
lowed to interfere with the law of God and the unity of the Church of Christ. 
Thus, conforming to the demands of the Catholic and Orthodox churches 
was no problem to Nersēs, it was rather a sacred duty. 

Nersēs met with mixed success over the years, held in honour by some 
and despised by others. In the mid 1190s he seems to have fallen into disre-

 
211 “Հա՞յկն ՚ի խաչ ելեալ է մասն ձեր, կամ յԱրամո՞յ անուն մկրտեցարուք.”, Nersēs Lam-
bronac῾i, Synodal Discourse, p. 128 (trans. p. 67). Cf. I Corinthians 1. 13. Haig (Hayk) is a 
legendary founding father of the Armenian people and Aram a conquering hero of legend. 
212 “Զի՞նչ ասես, ով աստուածայինդ Պաւղոս. Ապա ուրեմն ոչ ժամանակք տօնից, և ոչ 
նիւթք խորհրդոց, ոչ խտրութիւնք կերակրոց։ Եւ ոչ երկէք, ասէ վասն զի թէ հաւատով և 
սիրով իւրաքանչիւրքդ կատարին, որպէս և լինիցին՝ և յորոց նիւթոց և իցեն, հաճոյ են 
Աստուծոյ։ […] Ահա յայտ է ապա, թէ ոչ ըստ որում մեքս խորհիմք՝ խմորուն հացի 
ապականութիւն է ՚ի Քրիստոս, և ոչ որպէս նոքա՝ բաղարջն մեռելութիւն, ոչ ջուրն ևս՝ 
խորհըրդոյ առաւելութիւն, և ոչ անջուրն՝ նուազութիւն։ Գինին՝ նոր ուխտին արեան 
նշանակ։ Ոչ ՚ի միւս ամիսն տօնելն միայն հաճոյ, և ոչ ՚ի միւսն այլ՝ անարգեալ։”, Nersēs 
Lambronac῾i, Synodal Discourse, p. 179–181 (trans. pp. 88–90). 



78 

pute for a while, at least in some circles. Not much is known about the exact 
circumstances but according to himself he was attacked and slandered by 
members of the Armenian Church, the centre of the opposition being a mon-
astery at Joroyget near Ani, far north of Cilicia that is and close to the Cau-
casian domains where the resistance against Armenian overtures to other 
churches had always been prevalent.213 This criticism prompted him to ad-
dress a long letter on the matter to Lewon, though it is hard to say how se-
vere the situation really was for Nersēs. It is possible and I dare say likely 
that he used the attacks on his person as an opportunity to formulate and 
state his own visions for the Armenian Church, visions that he to a high de-
gree probably shared with Lewon.  

In this Letter to Lewon, Nersēs eloquently and in a language embellished 
by countless references to the Bible defends himself against the accusations 
that he was distorting the Armenian Church and its traditions. To his slan-
derers he gives the role of the Pharisees of the New Testament, comparing 
their criticism of him to how the Pharisees critized Jesus for healing a man 
on the Sabbath, saying that Jesus honoured the truth and was crucified for it 
by those Jews who honoured their Sabbath out of sloth.214 Furthermore he 
quotes Mark 7. 8, saying “You leave the commandment of God, and hold 
fast the tradition of men, hypocrites”.215 To Nersēs the true traditions of the 
Armenian church were not really Armenian, instead he maintains as in the 
Synodal Discourse that the Armenian Church follows the doctrines of the 
Fathers and that it is from them that they have gotten their creed, their litur-
gy, their holy orders etc. He insists that what he is doing when seeking to 
reform the church is not inventing anything but renovating excellent practic-
es that had fallen into disuse.216 Furthermore the very first words of the letter 
is a quotation from Saint Peter, followed by Nersēs’s insistence that Peter, 
the predecessor of the popes of Rome, was head of the apostles.217 Nersēs 
seems to have become even more radical in this letter than in the Synodal 
Discourse, from saying that one could compromise with one’s traditions in 
order to achieve unity, to clearly stating that the foreign traditions represent-
ed the truth. 

 
213 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, pp. 579–580. 
214 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 584. He references the same story in the Synodal 
Discourse, arguing that God thought it more important to tend to a man’s health than to ob-
serve the feast (p. 138, trans. 88). 
215 “Թողէք զպատուիրանն Աստուծոյ վասն ձերոյ աւանդութեանն, կեղծաւորք։”, Nersēs 
Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 601. 
216 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, pp. 587–588, 594. Cf. Pogossian who mentions 
Mxit῾ar Goš (1140–1213) as an example of a new generation of Armenian writers who tended 
to brand peculiarities of the Armenian church as Roman, claiming that they had their origin in 
Antiquity, not unlike what Nersēs seems to be doing (Pogossian, pp. 36–37). 
217 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 579. “Always be prepared to make a defense to 
any one who calls you to account for the hope that is in you.” 1 Peter 3. 15. 



79 

The second accusation, besides the accusation that he distorted the prac-
tices of the Armenian Church, was that he was in communion with all Chris-
tians, something that he proudly confirms rather than denies. Here as well it 
seems that he had moved further from the Synodal Discourse, from propa-
gating for union to seemingly practicing an ecumenical Christianity in his 
own diocese: 

In the churches of Rome and of Antioch and of Jerusalem they read first in 
Greek and afterwards in Latin, and thus out of love they show respect to each 
other. The cathedral of Tarsus is a church like theirs and you, our king, like 
their kings, and a big part of the congregation are Greeks and so are the priests 
who on Palm Sunday prayed to God on our behalf. And it has been showed 
from above that to us the Greek language is not disdained, but honoured. If I 
asked that they should read the words of the Gospel in their language and we 
afterwards, I did not sin, but I honoured the laws of the universal Church.218  
 
In his diocese of Tarsus the existence of ecumenical masses in Armenian 

and Greek was apparently a fait accompli and Nersēs made no effort to hide 
it. He also speaks of the “universal Church” not as a vision or suggestion but 
as a fact, with laws that he feels ought to be obeyed. If the Nersēs of 20 years 
before was dismayed that his fellow priests did not want to read or listen to 
his treatises, this is a Nersēs who shamelessly lives and exhibits his vision, 
as illustrated in this passage: 

Moreover, the grace of God has strengthened me to despise their vain tradition 
through knowledge, and to honour love, and to me the Armenian is like the 
Latin, and the Latin like the Greek, and the Greek like the Egyptian, and the 
Egyptian like the Syrian. Now, if I were a defender of one people, when 
would I be able to be in communion with the others? Instead I mingle with all 
who are enemies of each other, and I profit from all of them conforming to the 
Apostle of Christ. And I have one answer to every clever questioner: that I 
walk straight, and with the love of Christ I would undo every distinction, for I 
praise both the churches of Latins and Greeks and Syrians, and in Armenia I 
stand firm among them, and constant in the face of their traditions.219 

 
218 “ի Հրովմայ եկեղեցին և յԱնտիոքուն և յԵրուսաղեմին՝ նախ ի հելլենացի կարդան, և 
ապա ի լատինացին և այսպէս զմինեանս սիրով պատուեն. Տարսոնի կաթուղիկէ 
եկեղեցին՝ եկեղեցի է իբրև զմի ի նոցանէ, և գու թագաւոր մեր՝ որպէս նոցայն իւրեանց, 
և ժողովոյն մեծ բաժինն հելլենացիք էին, և քահանայքն որ յողոգոմեան օրն՝ մեզ 
աղօթակցէին և ցուցաւ ի վերոյ որ չէ առ մեզ հելլենացի լեզուն խոտեալ, այլ պատուեալ. 
Թէ ես հարցի թէ ընթեռնուն ի նոցա բարբառն աւետարան, և ապա մեք՝ չանօրինեացայ, 
այլ զկաթուղիկէ եկեղեցւոյն օրէնքն պատուեցի.”, Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 
596. 
219 “Իսկ շնորհն Աստուծոյ զօրացոյց զիս՝ զայս սնոտի աւանդութիւնս նոցա 
գիտութեամբ արհամարհել, և զսէրն նախապատուել, և է ինձ Հայն որպէս 
զԼատինացին, և Լատինացին որպէս զՀելլենացին, և Հելլենացին որպէս զԵգիպտացին, 
և Եգիպտացին որպէս զԱսորին. Արդ եթէ ես միոյ ազգի ջատագով էի, ընդ այլսն ե՞րբ էր 
կար հաղորդիլ. բայց ընդ իւրաքանչիւրսն որ միմեանց թշնամիք են՝ խառնիմ, և զբնաւսն 
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Nersēs is confident and very sure of himself in this letter, probably quite 

sure of Lewon’s support as well. In all likelihood he knew Lewon’s ambi-
tions for a crown and a union, and he apparently thought he could afford to 
sarcastically remark regarding those who listened to his accusers that for all 
their dislike of Western ecclesiastical traditions they did not mind styling 
their hair and beards like Latins, nor dress up in clothes of their fashion. 
With a hint of sarcasm he asks if they would prefer to renounce the refined 
customs of the Latins and return to the rough customs of the ancient Arme-
nians, implying that one would find that thought quite absurd indeed.220 

Something had happened between the Synodal Discourse and the Letter 
to Lewon. The most important change was political, in that Nersēs and his 
faction now had a lord who supported and needed their cause. The exact 
nature of the relationship between Nersēs and Lewon is not clear, though 
Lewon must have relied on and trusted Nersēs since he used him as a negoti-
ator and ambassador.221 Those supporting unity had grown more powerful 
within the church as well in the 1190s, with both the archbishop of the capi-
tal of Sis and the katholikos being close allies of Lewon, as we shall see.  

The political and theological champions of unity had a mutual need of 
each other though. It is hard to imagine Lewon having been able to put a 
union with the Roman Church into effect without the way having been paved 
by the tireless theological argumentation of Nersēs and his party. Maybe 
Lewon could have forced his clergymen into a union but it is doubtful 
whether it could have remained. Through Nersēs he had the tools that he 
needed in order to craft a powerful and lasting union, one that the Armenian 
clergy, or at least enough of them, could support.222 

Other important tools as well were given to Lewon by Nersēs. Nersēs 
translated numerous important works on liturgy and church hierarchy and he 

 
շահիմ ըստ Քրիստոսի առաքելոյն. և ունիմ բան՝ որ ամենայն հարցողի կարող եմ 
պատասխանել թէ ուղիղ ընթանամ. և սիրովն Քրիստոսի զամենայն կրճիմն քակեմ, 
որով բարեհռչակիմ և ի Լատինացւոց  եկեղեցիսն, և ի Հելլենացւոց, և յԱսորւոց, և կամ 
ի Հայաստանս, և ընդ նոսա անշարժ, և ի նոցին աւանդութիւնն անփոփոխ.”, Nersēs 
Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 586–587. The mention of the apostle probably refers to I 
Corinthians 1. 10–13: “I appeal to you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all 
of you agree and that there be no dissensions among you, but that you be united in the same 
mind and the same judgment. For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there is 
quarrelling among you, my brethren. What I mean is that each one of you says, “I belong to 
Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or I belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.” Is Christ 
divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?” 
220 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, pp. 597–599. 
221 Smbat, p. 633. 
222 According to the thirteenth century chronicler Kirakos, Lewon met with some difficulty in 
getting some of the bishops into swearing an oath to prove their loyalty, whereupon he 
promptly told them that the oath was just a “pretence”. Kirakos Kanjagec῾i, Hamaṙōt Pat-
mut῾iwn [Short History] (Venice: Mechitarist Press, 1865), pp. 75–76. 
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was the one that translated and carefully modified the Latin coronation ordo 
that was used at Lewon’s coronation, which for that matter was not held in 
Sis, but in the church of the Holy Wisdom in Tarsus, Nersēs’s own cathe-
dral, where he had already celebrated mass jointly in Greek and Armenian.   

At the end of the Letter to Lewon, Nersēs urged him to be like the holy 
kings Constantine and Trdat.223 Constantine, as we have seen, was the one 
who like a Solomon had founded the Church of Christ. Trdat, a contempo-
rary of Constantine, had been the first Christian king of Armenia. Those two 
powerful legacies were joined in Lewon, the ruler who would reinstate Ar-
menian kingship and unite the separate churches. Nersēs did indeed have an 
eye for powerful symbolism. 

3.3.2 The Ancient Trdat and his Journey to Rome as an Ideal 
Nersēs Lambronac῾i was not the only one to make use of the legacies of 
Constantine and Trdat, so did the Letter of Love and Concord, a rather pecu-
liar document written in Armenian in Cilicia at the end of the twelfth centu-
ry.224 Its author is anonymous but it seems to be a piece of royal propaganda 
taking the form of a false testament, basing the idea of independent Armeni-
an kingship upon power granted by Rome. Zara Pogossian, the editor of the 
most recent edition of the Letter of Love and Concord, goes as far as saying 
that it points at imperial aspirations.225 What Lewon aspired for and how this 
text may have been used for that purpose will be discussed later in this chap-
ter. 

While Armenia or Armenians had been of little concern to Rome and the 
Western parts of Europe since the adventures of Pompeius and Tigranes in 
the first century B.C., Rome was not forgotten in Armenian literature. In the 
fifth century the historian Agat῾angełos told the story of how the first Chris-
tian Armenian king Trdat travelled to Rome along with the katholikos Grigor 
the Illuminator and met the emperor Constantine and pope Sylvester, the two 
rulers swearing each other loyalty,226 a story which will be found in some 
form in nearly all of the famous early medieval Armenian histories.227 While 

 
223 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 602 
224 Pogossian convincingly dates its composition to somewhere within the last five years of 
the twelfth century, with 1190 and 1204 as absolute termini (Pogossian 2010, pp. 124–125).  
225 Pogossian 2010, p. 65. 
226 Agat῾angełos, Patmut῾iwn Hayoc῾ [History of the Armenians], ed. by G. Tēr-Mkrtč῾ian 
and St. Kanayanc῾ (Tbilisi, 1913), ch. 867–882, pp. 455–464. The question of whether this 
meeting ever happened does not concern us here, but the most common theory is a confusion 
with an earlier Trdat who probably met with Nero, see Pogossian, pp. 50–51. 
227 P῾awstos follows it quite closely and the story was further developed by Sebēos, who, in 
the context of the break of the Armenian church with the others after Chalcedon, used the 
story to emphasize the fact that Trdat, and by extension the Armenians, had converted to 
Christianity before Constantine and the Romans, even showing Constantine prostrating him-
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it might seem strange to not only admit but also to some extent invent heavy 
Roman influence on the history of the christianization of the Armenians, 
including foreign influence was quite common among Armenians in the first 
centuries after their christianization, as seen in how noble families neglected 
their old origins and made up new, often biblical, ones, probably as a way to 
break with the pagan Armenian past.228 

Pogossian stresses that the story of the voyage of Trdat and Grigor was 
alive in Cilician Armenia and productive as well, yielding not only the Letter 
of Love and Concord but also other texts. One could for example point to the 
above-mentioned letter where Nersēs Lambronac῾i without further explana-
tion held up Constantine and Trdat as examples for Lewon to follow, sug-
gesting that their story was well known in some form or other.229 The Proph-
ecies of Agat῾on and the Sermo de Antichristo, two eschatological texts cir-
culating in the late twelfth century, Pogossian mentions as especially im-
portant in this tradition.230  

So while the subject of the Letter of Love and Concord was not new it 
stands apart from the other accounts through being much longer and more 
detailed and especially since it purports to be something that the other ac-
counts are not, namely a translation of a document written by Constantine 
the Great and pope Sylvester. In short, it was not an historical account but an 
elaborate forgery.  

The core theme of the Letter of Love and Concord is a partition of the 
known world between Rome and Armenia, between the emperors Constan-
tine and Trdat, between the patriarchs Sylvester and Grigor, where Constan-

 
self before Grigor. Movsēs Xorenac῾i mentions it as well, but only briefly. He does show 
great interest in the person of Constantine, however, and tells a comprehensive story of him 
and his conversion. He also puts emphasis on the Armenian presence at the council of Nicaea, 
as does Agat῾angełos, stressing its importance in the Armenian church history. P῾awstos, b. 
iii, ch. 21; Sebēos, Patmut῾iwn Sebeosi episkoposi i Herakln [History of Heraclius by Bishop 
Sebēos], ed. by K. Patkanean (St. Petersburg, 1879), pp. 148–161; Movsēs Xorenac῾i, b. ii, 
ch. 84, 88, 89, pp. 232–244; see Robert W. Thomson, ‘Constantine and Trdat in Armenian 
Tradition’, Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, 50 (1997), pp. 277–289 (pp. 
280–281). For a more thorough survey of the context and sources of The Letter of Love and 
Concord, see Pogossian 2010, pp. 50–62. 
228 E.g. the Assyrian origin of the Arcruni family in Movsēs Xorenac῾i (b. i, ch. 23, p. 70), 
further elaborated by T῾ovma Arcruni. See Zara Pogossian, ‘The “Foreign” Element in Chris-
tianization Legends of Armenia: Hagiography and Ancient Historiography’, Sanctorum, 1 
(2004), pp. 137–152 (p. 148, especially note 53). Another obvious example is the emphasis on 
the Parthian origins of Grigor the Illuminator, the very founding father of the church, and of 
the Aršakuni line, Trdat’s family. Agat῾angełos, ch. 25, 138, pp. 20, 79. Xorenac῾i elaborates 
further, coming up with an elaborate geneaology for Grigor, b. ii, ch. 27, 68, 74, pp. 144–145, 
204, 213–215. On Parthians in Armenian historiography, see Pogossian 2004, pp. 149–150. 
229 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 602. 
230 Pogossian 2010, pp. 47–53. The Sermo was an Armenian translation and heavy reworking 
of a sermon by the unknown eighth century author commonly known as Pseudo-Epiphanius 
while the Prophecies is an original Armenian work. 
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tine and Sylvester granted the control of the eastern provinces of the Roman 
Empire, temporal and ecclesiastical, to the Armenians. There is no mention 
of Constantinople, which had not been founded when the letter was sup-
posed to have been written, and indeed there would of course not have been 
any Byzantine emperors in Constantinople had this purported will of Con-
stantine taken effect. Interestingly the Prophecies of Agat῾on speak of a fu-
ture Armenian king who before the end will restore the Armenian kingdom 
and take his revenge upon “great Byzantion which is called Constantinople 
and subjects the entire land of the hoṙoms”.231 It is commonplace in Armeni-
an sources to call Byzantines Greeks rather than Romans but this text takes it 
one step further in saying that Constantinople had subjected the Romans 
(hoṙoms), putting the ancient Roman and medieval Byzantine empires 
squarely at odds with each other. The Prophecies of Agat῾on thus envisioned 
a future Armenian king finding his rightful place and striking down the 
usurper of Byzantium. The Sermo de Antichristo in its turn tells of how a 
future Roman emperor called Constantine together with a future Trdat trav-
els to Jerusalem where they both hang their crowns upon the True Cross 
before it ascends to heaven.232 

When Lewon became Armenian king in 1198 he was crowned under a 
western Roman aegis and through an ecclesiastical union with Rome, con-
veniently sidestepping Byzantium as the Letter of Love and Concord did. By 
a strange twist of fate Byzantium did collapse only a handful years later, 
which probably was a fateful sign to many of his subjects. In any case the 
way was paved to indeed become a new Trdat, ruling the Christian East. The 
similarities between Lewon and Trdat are noteworthy, and no better legacy 
was there to aspire to for an Armenian king than that of Trdat, for he was an 
important figure and role model in Cilician Armenia, as he had been 
throughout Armenian history, both as the first Christian king and as a leg-
endary hero in general. He had a place in the famous chronicles discussed 
above but he was also a figure of legends, oral epics and popular beliefs, 
lauded as the greatest of Armenian kings.233 

Apart from Trdat being invoked during Lewon’s coronation there is no 
evidence telling whether Lewon himself tried to present himself as a new 
Trdat but the very existence of the Letter of Love and Concord does suggest 
that Trdat was used in the royal propaganda, also there is evidence that many 
in Lewon’s vicinity did compare the two. We saw Nersēs Lambronac῾i men-
tioning Trdat as a model for Lewon before, and the katholikos Grigor Tłay 
(1173–1193) likewise compared a triumphant Lewon to Trdat in his Lamen-

 
231 Pogossian 2010, p. 74. The translation is Pogossian’s, I myself have not had access to the 
source text of the Prophecies of Agat῾on. 
232 Pogossian 2010, p. 73. 
233 Pogossian 2010, p. 71. 
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tation on the Fall of Jerusalem.234 An anonymous commentator in a short 
note on Lewon’s coronation also wrote that he “receive[d] anointment as the 
Great Trdat”.235  

3.4 Clashing Repertoires: Armenian Royal Titles 
Like Trdat, Lewon had been crowned and anointed king by the grace of a 
Roman emperor. But what did these titles mean, and what titles did they 
actually use? In the Latin sources Lewon humbly referred to himself as rex 
under the grace of the Roman imperator but in Armenian they were both 
called t῾agawor, as were Constantine and Trdat. Here is a clash in meaning 
and hierarchies that gives room for manipulation and exploitation, something 
that deserves further discussion. 

In other parts of the book I have, perchance carelessly, made use of the 
English titles emperor and king, for the convenience of the reader as well as 
for the fact that most of the titles used around the time of the study translate 
well enough to the English titles above: Greek basileus, Latin imperator, Old 
Church Slavonic cĕsarĭ most often corresponding to emperor; Greek archōn, 
Latin rex, Old Church Slavonic kŭnȩdzĭ most often corresponding to king, all 
of them belonging to a similar hierarchy with roots in Roman ideals, even 
though the languages are different. This is, however, not the case with the 
Armenian titles, where problems of language and repertoire come into play. 
The Armenian titles do not translate well into the titles above, nor do they 
seem to be part of the same hierarchy. To shed some light on this and its 
possible repercussions there will be an examination of the titles t῾agawor 
and ark῾ay, and to a lesser extent išxan and kayser. 

T῾agawor and ark῾ay both translate to king when found in a dictionary 
but t῾agawor has more connotations. Its origin is in the word t῾ag, meaning 
crown, which also gives rise to a corresponding t῾aguhi for queen. There is 
furthermore a commonly used verb derived from t῾agawor, t῾agaworel, 
meaning to reign.  

Since there are no sources in Armenian from before the fifth century, we 
do not know how the famous Tigranes of antiquity styled himself in Arme-
nian. In Greek, however, he was called basileus, which in antiquity was not 
as exclusive as it would later become.236 Writing in the fifth century Movsēs 

 
234 Grigor Tłay, ‘Élegie sur la prise de Jérusalem par Saladin’, in Recueil de historiens des 
croisades. Documents arméniens, 2 vols (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale/Nationale, 1869–1906), 
1 (1869), pp. 272–307 (pp. 308–310). Written after Saladin had conquered Jerusalem in 1187. 
235 A colophon from Commentaries on the General Epistles by Sargis Šnorhali, quoted from 
Pogossian 2010, p. 18. 
236 Or basileus basileōn, Ploutarchos, ‘Lucullus’, in Plutarchi vitae parallelae, ed. by K. 
Ziegler (Leipzig: Teubner, 1969), pp. 359–419 (ch. 14, sect. 6). 
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Xorenac῾i called him t῾agawor, using the same title to describe Trdat.237 He 
is not entirely consistent regarding Trdat though, sometimes referring to 
Trdat as ark῾ay, and so does his contemporary Agat῾angełos, using both 
titles, though heavily favouring ark῾ay.238 The same is seen in the Armenian 
translation of the Bible, also made in the fifth century. The Greek basileus is 
translated sometimes as t῾agawor, sometimes ark῾ay, with 829 of the latter 
against 224 of the former.239 A striking example of the seemingly arbitrary 
use is in the Gospel of John, chapter 19, when the Roman soldiers mocked 
Jesus as ark῾ay of the Jews in verse 3 and named him t῾agawor of the Jews 
on the sign on the cross in verses 19–21. 

Then again, this need not have been arbitrary, the ark῾ay in verse three 
being used in a vocative sense when they spoke directly to Jesus while the 
t῾agawor of 19–21 was written on a sign. The same pattern can be observed 
in Daniel, where Nebuchadnezzar is always spoken to as ark῾ay but spoken 
of as t῾agawor, as for example in Daniel 6. 15: “…and said unto the king 
(t῾agawor), ‘know, O king (ark῾ay), that…’”. This could suggest that ark῾ay 
found use as an honorific in a more general sense while t῾agawor had a more 
specific meaning. 

The Greek archōn, meanwhile, is consistently translated as išxan. 
T῾agawor is especially prominent in the Books of Kings (t῾agaworut῾eanc῾ 
in Armenian) and is very often used to denote the kings of Jerusalem while 
for example Babylonian and Egyptian kings are more often called ark῾ay, 
nowhere is this done consistently, however. Abraham is t῾agawor in Genesis 
23. 6, when honoured by the Hittites, and t῾agawor is also used to denote 
God as king of the gods (Deuteronomy 9. 26). God is called t῾agawor 
t῾agaworac῾ (king of kings, corresponding to Greek basileus basileōn) in 
chapters 17 and 19 of the Book of Revelations, a title that is echoed in 
Kałankatowac῾i, again signifying God, and much later in the Letter of Love 
and Concord, this time signifying the Roman emperor Constantine the 
Great.240 There is no king of kings in the form av ark῾ay ark῾ayic῾ in the Bi-
ble; it is, however, to be found in Xorenac῾i denoting Persian kings.241 Apart 
from that it is very uncommon. 

T῾agawor as the Roman emperor is very common in speaking of the an-
cient Roman empire, the Byzantine (sometimes named Roman, sometimes 

 
237 Movsēs Xorenac῾i, pp. 130, 230, 235. 
238 Agat῾angełos, pp. 417, 428, 12, 29, 125. 
239 The Syriac translation of the Bible, which had some influence on the early Armenian 
church, offers no clues, consistenly translating Greek basileus to malkā. 
240 Movsēs Kałankatowac῾i, Patmut῾iwn Ałowanic῾ Ašxarhi [History of the Land of the Alba-
nians], ed. by Mkrtič῾ Ēmin (Tbilisi, 1912), p. 110; Letter of Love and Concord, p. 330. 
241 Movsēs Xorenac῾i, pp. 133, 145, 167, 26, 168, 287, 311, 319, 323. 



86 

Greek) and the Holy Roman Empire alike.242 Another common title to denote 
Roman emperors is kaysr or kayser (borrowed from Latin Caesar).243 As 
opposed to t῾agawor this title seems to be unique to the ancient Roman em-
perors, not used of Byzantium or the Holy Roman Empire. Adjectival deri-
vations can be used to signify others close to the Roman imperial power 
though, as when Trdat in dealing with Constantine the Great is called kay-
serakerp (kayser-like) as well as being crowned by the same Constantine 
with a kayserakan crown.244 

Not only Roman emperors are named t῾agawor, but many others who 
would in Greek sources be named archontes: kings of Armenia, of Georgia, 
of Albania (in the Caucasus) and of Jerusalem (the crusader kingdom).245 Of 
note is that the Albanian king in the Letter of Love and Concord is named 
both ark῾ay and t῾agawor, the latter when it is ruled that he has a right to 
propose a katholikos for the Albanian church.246 Matt῾ēos of Edessa names 
the Armenian king Ašot (952–977) both t῾agawor, ark῾ay and šahinšah, a 
Persian import (king of kings), also referring to Ašot’s son and successor 
Gagik, the last Armenian king before Lewon, with the same šahinšah. Other 
Armenian leaders are named išxan, naxarar or ter.247 

As seen above the naming of Armenian kings as t῾agawor is not con-
sistent and there is an interesting pattern in Letter of Love and Concord. In 
the text Trdat is introduced as ark῾ay but later on when the Roman t῾agawor 
Constantine names him his brother and ally he states that “I placed the Great 
King (ark῾ay) Trdatēs, my brother, who is of the same mind and will as me, 
and my companion-in-arms, as the sole king (t῾agawor) and ruler above all 
of you”.248 Henceforth in the text both titles are used but t῾agawor seems to 
be in play whenever the title has a relationship with the Roman imperial 
power, for example when 24 t῾agawors are mentioned as subjects of the 
emperor, when the emperor gifted Trdat with royal/imperial (t῾agaworean) 
vestments, or when he named Trdat the eastern t῾agawor of the empire.249 

Some points of interest can be gleaned from this discussion. The first is 
that the Armenian repertoire when speaking of royal and imperial titles and 

 
242 E.g. Movsēs Xorenac῾i, p. 197, Matt῾ēos of Edessa, pp. 4, 6, 11, 25, 29, 124; Letter of Love 
and Concord, pp. 336, 352, 384; Le Codex arménien Jérusalem 121, ed. by Charles Renoux 2 
vols (Turnhout: Brepols, 1969–1971) 2 (1971), p. 332/194, MS J, line 18; MS P, line 22. 
243 Agat῾angełos, p, 86, Xorenac῾i, pp. 152–154, Letter of Love and Concord, pp. 330, 336, 
350, 388, 398, 400, 414. 
244 Letter of Love and Concord, pp. 350, 400, 354. 
245 Movsēs Xorenac῾i, pp. 230, 235, 341; Agat῾angełos, p. 15, 417, 428; Pat῾mut῾iwn Vrac῾ 
[History of the Georgians]: Kartlis cxovrebis ʒveli somxuri targmani / Drevnearmjanskij 
perevod gruzinskix istoričeskix xronik, ed. by I. Abulaʒe (Tbilisi: Universiṭeṭis gamomcem-
loba, 1953), p. 95, 129; Letter of Love and Concord, pp. 336, 394. 
246 Letter of Love and Concord, pp. 348, 394. 
247 Matt῾ēos of Edessa, pp. 9–13, 24, 50, 97, 114. 
248 Letter of Love and Concord, pp. 362 (trans. p. 363). 
249 Letter of Love and Concord, pp. 340, 360, 352. 
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hierarchies was far removed from the Byzantine and Western European rep-
ertoires, even at the time of Lewon. The titles do not translate well at all and 
in the Armenian repertoire the hierarchy founded on Roman inheritance 
seems quite remote, especially in sources before Lewon’s time. The kayser, 
for example, was a matter for antiquity. So, while the Byzantine emperors 
were sometimes referred to as Roman there seems to have been less care in 
the Armenian sources for that continuity, especially since they were just as 
often called t῾agawor of the Greeks. There was nothing exclusive about be-
ing t῾agawor and nothing specifically Roman either. What exactly made a 
t῾agawor a t῾agawor is not really clear, though it seems to have been about 
tradition and inheritance, since we see the same t῾agawors appearing and re-
appearing in the sources, e.g. of Rome, of Byzantium, of Armenia, of Geor-
gia, of Jerusalem. It most likely also had to do with recognition, probably by 
lay and ecclesiastical authorities alike, since none of the many scattered Ar-
menian lords of the eleventh and twelfth centuries were named t῾agawor, not 
until Lewon was crowned with support from the Papacy as well as the Holy 
Roman emperor. That the Albanian king became t῾agawor when invested 
with power over matters ecclesiastical also supports this. 

Ark῾ay is more complicated still. It seems a t῾agawor would also have 
been an ark῾ay, even Constantine is twice referred to as ark῾ay in the Letter 
of Love and Concord,250 though not the other way around. Although there are 
some, if a bit loose, indications as to what set a t῾agawor apart from the 
seemingly less prestigious ark῾ay, it is harder to know what set an ark῾ay 
apart from the even less prestigious išxan, naxarar or ter. Interestingly, 
Lewon was before his being crowned t῾agawor not only known as išxan like 
his predecessors, but also on a few occasions as ark῾ay,251 again suggesting 
that it was the coronation blessed by the Papacy and Holy Roman Empire 
that made him a t῾agawor, while perhaps the greater degree of power that he 
had wielded as opposed to earlier Cilician rulers had made it possible to call 
him ark῾ay.  

In short, t῾agawor seems to have been a more prestigious and more spe-
cific royal title, possibly with ecclesiastical connections, while ark῾ay was a 
more general royal title of less prestige. Imperial power, on the other hand, 
seems to have been a category alien to the Armenian repertoire. There was 
nothing unique about being a t῾agawor nor was the t῾agawor uniquely Ro-
man. 

 
250 Letter of Love and Concord, pp. 336, 342. 
251 Hayeren jeṙagreri hišatakaranner, E-ŽB dd. [Colophons of Armenian Manuscripts, fifth to 
twelfth centuries] ed. by Artašes Mat῾evosyan (Yerevan: Armenian Academy of Sciences 
Press, 1988), p. 252. For earlier Cilician rulers as išxan, see e.g. Matt῾ēos of Edessa, pp. 50, 
114. Nersēs Lambronac῾i also addresses Lewon as išxoł, a variant of išxan (Letter to Lewon, 
p. 579). 
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In the Letter of Love and Concord we can see something different going 
on, however, since there it was definitely the Roman t῾agawor t῾agaworac῾ 
who invested other rulers with their being t῾agawor, also since the whole 
purpose of the text, as seen above, seems to have been to invest the Armeni-
an kingship with a Roman history and heritage to further its claims and 
strengthen its legitimacy. It is not a break with earlier practice but a shift of 
focus to a Western centre of power. It is a change, and an important one even 
though small. The ideas of Rome and matters Roman had begun gaining 
prestige in the Armenian repertoire of symbolic power, something that it had 
not had during the many centuries of Byzantine domination, despite the 
Byzantine Empire too having presented itself as Roman. At the close of the 
twelfth century there was on openness to foreign influence not seen before, 
not only a change of allegiance. It had become possible, even profitable, for 
an Armenian ruler to derive legitimacy from Roman ideals. 

All the same the Armenian repertoire with its titles put the Armenian and 
Roman (whether Eastern or Western) rulers on an equal footing, making it 
possible for Lewon to outwardly profess his vassalage to the imperator and 
inwardly his equal status as t῾agawor.252 

3.5 Engaging with the Military Orders 
A recurring complaint of Lewon in his correspondence with the pope was 
the constant enmity of the Knights Templar. On the other hand, he had good 
friends within the other knightly orders. Being rich and well-organized the 
orders were important powers in the Christian principalities of the Levant 
and Armenia was no exception. This section aims to examine Lewon’s deal-
ings with these orders in order both to provide a fuller political context and 
to better understand what new possibilities his new position brought.  

The very geography of Lewon’s realm and its hinterlands brought him in-
to encounters with the orders. Between Cilicia and the cities of Antioch and 
Aleppo lies a mountainrange known as the Amanus, in the era at hand form-
ing the frontier and a veritable wall between the Armenian kingdom and its 
Latin and Muslim neighbours of northern Syria. This area and its exceeding-
ly important passes were occupied and fortified by the Knights Templar in 
the early to mid twelfth century. The most important of these passes was the 
Belen Pass, also known under the telling name of the Syrian Gates, which 
was controlled by a castle that the Templars named Gaston, called Baghras 
or Pałras in Armenian (see map 2).  

 
252 The latter also seems to have been closer to the truth. There is no evidence of the Holy 
Roman emperors ever having made any demands on Lewon, it also seems based on the corre-
spondence with Innocentius as well as imperial documents that Lewon owed nothing to the 
emperor (Cf. Halfter, pp. 265–269). 
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In 1188 Gaston along with most of the Templar holdings in the Amanus 
were conquered by Saladin. While most of them were reoccupied by the 
Templars in the 1190s, Lewon seized Gaston after a Muslim reatreat and 
would keep it, something that became a major point of contention between 
him and the Templars for most of his reign.253 Even though everyone, includ-
ing the pope, were against Lewon’s occupation of Gaston some kind of nom-
inal overlordship over the Amanus and its Templar holdings was granted to 
the Armenian throne, though it seems to have had little if any effect in reali-
ty, possibly explained by the constant state of conflict between the two pow-
ers.254 

Despite not wanting to yield Gaston Lewon did try to make peace with 
the Templars, even to the point of suggesting he become a confrater of the 
Order, an offer that the Templars promtly declined.255 He had better success 
with the other military orders, including the nascent Teutonic Knights. Of 
this order Lewon did become a confrater and he granted them lands in Cili-
cia and freedom from taxes, while they in turn would act as his emissaries to 
the pope in the conflict regarding Antioch.256 Riley-Smith connects Lewon’s 
support of the Teutonic Knights with his coronation under the nominal vas-
salage of the Holy Roman emperor, since the Teutonic Knights were close to 
the Empire. There are no other indications that Lewon cared much about the 
far away Holy Roman Empire under the aegis of which he was crowned but 
he does evoke the name of the Empire when presenting himself in most of 
his letters, including in a donation to the Teutonic Knights.257 

The Teutonic Knights were newly founded, poor and not at all very pow-
erful at this time but the Hospitallers of St. John were just as powerful as the 
Templars. Despite not possessing the strategically important castles of the 
Amanus they too held important domains in northern Syria and they would 
gain many lands and castles in Cilicia through donations on behalf of 
Lewon. Four letters of donation between 1210 and 1214 have come down to 
us and the dominions donated are substantial, fifteen castles including their 
revenues as well as the whole coastal province of Čker (terra Giguerii) and 
the right to levy taxes on goods traded on land and sea, the last donation 

 
253 Arnold W. Lawrence, ‘The Castle of Baghras’, in The Cilician Kingdom of Armenia (Ed-
inburgh: Scottish Academic Press 1978, ed. by Thomas S. R. Boase, pp. 34–84 (pp. 35–38, 
41–45); Riley-Smith, ‘The Templars.’, pp. 92–93, 97–98 
254 Riley-Smith, ‘The Templars.’, p. 110. 
255 Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]; Riley-Smith, ’The Templars.’, p. 102.  
256 Riley-Smith, ‘The Templars.’, p. 113. “de quorum sum confraternitate et in quorum bene-
ficiis ac oracionibus particeps effici cupio”, Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de 
la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, vi, pp. 117–120.  
257 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
vi, pp. 117–120. 
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given as a solution to a loan that the Hospitallers had granted Lewon.258 This 
loan is one indication that their relationship was mutual, another such indica-
tion is the fact that one of Lewon’s letters to the pope was sent with a courier 
named Robertus de Margat, who must have been a Knight Hospitaller since 
Margat was an important Hospitaller castle.259 That Lewon entrusts his mes-
sage to him and names this Robertus “our loyal and beloved soldier” testifies 
to quite a close relationship. One might also mention that two of the dona-
tions to the Hospitallers are not directed to the Order as a whole but rather to 
its grandmaster Guarinus de Monte Acuto,260 who also stands as giver of the 
above-mentioned loan, again suggesting a somewhat more personal relation-
ship, and here with the head of the Order.261 

All this testifies to Lewon being able to act and acting as a powerplayer 
among the rest of the Latins of the Levant after the union with Rome. Where 
before he could act as a warlord only he could now also take part in their 
political games. He was perceived as a rightful liege of the Templar holdings 
of the Amanus and he found trusted allies among the other orders. His room 
for action had grown and so had his number of potential allies. 

3.6 King Lewon and his Letters to the Pope 
In this last section Lewon takes centre stage, and to a lesser degree his allied 
katholikoi Grigor and Yovhannēs, who also corresponded with the pope. 
Their letters as well as what else can be known about Lewon’s actions from 
other sources will be examined in order to explore and discuss how he rea-
soned with the pope, how he tried to use his relationship with him, and how 
he made use of his new position as a Roman Christian king to further his 
political aims.  

3.6.1 King Lewon and his Coronation 
Lewon was not young at his ascension. Born in 1150 he was 48 when 
crowned t῾agawor of all Armenians. He hailed from the Ṙubinean line of 
Cilician Armenian lords and came to power in 1187, after his brother and 
predecessor Ṙubēn III had been taken prisoner by prince Boemundus of An-
tioch. Lewon actually bought his brother’s release but Ṙubēn never returned 

 
258 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
iii, v, viii, ix, pp. 112–114, 115–116, 122–125. 
259 Jonathan Riley-Smith, ‘Latin Titular Bishops in Palestine and Syria, 1137–1291’, The 
Catholic Historical Review, 64 (1978), pp. 1–15 (p. 3). The letter in question is number 2: 242 
[cclii]. 
260 Commonly known as Pierre Guérin de Montaigu, grandmaster of the Knights Hospitaller 
1207–1228. 
261 There is no such personal recipient in Lewon’s donation to the Teutonic Order. 
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to the throne for reasons unknown, instead the road was paved for Lewon 
who made peace with Boemundus and married his kinswoman Isabelle, thus 
strengthening his ties with the crusading principality of Antioch.262  

He pursued even deeper ties to Antioch later through supporting his 
grandnephew in a dynastic struggle there, which will be discussed in more 
detail below. He also tried to get a hold of the throne of the Kingdom of 
Jerusalem through having his daughter Step῾ania (born ca. 1195) married off 
to its king in 1214.263 By doing so Lewon gained a foothold and prospective 
heirs in two out of three crusader principalities, the third of which (Tripoli) 
was the weakest and in a perpetual state of war with his Armenia. Within a 
generation they could all be united under the Armenian throne. That 
Step῾ania’s marriage was exceedingly important to Lewon is apparent from 
the fact that he indebted himself heavily in order to pay the massive dowry. 
20 000 gold bezants he borrowed from the Hospitallers; the ten castles and 
taxation rights that he granted them to solve the loan gives a hint at its 
worth.264 

There is no detailed account of Lewon’s coronation but some interesting 
facts are known. It took place on Epiphany, the ordo had been translated into 
Armenian from a Latin original, it was ministered jointly by the katholikos 
Grigor and the cardinal Konrad of Mainz, and it took place in the cathedral 
of Tarsus.265  

Epiphany was of old a very important holiday in the Armenian Church 
since they celebrated both Christmas and Epiphany at the same time.266 The 
symbolism could not be stronger or more apparent than manifesting the rein-
stitution of the Armenian kingdom and the promise of glory to come on this 
day of birth and revelation combined. “It was a joy for the Armenians, hav-
ing had their lordship taken away for so long, to see it reinstated and restored 
in the shape of Lewon, king of the Armenians”, Smbat reports on the fateful 

 
262 Smbat, pp. 627–630. 
263 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
ix, pp. 124–125 
264 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
ix, pp. 124–125.  
265 Smbat, p. 634; Frazee p. 183. 
266 As part of the agreement with the Roman church the Armenians were to forgo this tradi-
tion and from then on celebrate Christmas on the twentyfifth of December (Kirakos Kanja-
gec῾i, p. 75). We have no knowledge as to whether this was put in effect immediately but the 
correspondence with Innocentius suggests the opposite, being full of admonitions and promis-
es to implement all of their agreements. Even in the unlikely event that it were, all Armenians 
in attendance would at this time of course still associate Epiphany with Christmas and Lewon 
could make full use of its symbolism whatever liturgical rites were played out, the central and 
most important for this particular day anyway being his coronation. As for moving Christmas, 
Armenians seems to have been quite stubborn on that topic throughout history. The Armenian 
Apostolic Church celebrates Christmas on the sixth of January to this day and that tradition 
lives in the Armenian Catholic and Evangelical churches as well.  



92 

event.267 Lewon stood firmly rooted in the centre of an Armenian cultural 
system as he let himself be crowned upon this day but a careful look at the 
other details of the coronation shows him navigating carefully between the 
Roman and Armenian repertoires, making efficient use of both. 

Nersēs Lambronac῾i had translated the ordo for the coronation but he did 
not just translate it, he modified it as well. The original was from Mainz but 
in Nersēs’s version Constantine and Trdat had again been included as role 
models for the king, it also contained details tying the coronation to the rites 
of the Armenian kings of the old Bagratuni dynasty, from which Lewon’s 
family claimed their descent.268 Thus the modified rite with its two minis-
trants of Armenian and Roman origin could appeal to Armenian traditional-
ists as well as Lewon’s Latin allies, carefully woven using tools from both 
repertoires, just as both repertoires were increasingly interwoven in Cilicia. 

That the coronation took place in Tarsus carried heavy Christian symbol-
ism, Tarsus being the birthplace of the apostle Paul. Paul is of course an 
important figure in general but he was also employed by Nersēs Lam-
bronac῾i, who frequently cited him and referred to him, as a symbol of the 
universal Christianity to which he ascribed. Nersēs even laid claims on 
Paul’s legacy, boasting of how the Greek and Latin churches of Antioch 
“celebrate my humble self with the name of Paul and attest that I am a wor-
thy heir of his see”.269 Ascending to the throne in Tarsus rather than in his 
capital of Sis or the see of the katholikos in Hṙomklay was thus a way for 
Lewon to signal his ambition for unity and ecumeny. Pogossian suggests that 
it might have signalled more still, the cathedral of Tarsus being consecrated 
to the Holy Wisdom (Sophia), just as the church of Constantinople where the 
Byzantine emperors were crowned.270 She sees an imperial aspiration in this 
fact, which again dovetails with the story of the Letter of Love and Concord. 

Frazee notes that many Latins were present at Lewon’s coronation and he 
maintains that Lewon’s reliance upon them was a price that he had to pay for 
his new alliance.271 That is probably a misinterpretation of Lewon’s actions 
and an underestimation of his political abilities. While his actions more than 
likely alienated major parts of the clergy from Ani and the Caucasus it is just 
as likely that he did not care about that at all. They were far away from Cili-
cia, far away from the Armenian centres of power, ecclesiastical as well as 
secular. As for those attending, Smbat provides an extensive list and it is 

 
267 “եղէ ուրախութիւն Հայոց զի յաւուրս յետինս գանկեալ տէրութիւն իւրեանց տեսին 
կանգնեալ և նորոգեալ յերեսս Լևոնի արքայի Հայոց.”, Smbat, p. 634. 
268 Pogossian 2010, pp. 71–72.  
269 “որք Պօղոսի անուամբն զմեր նուաստութիւնս բարեհամբաւեն, և նորին աթոռոյն 
արժանապատիւ լինել յաջորդ վկայեն”, Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 592. 
Another example of an Armenian dignitary underscoring Paul’s background in Tarsus is in 
Grigor’s letter to Innocentius where he speaks of Paul as “the Tarsean” (Regesta, 5: 44 [xlv]).  
270 Pogossian 2010, p. 72. 
271 Frazee, p. 183. For the list of attendants, see Smbat pp. 634–639. 
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actually more interesting to look at the titles of the guests than at their ori-
gins. So doing we find that all nobles in attendance are called baron, be they 
Armenians or Latins.272 Nersēs Lambronac῾i as well speaks of Western Eu-
ropean titles at use in the Armenian court, mentioning sir, bṙok῾simos, kun-
tusdabl, maračaxd, ciawor and liǰ (sire, proximos, connestable, mareschal, 
chevalier, lige).273 True enough, Lewon did invite and ally himself with 
many Latin barons, but his Armenian vassals were barons as well. Ruling as 
king he was the liǰ of a court of barons and sirs, with its highest dignitaries 
going by titles as kuntusdabl and maračaxd. This is the world within which 
Lewon acted, these were the noble titles of the repertoire of late twelfth and 
early thirteenth century Cilician Armenia, drifting further away from the 
repertoire of the Armenians of the northeast. Rather than a weakness on be-
half of Lewon this was an asset. With the Armenian language of power hav-
ing been brought more into harmony with Western repertoires Lewon could 
attract Latin followers with more ease, such as a group of turncoat sirs who 
defected from Antioch at the time of Lewon’s coronation.274 All this while 
not necessarily alienating his Armenian subjects, who by all accounts en-
joyed the new state of affairs, as Nersēs pungently sums it up: “A burden-
some matter it is today to abandon the delicate and subtle customs of the 
Latin people, i.e. the Franks, and to return to the dullness of the old Armeni-
ans.”275 

3.6.2 The Katholikoi Grigor and Yovhannēs  
Lewon did not pen his letters himself. They were written by Yovhannēs, 
archbishop of Sis and later katholikos of the Armenian Church (1203–1221). 
Yovhannēs also wrote letters to the pope in his own name, as did his prede-
cessor Grigor VI (1194–1203).  

Grigor would in the later chronicle of Smbat get the nickname apirat, 
meaning evil or unjust, though it is not quite clear why, since he does not 
present him in any particularly bad light, Smbat actually calls him “wise and 

 
272 Smbat, pp. 636–638. 
273 Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 598. I have transliterated these titles with the 
Classical Armenian consonants inverted according to the Western Armenian consonantshift in 
order to make sense of the origins of the words. Among the signatories of the letters of Car-
tulaire, though written in Latin rather than Armenian, we also have evidence of most of these 
Western titles in use in the Armenian court and administration: baro, comestabulus, senescal-
cus, marescalcus, proximus (Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie 
royale des roupéniens, v, viii, ix, pp. 115–116, 122–125). 
274 Smbat, p. 639. One of these Antiochenes is further described as čamplayn (chamberlain), 
though it is not clear whether that title was normally used in Cilicia at the time.  
275 “ծանր է այսօր զլատին ազգին որ են Ֆռանգք անօսր և բարակ սովորութիւնն թողուլ, 
և ի հնոց Հայաստանեաց թանձրութիւն գառնալ”, Nersēs Lambronac῾i, Letter to Lewon, p. 
599. 



94 

learned”. His predecessor was unwilling to negotiate with the Latin church, 
wherefore Lewon promptly had him imprisoned and removed from his see 
and put Grigor there instead, all this with the skilled and guileful assistance 
of the above mentioned Yovhannēs, then archbishop of Sis.276 Grigor did not 
fare better though. At the end of his career accusations of an unknown nature 
where levelled against him and he was imprisoned in a castle pending inter-
rogation. No interrogation ever took place and instead he was found dead 
fallen from a window under mysterious circumstances. Kirakos points his 
suspicions at Yovhannēs and considering his role in putting the preceding 
katholikos out of action that explanation makes sense, though we cannot be 
sure.277 It is apparent, however, that Lewon was keen to maintain a strong 
grip on the Church, for Grigor was followed by Lewon’s staunch ally 
Yovhannēs. 

Becoming katholikos in 1203 Yovhannēs was the first one ever without 
connections to the Pahlavuni line hailing all the way from Grigor the Illumi-
nator, signalling a radical break with more than eight hundred years of tradi-
tion, possibly made possible by the union with the Roman Church, that too a 
break with many centuries of tradition. Kirakos, who really does not seem to 
have favoured Yovhannēs, suggests that he took the position by force 
through his closeness to Lewon, though it is just as likely that Lewon put 
him there. His being archbishop of the capital Sis, being Lewon’s scribe and 
what we have seen above of his involvement in deposing one or two earlier 
katholikoi on behalf of Lewon suggests that he was a very close ally of 
Lewon, which is corroborated by Smbat, who tells many stories of him run-
ning errands for the king, for example traveling to get the crown used in 
Lewon’s coronation. Smbat characterizes Yovhannēs as “wise and generous, 
with a table worthy of a king, humble in heart, but perfidious and simple-
minded and disinterested in spiritual matters”.278 Sometime, probably in 
1206, there seems to have been a conflict between Lewon and Yovhannēs, 
though it is not clear about what. Kirakos even calls it a rebellion. They were 
soon reconciled though and Yovhannēs remained katholikos until 1221.279 

3.6.3 The Latin Letters and Latinicity among the Armenians 
Before going into details of the content of the letters sent to the pope, we 
should devote some attention to who wrote them, as opposed to who had 
them written, since that might give some useful hints regarding their content 

 
276 Smbat, pp. 630–631. 
277 Kirakos Kanjagec῾i, pp. 69–70. Smbat, p. 640. 
278 ”այր իմաստուն և առատ, և սեղանավ արքայակերպ, խանարհ սրտիւ և նենգաւոր, և 
անպաճոյճ անձամբ”, Smbat, p. 640. 
279 Smbat, pp. 633, 642; Kirakos Kanjagec῾i, p. 82. 
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as well as the spread of Latin in Cilicia. A longer discussion of these letters 
with more details is found in Appendix 2.  

In this discussion I will not only examine the letters of Innocentius’s 
Regesta be but also those of Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des Roupé-
niens (henceforth Cartulaire), a collection of letters of privilege and dona-
tions written under the aegis of Lewon.280 All in all there are 16 letters in 
Latin preserved from the reign of Lewon, eight of them from the Regesta of 
Innocentius and eight from Cartulaire.  

Five of the letters from Cartulaire expressly states who wrote them: two 
were written by Yovhannēs, archbishop of Sis, also named Armenie cancel-
larius; one by a Bartholomeus, secretorum protonotarius; and two by a Bo-
vo, cancellarius domini regis apud Tharsum. Yovhannēs is well known from 
other sources but nothing apart from these mentions is known of Barthol-
omeus or Bovo, though one could guess from the name of the latter that he 
was not an Armenian. Regarding him there is also an interesting title that 
places him in Tarsus rather than the capital of Sis, suggesting that there was 
a chancery there as well, perhaps established by Lambronac῾i during his time 
as bishop. 

Of the eight letters in the Regesta four were written at the request of 
Lewon, two of the katholikos Grigor and two of Yovhannēs, one of them as 
archbishop of Sis and one as katholikos. We could assume that Yovhannēs 
wrote his letters himself and they are indeed consistent with the style and 
language of his letters in Cartulaire, as are all the Armenian letters in the 
Regesta except Grigor’s first letter, which seems to have been written or 
rather translated by someone else, for that is also the only letter that express-
ly states that it was translated from Armenian into Latin, although this trans-
latior remains anonymous.  

What conclusions can be drawn from this overview? One cannot prove 
that knowledge of Latin was widespread at all among Armenians. Rather it 
seems that the opposite was true considering that Yovhannēs as archbishop 
not only wrote for the royal chancery but wrote at least one letter for the 
katholikos Grigor as well. This could on the other hand also indicate that 
Lewon and Yovhannēs had taken further control and that Grigor was little 
more than a puppet by 1201, as suggested by his imprisonment and mysteri-
ous death soon afterwards in 1203.  

The Latin of Yovhannēs was good, as was the Latin of all the preserved 
letters, suggesting that satisfactory education in Latin was available if scarce, 
possibly through the work of Nersēs Lambronac῾i. It is likely that teachers 
and models had come from the crusader principalities of the Levant rather 
than directly from Europe since there are parallels in vocabulary and style 

 
280 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
ed. by Victor Langlois (Venice: Mechitarist Press, 1863). 
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from the Kingdom of Jerusalem to be found, while it differs more from simi-
lar documents from for example Malta or the imperial court of Sicily.281  

The hard line between author and scribe presented above is of course an 
artificial one. We do not know whether Yovhannēs faithfully translated what 
Lewon and Grigor dictated or whether he actually devised most of the letters 
himself. It is likely that he did play a big role in the composition at least of 
Lewon’s letters, since Yovhannēs with his education would have possessed a 
much greater degree of expertise and familiarity with the papal repertoire 
and how to make use of its tools. It is, however, not the object of this study 
to investigate who came up with this idea or that in the letters of Lewon but 
it will be helpful to keep in mind that Yovhannēs played a part in their com-
position, however big or small. 

3.6.4 Lewon as a Roman Christian King among Crusaders 
First, we may note that Lewon in all of the letters presents himself as rex 
omnium Armeniorum per Romani imperii gratiam, thus high-lighting his 
relationship with the (Holy) Roman Empire.  The title rex omnium Armenio-
rum (king of all Armenians) mirrors his Armenian title, t’agawor amenayn 
hayoc’, as seen on the coins that he minted.282 That he in some form did 
claim kingship over all Armenians and not only those living within Cilicia is 
also apparent in his first letter, where he writes about his intention of re-
calling all Armenians, “spread out in remote parts”, to the Roman Church. 

All four letters of Lewon have the same main subject, a conflict regarding 
the succession to the throne of the kingdom of Antioch. When the heir of 
Antioch, Raimundus, son of the above-mentioned Boemundus, died in 1197 
conflict arose between those supporting his posthumously born son Rupi-
nus,283 the son of a niece (Alic284) of Lewon, and those supporting 
Boemundus, count of Tripoli, a younger brother of the deceased Raimundus. 
Boemundus the elder actually survived Raimundus and lived on until 1201 
but seems not to have taken part in the rapidly growing conflict. Lewon, who 
had for many years been locked in different conflicts with Antioch, decided 
to support his infant grandnephew Rupinus in order to finally subdue the 
neighouring rival.  

Not only did Lewon support Rupinus as heir of Antioch, he also pro-
claimed him heir to his own throne.285 It was probably not for lack of other 

 
281 See Appendix 2. 
282 Bedoukian 1962, pp. 76–82, 130–226. 
283 This is his name in the letters, the Armenian form was Ṙuben but he was also known under 
his father’s name Raimundus as well as combinations of the two. 
284 Alic (Ալիծ) is the Armenian form, borrowed from the French Alice. In the Latin letters she 
is known as Aaliza or Aelis. 
285 Smbat, p. 632; Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des 
roupéniens, iii, ix, pp. 112–114, 124–125. 
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options. There would have been prospective male heirs in his extended fami-
ly and he could of course have chosen a female heir as well, as he eventually 
did when on his deathbed he renounced Rupinus and named his daughter 
Zabel heir and successor.286 In naming the infant Rupinus his heir Lewon did 
more than that, he also made an attempt at uniting the thrones of Armenia 
and Antioch. There are even a few coins with legends in Latin that name 
Lewon king (Dei gratia rex Armenior(um)), meant for use in Antioch ac-
cording to numismatologist Paul Bedoukian, further supporting the notion 
that Lewon envisioned Antioch as part of his kingdom rather than as a sepa-
rate principality for Rupinus.287 He also strengthened the position and pres-
tige of Rupinus through having the boy baptized at the hands of the papal 
legate, Konrad of Mainz.288 The official bond between Lewon and Rupinus 
was also strengthened by the fact that the same Konrad of Mainz had played 
a part in Lewon’s coronation, complementing their blood bond with a sacred 
bond through the cardinal. 

Here we immedialy see a use that Lewon had found for his newly gained 
papal and imperial recognition, for not only had he retrieved a fancy crown 
and distinguished title as new tools of his repertoire, he had also begun act-
ing in a system within which these new tools could be used, thus being able 
to put both coercive and symbolic power into action. In other words, he had 
through his union and coronation become a legitimate player in the dynastic 
struggles of the Latin principalities in his vicinity. He had also gained access 
to powerful new allies in the same game, most notably the cardinal Konrad 
of Mainz, known as Maguntinus in his letters.  

The first two letters were sent at about the same time in 1199 but with dif-
ferent couriers, the first, probably along with Grigor’s letter, was carried by 
the cardinal Konrad of Mainz, the second by the Hospitaller Robertus of 
Margat. 289 We should also note that Lewon’s third letter was entrusted to a 
Teutonic knight named Garnerius.290 The fact that it was a cardinal and two 
knights of holy orders that acted as messengers of Lewon is another sign of 
Lewon’s new position, they too being tools that he could access through his 
partaking in a Roman system, tools that in all likelihood made the addressee 
of the letters more susceptible to view them in a favourable light. The con-
tent of the two letters of 1199 is similar though the first is much shorter, 
explained by the fact that Konrad was supposed to expound upon it in per-
son, again suggesting that he was an ally of Lewon, or at least that Lewon 
trusted him to be one. 

 
286 Kirakos Kanjagec῾i, p. 93–94. 
287 Paul Bedoukian, ‘A Unique Billon of Levon I of Cilician Armenia and its Historical Sig-
nificance’, The Numismatic Chronicle, 7 (1967), 189–197, (pp. 193–194). 
288 Regesta, 2: 242 [cclii]. 
289 Regesta, 2: 210 [ccxix] and 2: 242 [cclii]. 
290 Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]. 
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In the second letter Lewon stresses his being part of the Roman fold when 
he states that he is “contending with barbarian nations for the honour of the 
holy Roman Church and all of christianity”,291 making himself a part of the 
same us as the pope, for it is against another member of the same us that he 
needs the help of the pope, not against the “barbarian nations”. The latter he 
can fight on the field of battle but against the fellow Roman Christians he 
needs other weapons. 

He explains the situation with the dynastic struggles in Antioch and la-
ments the fact that the Templars and Hospitallers have been aiding the count 
of Tripoli in driving him out of Antioch. The Templars and Hospitallers, he 
writes, are however ready to negotiate and accept the verdict of Rome, “not 
being at odds with the path of reason”. This seems to be Lewon trying out 
the new tools of his new political toolbox, referring his conflict with the 
military orders to the verdict of Rome, furthermore gaining some measure of 
success. Antioch remained in the grip of Boemundus of Tripoli but Lewon’s 
relationship with the Hospitallers did improve, as seen above. 

It is of great importance to Lewon to stress the legitimacy of the claim of 
Rupinus on the throne of Antioch, in the eyes of the law as well as of God 
and the court. He writes: 

But before his death, while he retained his good senses, [Raimundus] asked 
his father, the most noble prince, that the hereditary right pertaining to him 
would be reserved for his only son. The illustrious prince did not forget his 
prayers and brought his grandson Rupinus, the son of our niece Alic, before 
him and he showed him to the barons and many others who were gathered 
around and had been summoned especially for this, and he confirmed the 
above-mentioned Rupinus his legitimate heir before the full court. Afterwards 
he turned to his grandson, still in front of all those who had gathered around, 
and confirmed that he should succeed him by hereditary right. Thereafter, still 
retaining his good sense and will, he made all his vassals swear fidelity to the 
above-mentioned grandson with their hands on the sacrosanct gospels and the 
Holy Cross.292  
  
On the other hand, the deeds of Boemundus and his allies are made out as 

acts of brute violence contrary to all of this: 
 

291 “pro honore sancte Romane ecclesie totiusque christianitatis contra barbaricas nationes 
contendentes”, Regesta, 2: 242 [cclii]. 
292 “sed ante decessum, dum in sua bona erat memoria, patrem suum nobilissimum principem 
rogavit, ut ius hereditarium sibi pertinens unico filio suo reservaret. Cuius preces illustris 
princeps non tradens oblivioni, nepotem suum Rupinum, filium Aelidis neptis nostre, coram 
se adduci fecit et circumastantibus omnibus baronibus et quampluribus aliis ad hoc specialiter 
convocatis manifestavit et confirmavit pretaxatum R(upinum)292 suum in plena curia esse 
heredem legitimum; dehinc conversus ad nepotem suum similiter coram omnibus cir-
cumastantibus affirmavit ipsum iure hereditatio sibi debere succedere. Unde in sua memoria 
et sua bona voluntate ab omnibus hominibus suis ligiis tactis sacrosanctis evangeliis et cruce 
Dominica, eidem nepoti suo iurari et ligium hominium fieri fecit”, Regesta, 2: 242 [cclii]. 
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After this had been done the count of Tripoli, the master of the convent of the 
Templars and the master of the convent of the Hospitallers in Antioch came 
against us with the mind to expel us from our land as well as damage us as 
much as possible.293 

 
Lewon stresses the fact that he has been unjustly attacked and delegates 

the matter to the papal see, something that he keeps doing in his letters, 
wrapped up in ostentatious shows of his reverence and loyalty such as the 
following from his third letter: 

[…] we remained in devotion and love for the apostolic see and in this we al-
ways desire and wish to persevere, and a witness to this is the way we carry 
out our deeds, since we appeal to the apostolic see regarding all our affairs.294 

 
In this third letter he again professes that he is “bound by the shackles of 

obedience to the apostolic see” but from there he carries on to ask not to be 
shackled to any other Latin church.295 He wants the Armenian Church to 
answer to no one but the pope himself. This subject is taken further and ex-
pounded upon in his fourth letter where he reports on the activities of the 
papal legates Petrus and Soffredus who had been sent to mediate between 
him and Boemundus of Tripoli. This was against the will of Lewon who in 
the third letter had asked for Konrad of Mainz to be called upon as judge. 
That he was right to ask for Konrad and is disappointed in the cardinal 
Petrus quickly becomes clear as he calls Petrus “an open adversary” to his 
cause, followed by accounts of how he favoured the Templars, sidestepped 
the second legate Soffredus (“a lover of equity and justice”) and even ex-
communicated all of Lewon’s realm. After this Lewon again paints himself 
and his cause as being righteous and his side as proceeding according to law 
and order when he details the reactions to this excommunication: 

When nothing could prevail regarding concord between us and the Templars 
the cardinal Petrus celebrated a council in Antioch with regard to this cause 
while the katholikos, our venerable representative, was absent, and after our 
appeal for an apostolic audience had been iterated he announced an excom-
munication against our land […] When the katholikos and many suffragan 
bishops of the katholikosate came together and the decision had been commu-
nicated they were amazed at the great and so sudden provocation made 
against the Armenian Church with the katholikos absent and, as they called to 

 
293 “His ita peractis ecce comes Tripol(itanus), magister et conventus Templi, magister et 
conventus Hospitalis Antiochiam venerunt nos et terram nostram expugnare et pro posse 
ledere premeditati.”, Regesta, 2: 242 [cclii]. 
294 ”in devotione et amore apostolice sedis persisteremus, et in hoc semper perseverare cupi-
mus et exoptamus et testis est rerum effectus, dum de omnibus negotiis nostris ad apostolicam 
sedem appellamus.”, Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]. 
295 ”nos obedientie vinculis decetero apostolice sedi esse alligatos”, Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]. 
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mind what had been decided between the cardinal Petrus and the katholikos 
Yovhannēs of the Armenians, our fathers judged, since the katholikos had 
been absent from this council and since this interdict had been placed upon his 
diocese by a cardinal without his consent, that this judgement should not be 
upheld nor observed.296  

 
In this Lewon with his katholikos and bishops exhibits familiarity with 

the correct proceedings of church councils and is daring enough to blatantly 
disregard the cardinal and his meddling with a diocese not his own. That the 
Armenian Church intends to answer to no one but the pope is clear. 

In a letter that the katholikos Grigor sent in the autumn of 1201, at the 
same time as Lewon asked for the Armenian Church not to be shackled to 
any other Latin churches, he paints an interesting picture, first saying to In-
nocentius that “you rule all of Europe” and then that “we rejoiced in Christ 
since we heard from you that our law is close to the Roman, which is the 
allencompassing church of the whole world and sits as the head of Italy and 
Spain”.297 This dovetails with the story from the Letter of Love and Concord 
where the Roman pope sat at the head of the churches of the Western Roman 
Empire and the Armenian katholikos Grigor (I) sat at the head of the church-
es of the East, mirroring the relationship between the rulers Constantine and 
Trdat. Neither Lewon nor Grigor (VI) specifically say so in their letters but 
their attempts to get an Armenian church answering to no one but the pope is 
telling and comes very close to the vision of the Letter of Love and Concord.  

3.6.5 Lewon Acting as a Righteous Defender of Christianity 
The vision alluded to above and in the Letter of Love and Concord may 
seem somewhat strange to modern eyes but that is because we are looking at 
it all in hindsight, because we know of the eventual decline of Cilician Ar-
menia as well as the crusader principalities and the imminent Mongol inva-
sions, of the disappearance of independent Armenian lordships and centuries 
of hardships and oppression to come. In the early thirteenth century, howev-

 
296 “Cum vero de concordia inter nos et Templarios nihil profici posset, dominus P(etrus) 
cardinalis absente domino catholico, parte nostro venerabili, Antioch(ie) super eadem causa 
concilium celebravit et post appellationem nostram iteratam ad apostolicam audientiam sen-
tentiam excommunicationis in terram nostram promulgavit […] Convenientibus itaque dom-
ino catholico et pluribus suffraganeis catholicatus in unum, communicato diu consilio mirati 
sunt de tanta et tam subita exasperatione absente catholico in Armenicam ecclesiam facta et 
reducentes ad memoriam hoc, quod statutum fuerat inter dominum P(etrum) cardinalem et 
I(ohannem) catholicos Armen(iorum), quia de concilio absens fuit ipse catholicos et sine 
consensu suo data est in dioecesi sua a cardinale interdictionis sententia, censuere patres 
nostri, illam non teneri nec observari sententiam”, Regesta, 8: 121 [cxix]. 
297 “…universe que dominamini Europe”; “Verum gavisi sumus in Christo, quia audivimus a 
vobis legem nostram prope Romanam esse admotam, que est totius mundi catholica ecclesia 
et sedet in capite Italie et Hispanie”, Regesta, 5: 44 [xlv]. 
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er, the Armenian kingdom was at its peak and Lewon’s power was growing. 
He had already been one of the prime players of the Levant and with his 
newly gained kingship and the lordship of Antioch within his reach he was 
about to become a power that no one could ignore and definitely the mighti-
est Christian ruler east of the Balkans. Little can we doubt that this was his 
ambition, judging from his attempts to annex Antioch as well as his attempt 
to tie up the Kingdom of Jerusalem to his line by marrying off his daughter 
to its king. Had these endeavours succeeded he might well have been seen as 
a suitable defender of Christianity in the East and heir to the mantle of the 
eastern Roman Empire, especially after the collapse of Byzantium in 1204. 

That he had begun presenting himself in that way is apparent from his let-
ters where he, especially in the third, ostentatiously shows himself to be 
fighting for the defence of Christianity, seemingly alone: 

You wanted to beg and exhort us to place ourselves as a wall against the at-
tacks and violence of the pagans as they come from the other side. That we 
have hitherto done so is not unknown to you, we believe, and furthermore we 
will for our law and the defence of the Christian faith, commanded by your 
grace, place the shield of our courage in a strong hand and arm extended 
against the barbarian nations, until you send us the help that we desire.298 
 
In the same letter he iterates his call for papal help and reports that great 

discord has arisen among the barbarians and that it is time to strike. Christi-
anity will triumph if the pope sends help now. His own efforts as defender of 
Christianity he places in contrast to Boemundus of Tripoli and his allies in 
Antioch who conspire against Lewon with neighbouring Muslim rulers, first 
with “the most cruel” Rukn ad-Dīn, the Seljuq sultan ruling the lands to the 
north of Cilicia, and then with “the perfidious” aẓ-Ẓāhir Ghāzi, the sultan of 
Aleppo.299 In greater contrast still he places the Templars, who might not ally 
with the sultans above but whose very raison d’être should be the defence of 
the Christian faith. Obstinately they refuse to fight for the Cross as well as 
they disobey Lewon as their liege:  

[…] knowing that a huge army of pagans had been raised against us in war 
[the Templars] declined to hear us out in our contrite humility, instead they 
commanded the troop that they had sent to our realm to return. […] We sent 
for them again, praying that they should come to our kingdom for the love of 

 
298 “Precari autem et exhortari nos voluistis, ut contra conatus et violentias paganorum nos 
murum opponeremus ascendentibus ex adverso. Quod quidem qualiter hactenus fecerimus, 
vestre – prout credimus – non exstat incognitum paternitati; atque decetero pro lege nostra et 
defensione fidei christiane mandati vestra gratia fortitudinis nostre clipeum in manu forti et 
brachio extento contra barbaricas nationes opponemus, quousque desideratum subsidium 
nobis mittatis.” Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]. 
299 “Roconod(inus) crudelissimus”, Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]; “perfido soldano Alapie”, 8: 121 
[cxix]. 
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God and, if they did not like to go out with us against the pagans, at least they 
could in piety to God keep our realm which we had entrusted to them until our 
return. Persevering in their obstinacy they wanted to do neither this nor that, 
instead they cruelly left our kingdom to the teeth of wolves while we went out 
against the enemies of the Cross.300  
 
His accusations against the Templars go from bad to worse between his 

third and fourth letters, from refusing to fight for Christianity to shedding 
Christian blood, again in contrast to Lewon who says that he could have 
done so but would not: 

It happened on a night before the advent of the cardinal Petrus that we came 
with all of our army to lay claim on the heritage of our grandson and attack 
the lands of Antioch where justice was lacking and as it pleased the Lord we 
entered the walls of Antioch with brave hand and, if we had wished to extend 
our powerful hands to the shedding of Christian blood and the burning of the 
city, Antioch would have been taken but, moved by piety and fear of God and 
being compassionate and having misery on Christianity, we sent for the patri-
arch of Antioch and asked him to mediate for the peace that we wished for be-
tween us and the Antiochenes; and while peace was discussed, those Tem-
plars, who we honoured according to your prayers and commands and for 
whom we kept their possessions and holdings intact throughout the whole 
war, who we hoped to count as religious men and friends, not adversaries, 
they sharpened their teeth against us even though we had given no cause for 
distrust, they armed the towers, they threw weapons, they shot at our army 
within and outside of the walls of Antioch, they prepared their vexillum Bal-
zanum against us and, what is even worse, they shed Christian blood after the 
order of their religion had been put aside.301  

 
300 “scientes copiosum exercitum paganorum contra nos in bello esse coadunatum, in humili-
tate nostra contritum nos exaudire contempserunt, immo conventum, quem ad partes regni 
nostri direxerant, redire mandaverunt. […] Misimus iterum eis rogando, ut pro Dei amore in 
regnum nostrum venirent, et ex quo non placebat eis nobis cum contra paganos exire, saltem 
Dei pietate regnum nostrum usque ad redditum nostrum recommendatum haberent. Qui in 
obstinatione sua perseverantes neque hoc neque illud facere voluerunt, immo nobis exeunti-
bus contra crucis inimicos regnum nostrum luporum morsibus austeritate sua reliquerunt.” 
Regesta. 5: 42 [xliii]. 
301 “Contigerat igitur nocte quadam ante adventum ipsius P(etri) cardinalis cum omni exercitu 
nostro vindicantes hereditatem nepotis nostri partes Antioch(ie) defectu iustitie infestantes, 
sicut Domino placuit, infra muros Antioch(ie) in manu forti intravimus, et si ad effusionem 
christiani sanguinis et incendium ipsius civitatis manus potentie nostre extendere vellemus, 
urbs Antioch(e)na capta foret, sed pietate et Dei timore moti et christianitati miserando com-
patientes dominum patriarcham Antiochenum ad nos accersitum inter nos et Antiochen(os) 
rogavimus optate pacis esse mediatorem; et dum de pace tractaretur, ecce Templarii, quos 
precibus et mandatis vestris honorabamus et quibus in tota guerra deferebamus, salvatis pos-
sessionibus et tenimentis illorum, quos amicos non adversarios tamquam viros religiosos 
habere sperabamus, sine diffiducia facta contra nos dentes acuerunt, turres munierunt, arma 
excusserunt, exercitum nostrum intus et extra muros civitatis Antioch(ie) sagittaverunt, vexil-
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The vexillum Balzanum, also known as Bauçan, was the renowned war 

banner of the Templars which they would raise against the enemies of the 
Cross and die defending, white and black “since they were white and benign 
to the friends of Christ but black and terrible to [His] enemies”, as put by 
Jacques de Vitry, bishop of Acre from 1214.302 That Lewon points out the 
fact that they raised their sacred banner against him, a Christian king, is im-
portant, for he too had a sacred banner, one given to him by the pope him-
self, the vexillum Sancti Petri: 

With our messenger you also sent us the vexillum Sancti Petri in memory of 
the love of the apostolic see, and this we will always make sure to carry be-
fore us against the enemies of the Cross for the honour of the Roman 
church.303  
 
Three years passed between Lewon’s assurance that he would make good 

use of his banner and his condemnation of the Templars’ use of theirs but in 
comparing the two passages it is apparent that he understood the power of 
symbols and words. While he would raise his banner against the enemies of 
the Cross, the Templars raised theirs to shed Christian blood. The Templars 
and the kingdom of Armenia become polars opposites in Lewon’s letters and 
all of the attributes that should have singled out and brought glory to the 
Templars are taken away and instead applied to him and his Armenia, for it 
is he who risks everything and leaves his home open to attack in order to 
fight the enemies of the Cross, it is he who takes it upon himself to lead that 
struggle against the Muslims, it is he who brings his sacred banner against 
them and he refuses to shed the blood of other Christians. The Templars on 
the other hand shrink back from battle against the Muslims, they abandon 
those who go out to fight, they raise their sacred banner against Christians 
and they shed Christian blood. 

In his fourth and last letter Lewon yet again paints a striking image of his 
Armenia as chosen by the pope, writing:  

We, who by the grace of God and you have become your new plant at the time 
of your pontificate, wanting to produce sweet-smelling and delicious fruit to 

 
lum Balzanum contra nos paraverunt et, quod gravius est, christianum effuderunt sanguinem 
postposito religionis ordine.”, Regesta, 8: 121 [cxix]. 
302 “[…] eo quod Christi amicis candidi sunt et benigni, nigri autem et terribiles inimicis.” 
Jacques de Vitry, Historia orientalis, ed. by Jean Donnadieu (Turnhout: Brepols, 2008), p. 
264. William G. Perrin, British Flags: Their Early History and their Development at Sea 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 21.  
303 “Misistis autem nobis per eundem nuntium nostrum vexillum sancti Petri in memoria 
dilectionis sedis apostolice, quod semper ante nos portari contra inimicos crucis ad honorem 
sancte Romane ecclesiae faciemus.”, Regesta, 5: 42 [xliii]. 
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the honour of God and the holy Roman church, rush to the feet of your holi-
ness, bending our knees, to pray and beg of you […].304 
 
It might be that this picture was borrowed from Innocentius himself, who 

began his very first letter to the Armenians, addressed to Grigor, with the 
words: “since you are rooted in the Catholic faith”.305 Be that as it may, 
Lewon uses the same picture of Armenia as “your plant” twice again in the 
same letter, asking, or perhaps threatening, Innocentius not to “extirpate your 
new plant”. Yovhannēs did the same in the letter that he sent to accompany 
the afore-mentioned letter, asking Innocentius “not to indulge the presump-
tuous audacity of the Templars to the ruin of your new plant”.306 In fact 
Yovhannēs was the first of them to use the expression, when in 1201 he, still 
as archbishop, asked for a ring, a mitre and a pallium to be sent to the Arme-
nian Church “since we have become your new plant”.307 In addition to the 
items requested for the “new plant” Yovhannēs asked Innocentius to grant 
the same remission of sins that was granted to European crusaders to anyone 
fighting against the enemies of the Cross under king Lewon as well.  

Here is another interesting example of the Armenian leaders, in this case 
Yovhannēs, attempting to access new tools, both in the form of concrete 
objects like the pallium, and in the form of the remission of sins, the latter of 
great importance to the Armenian kingdom in its search for allies. The pope 
responded rather vaguely regarding the remission of sins, exhorting the 
katholikos to explain to the Armenian Church that they would gain the re-
mission of their sins if they spilled blood for the Cross.308 He did, however, 
send a pallium that Lewon and Yovhannēs alike thanked him for and seems 
to have made a great show of.309 

3.7 Conclusions 
Armenia was never fully isolated from Rome and ideas of Rome. They were 
part of the same Christianity, albeit far removed. There had been breaks, 

 
304 “Nos igitur, qui Dei et vestri gratia tempore pontificatus vestri nova sumus planta vestra 
facti, cupientes ad honorem Dei et sancte Romane ecclesie fructus odoriferos et suaves pro-
ducere, ad pedes sanctitatis vestre recurrimus flexis genibus rogantes et deprecantes”, 
Regesta, 8: 121 [cxix]. 
305 “Ex eo te radicatum in fide catholica”, Regesta, 2: 209 [ccxviii]. 
306 “[…] ne brachium presumptuose audacie Templariis largiamini in nove plante vestre per-
nitiem.”, Regesta, 8: 122 [cxx]. 
307 ”nova vestra planta effecti”, Regesta, 5: 46 [xlvii]. It is noteworthy that Yovhannēs as 
archbishop asked for the ring, mitre and pallium, instead of the katholikos, who did send a 
letter at the same time. This could be a further indication that Lewon and Yovhannēs were in 
control and that Yovhannēs expected to become katholikos soon. 
308 Regesta, 5: 47 [xlviii]; 5: 45 [xlvi]. 
309 Regesta, 8: 121 [cxix]; 8: 122 [cxx]. 
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most notably the Council of Chalcedon in 451, and over the centuries tradi-
tions, customs and stories had changed and evolved. Rome was never forgot-
ten among Armenians though, and when geopolitical factors as the south-
ward migrations into Cilicia and the coming of the crusades suddenly put 
Armenians and Latins in contact again those Armenians who wanted friend-
ly contact did not have to make up connections and commonly held beliefs 
and customs. There were items in the Armenian repertoire that could be 
picked up, brought into light, stressed and elaborated. 

The story of Constantine and Trdat was one such item. Having been 
passed down through the generations it was an ideal tool for those Armeni-
ans who for whatever reason wanted to strengthen the connection between 
Rome and Armenia. Nersēs Lambronac῾i made use of it as he held them up 
as models for the king both in his Letter to Lewon and in Lewon’s corona-
tion, but the most striking example is of course the Letter of Love and Con-
cord, whose anonymous author most likely worked for Lewon’s court.  

These are examples of conscious and careful manipulation of the reper-
toire, while other changes probably happened more spontaneously, or were 
driven by outside factors, such as the spread of Latin fashion and titles at the 
Armenian court. Even these changes could be exploited, such as when 
Nersēs Lambronac῾i used them to silence and ridicule those who opposed 
him or when Lewon extended his court to include more foreign vassals. 

Pogossian maintains that Lewon had imperial ambitions in having himself 
crowned but that is probably a misinterpretation of the Cilician Armenian 
repertoire as well as of Lewon’s actions. The Empire and matters imperial 
were integral parts of Byzantine and Western repertoires, as reflected most 
clearly in the hierarchies of titles in use. The same hierarchies were not pre-
sent in Armenian repertoires, whether ancient or in Cilicia at the close of the 
twelfth century. What Lewon did was that he navigated between and ex-
ploited the differences between the Western and Armenian repertoires, mak-
ing full use of them both for his purpose. Receiving the crown and blessing 
from the Holy Roman emperor and the pope he submitted according to their 
language and repertoire as a rex under an imperator, while among his own 
subjects he took the place of a t῾agawor beside a t῾agawor, just as Constan-
tine’s elevation of Trdat made Trdat his equal.  

The primary objective of Lewon was probably autonomy. He did after all 
receive a Byzantine crown as well, suggesting that he planned in all direc-
tions. That he did not pursue that relationship and direct the attention of the 
church in that direction was probably due to the fact that he realized that he 
had no use for the crumbling Byzantine Empire while he did have much use 
for his connection with the pope; in addition, the distance between the 
churches was much greater. Pursuing a closer relationship with the Byzan-
tine Empire would also have proven more difficult since items of the Byzan-
tine repertoire had not lately been imported into the Armenian at all as much 
as Western items. Judging from the Letter of Love and Concord and other 



106 

related texts as well as Lewon’s expansive policies it is probable that he did 
seek to fill a void left by the Byzantine empire as the most powerful Chris-
tian ruler of the East, but it would be misleading to call that ambition imperi-
al, for he did not seek to become Roman emperor. His vision, and the ideal 
order of the Armenian repertoire of his time, seems rather to have been one 
of concord, of united and parallel powers in the East and West: Trdat in the 
East and Constantine in the West, Grigor the Illuminator in the East and 
Sylvester in the West, the Armenian t῾agawor in the East and the Holy Ro-
man t῾agawor in the West, the Armenian katholikos in the East and the Ro-
man pope in the West, even St. Paul in the East and St. Peter in the West, as 
Nersēs Lambronac῾i acted as Paul’s heir while proclaiming Peter head of the 
apostles. 

These relationships seem to have been thought of as equal, even though 
the source was in the West. As Constantine shared his power with Trdat and 
as Peter shared his responsibility with Paul, so did Lewon and the Armenian 
katholikos ask the pope to treat the Armenian Church, letting it recognize the 
papal supremacy without being subjected to any western churches or offi-
cials. In the same way the Armenian Church acted in practice, refusing to 
submit to punishments put upon them by any ecclesiastical authorities other 
than the pope himself. 

Lewon was eager to delegate his troubles to the pope and the reason was 
probably two-fold. For one he likely had some hope that the pope would 
solve them to his satisfaction, something that did not always work out, but 
apart from that it seems that it was important for Lewon to make sure that 
the pope viewed him as lawful and righteous. The greater his success with 
the latter part, the greater his chance of success with the former would be. 
He made himself up to be a polar opposite of the Knights Templar, casting 
them down from their elevated position and taking their place, they who 
were supposed to be the the shock troops of Christianity. The champion of 
Christianity was instead Lewon himself, surrounded not only by Muslim 
enemies but by perfidious Christians who would ally with the Muslims or 
stab him in the back. He would not disgrace his sacred banner as the Tem-
plars disgraced theirs, but use this gift from the pope to bring glory to Chris-
tianity. 

While Lewon did not always abide by the word of the pope (he did after 
all attack Antioch without the pope’s blessing), he always made sure to pro-
fess his perfect obedience and seemingly to follow all rules and procedures, 
even when he did not. A good example is the above-mentioned Armenian 
failure to submit to excommunication, for which decision he reasoned most 
eloquently. Despite being new to the Roman Christian fold, Lewon wanted 
no one to doubt the fact that he and his subjects were as good as any Latins. 
Better in fact they were according to him, at least better than those of Anti-
och and Tripoli. 
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Most of the themes found in the Armenian contexts are absent from the 
letters to Innocentius. Some of them are hinted at, such as the attempts to 
make the Armenian Church independent of all authorities except the pope, 
but there are no attempts to explain Armenian concepts or ideas. This testi-
fies to political smartness on behalf of Lewon and the Armenian leadership. 
They knew when to use what repertoire and which tools they would have use 
of in what situations. Where there was common ground, they could exploit 
it, as when Grigor underscored the apostle Paul’s background in Tarsus, but 
no one tried to impress the pope with stories of Trdat.310  

Lewon’s skill at reasoning with the pope and at presenting convincing ar-
guments and striking rhetorical figures in the letters is remarkable and hints 
at the existence of people well-versed in the Roman repertoire in Lewon’s 
circle. One of them was probably the archbishop and later katholikos 
Yovhannēs but there may have been others as well. Even though there are no 
details regarding the matter it is apparent that the legacy of the foreign learn-
ing of Nersēs Lambronac῾i lived on after his death. His plant had indeed 
taken root as surely as the new plant of the Papacy. 

 

 
310 Regesta, 5: 44 [xlv]. Paul’s origin in Tarsus was of course common knowledge among 
Latins but it was very uncommon to articulate it or to give him attributes such as the “Tar-
sean”. 
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Chapter Four: Caloiohannes the Vlach 
Becoming Bulgarian Emperor 

Emperor Caloiohannes of Bulgaria is the most elusive of the three protago-
nists of this study, although known by a host of different names. I use Caloi-
ohannes, for that was the name under which he presented himself, whether in 
this Latin form, that is by far the most commonly found, or as a Slavic Ka-
loianŭ. Apart from that we encounter many different forms and derivations 
of John: Jehans, Johannis and Iannitius to name a few. Details of his life are 
exceedingly sparse. There are no parents, no date or even tentative year of 
birth. He seems to have been the youngest of three brothers, he spent some 
time as a hostage in Constantinople. In late 1197 he succeeded his brothers 
and took control of a powerful and newly founded realm in the Balkans, 
fighting fierce and mostly successful wars against most of his neighbours at 
one time or another until he eventually died during a siege of Adrianople in 
1207.  

The realm over which he claimed the title of emperor is also in many 
ways elusive. Today it is commonly known as “The Second Bulgarian Em-
pire” though Caloiohannes himself as well as his brothers were always called 
Vlachs. His subjects too were known by many names: Bulgarians, Vlachs, 
Mysians, not to mention the Scyths or Cumans fighting under his command. 
This multitude of names has given rise to many historiographical conflicts 
from the nineteenth century until today, mainly among Bulgarian and Roma-
nian scholars, each claiming parts of the legacy of this famed empire for 
themselves. 

The focus of most of these conflicts has been the much-debated word 
Vlach, and that word will play a central role in this study too, along with all 
of those mentioned above. I have no interest in legacies or later claims, this 
study will not attempt to sort people or draw lines of continuity. I will there-
fore approach these names as ideas and concepts, as categories applied and 
used to achieve different goals. Rather than delving into questions of in 
which isolated valley this particular dialect might have survived or under 
which circumstances that particular group of people may have kept a collec-
tive identity, I ask for what purpose a particular category was used as well as 
who used it, and, in addition, what uses, meanings and connotations it had in 
the age under discussion. Being the most debated and difficult term, Vlach 
will receive the lengthiest treatment. That is not to suggest that others are 
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uncomplicated. That a word such as Bulgarian seems more familiar to a 
modern reader should not suggest that it meant the same thing at the dawn of 
the thirteenth century as it does today. 

This chapter is divided into seven sections. The first presents some of the 
research on the Second Bulgarian Empire and Caloiohannes, as well as 
touching upon the conflicts and controversies surrounding the topic. The 
second section presents a historical context to the new empire, surveying the 
political, military and economic situation in the Balkans until the Vlach up-
risings started in 1185. The third and longest section is devoted to under-
standing the use of the category of Vlach with additional discussions regard-
ing the other terms mentioned above, while the fourth discusses how the idea 
of empire appeared in the Balkans, especially that of a Bulgarian empire and 
the legacy of the former empire of Bulgaria. The fifth section examines the 
early phase of the Vlach rebellions under Petros and Asan, the older brothers 
of Caloiohannes, while the sixth is devoted to him and his correspondence 
with the pope Innocentius, wherein Caloiohannes states his claims and his 
intents towards the Papacy, leading up to the concluding remarks of section 
seven. 

4.1 Historiography of the Founding of the Second 
Bulgarian Empire 
Much of the research on the emergence of the Second Bulgarian Empire has 
for centuries to a high degree consisted of a tug-of-war between Bulgarian 
and Romanian scholars regarding the ethnic make-up and background of the 
empire and its founders, with scholars of other origins sometimes taking one 
side or the other or trying to attack the problem from different angles. Nota-
ble in this regard are some Hungarian scholars striving to negate any roma-
nian-ness of the Vlachs of Bulgaria in order to negate the romanian-ness of 
the Vlachs of Transylvania, thus declaring Romanian claims to Transylvania 
void and making contemporary political dynamite out of historical contro-
versy.311 While the Bulgaro-Romanian conflict seems to have had more to do 

 
311 A recent example of the heated tone that can sometimes be observed is found in an ex-
change of articles between Florin Curta and István Vásáry in The Medieval Review following 
Curta’s rather scathing review of Vásáry’s book Cumans and Tatars: Oriental Military in the 
Pre-Ottoman Balkans, 1183–1365 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). Florin 
Curta, review of István Vásáry, Cumans and Tatars, The Medieval Review (2006) 
<https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/tmr/article/view/16062>; István Vásáry, 
‘Response to Florin Curta’s Review of Cumans and Tatars’, The Medieval Review (2006) 
<https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/tmr/article/view/16130>; Florin Curta, ‘Re-
sponse to István Vásáry’s Response to Curta’s Review of Cumans and Tatars’, The Medieval 
Review (2006) <https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/tmr/article/view/16134> 
[accessed 11 November 2020]. Compared to the afore-mentioned Hungarian scholars, 
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with national prestige than actual politics, some scholarly conclusions have 
sometimes led to political implications. One example is to be found in the 
French diplomat Victor Bérard who in the late nineteenth century would 
grant the modern Vlachs/Aromanians of the southwestern Balkans historical 
claims on Macedonia on the basis of medieval history and the Second Bul-
garian Empire which was “en effet valaque”, 312 another in the polemic of the 
interwar era between Vasil Zlatarski and Nicolae Iorga and their followers, 
often used to justify possession of the region of Dobruja (now split between 
Romania and Bulgaria).313 

A thorough survey of this historiography was published by Alexandru 
Madgearu as late as in 2017 so I will not delve into all details, referring the 
interested reader to his work.314 This portion of the chapter will instead delve 
into some strands and themes that are of interest to this study and then pre-
sent the perspectives that will be used and studied in this chapter. 

Setting the political implications aside, the debates between Zlatarski, 
Iorga and their followers regarded matters of interest. Summarized in short, 
the Bulgarian position was that the area of the former (first) Bulgarian em-
pire remained a cohesive unit after the Byzantine conquest in 1018 and that 
the Bulgarians were always rebellious and reluctant subjects until the for-
mation of the second empire in the late twelfth century. References to Vlachs 
were either omitted or interpreted as referring to Bulgarians. The Romanian 
position was on the other hand that Byzantium divided the conquered Bul-
garia into two administrative units, Bulgaria to the west and Paristrion to the 
east, the latter of which was ruled by Vlach chieftains, Vlachs being equated 
with early Romanians. American historian Robert Lee Wolff accepted the 
Romanian position of the division but not that of the Vlach chieftains, he 

 
Vásáry’s stance on Vlachs was quite moderate, making the following debate a testament to 
the sensitivity of the issue. 
312 Victor Bérard, La Turquie et l’hellenisme contemporain (Paris 1897, 3rd ed.), pp. 241–
263.  
313 See e.g. Nicolae Iorga, ‘Les premières cristallisations d’état des Roumains’, Bulletin de la 
Section Historique. Académie Roumaine, 5–8 (1920), 33–46; Nicolae Bănescu, ‘O problemă 
de istorie medievală: crearea și caracterul statului Asăneștilor’, Analele Academiei Române. 
Memoriile Secțiunii Istorice, București, 25 (1943), 543–590; Nicolae Bănescu, ’La “Roma 
nuova” alle foci del Danubio’, L’Europa Orientale, 3 (1923), 580–585; Vasil Zlatarski, 
Istorija na Bălgarskata dăržava prez srednite vekove, tom III. Vtoro bălgarsko tsarcvo. 
Bălgarija pri Asănevci (1187–1280) (Sofia, 1940); Petăr Mutavčiev, Bulgares et Roumains 
dans l’histoire des pays danubiens (Sofia, 1932). For a discussion on the conflict, see Robert 
Lee Wolff, ‘The “Second Bulgarian Empire.” Its Origin and History to 1204’, Speculum, 24 
(1949), 167–206 (pp. 174–179). 
314 Alexandru Madgearu, The Asanids: The Political and Military History of the Second Bul-
garian Empire (1185–1280) (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2017). Originally published as Asănești. 
Istoria politico-militară a statului dinastiei Asan (1185–1280) (Târgoviște: Editura Cetatea de 
Scaun, 2014). 
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also demonstrated that there was relatively little unrest in these provinces 
before the uprisings of 1185.315 

In the 1960s marxist interpretations became fashionable and the common 
class interest of the oppressed Vlachs and Bulgarians against the imperialist 
Byzantines was stressed by Romanian scholars as Ștefan Ștefanescu and 
even some Bulgarians as Borislav Primov, although the older position was 
generally maintained in Bulgaria albeit with new theories, for example that it 
was Innocentius III that started calling Caloiohannes Vlach as a way of tying 
him to Rome, in this case implying that Vlach did mean Romanian.316 

Paul Stephenson refutes both nationalistic and Marxist interpretations of 
the Vlach rebellions in his work Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier, referenced in 
chapter one. He reinforces Wolff’s point that there had been relatively little 
unrest in the former Bulgarian regions, nothing to suggest a perpetual en-
deavour to cast off a foreign or imperialist yoke, instead pointing at the new 
taxation policies of the 1180s as the immediate cause for rebellion and the 
old stories and traditions of a Bulgarian empire as a cause for the appearance 
of a Bulgarian empire at the end of the rebellion.317 

Francesco Dall’Aglio, an Italian scholar active in Bulgaria, has published 
several studies lately on the Second Bulgarian Empire. He develops Ste-
phenson’s conclusion that the rebels drew on the Bulgarian tradition, what-
ever origins they might have had, emphasizing the multiethnic character of 
the emergent empire, which he maintains was held together by common 
religious practices and the references to the prestigious Bulgarian history.318 

As for Madgearu, whose historiographical survey has been referenced 
above, he takes a rather traditional Romanian position on the issue. It is wor-
thy of note that his book, The Asanids: the political and military history of 
the second Bulgarian Empire (1185–1280), published in Brill’s series East 
Central and Eastern Europe in the Middle Ages, 450–1450, edited by Florin 
Curta, was first published in Romanian under the title Asănești. Istoria 
politico-militară a statului dinastiei Asan (1185–1280), which literally 
translates to The Asanids: the political and military history of the state of the 
dynasty of Asan (1185–1280). The word Bulgarian did thus not even figure 

 
315 Wolff, pp. 175–178. 
316 Ștefan Ștefanescu, ‘Legături româno-bulgare în prima jumătate a secolului al xiii-lea’, in 
Omagiu lui P. Constantinescu-Iași cu prilejul împlinirii a 70 ani, ed. by Emil Condurachi and 
others (Bucharest: Editura Academiei Republicii Populare Romîne, 1965), pp. 223–228; 
Borislav Primov, ‘Crearea celui de-al doilea țarat bulgar și participarea vlahilor’, in Relații 
româno-bulgare de-a lungul veacurilor (sec XII-IX), vol 1, ed. by M. Berza (Bucharest: 
Editura Academiei Republicii Socialiste România, 1971), pp. 9–56. See Madgearu 2017 pp. 
21–23. 
317 Stephenson, pp. 289, 293–294. 
318 Francesco Dall’Aglio, ‘Shifting Capitals and Shifting Identities: Pliska, Preslav, Тărnovo 
and the Self-Perception of a medieval nation’, Bulgaria Medievalis, 2 (2011), 587–601 (pp. 
599–600). 
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in the original title of this work on the Second Bulgarian Empire, which is 
rather indicative of Madgearu’s stance, that the empire was founded by 
Vlachs and that Vlachs are Romanians. He even goes as far as claiming that 
Caloiohannes’s imperial title was legitimized and based upon the Roman 
origin of the Vlachs, and that this continuity was the reason why 
Caloiohannes turned to Rome and Catholicism in search of an ally. That the 
empire was later named Bulgarian was according to Madgearu due to the 
Bulgarians of the area having a stronger state tradition and legitimacy at a 
later stage being claimed from the First Bulgarian Empire of old.319 

4.2 The Situation in the Balkans prior to 1185 
This part consists of a short survey of the situation in the regions of the for-
mer Bulgarian empire and its surroundings after the collapse in 1018 up to 
the outbreak of rebellion among the Vlachs in the 1180s. Rather than a thor-
ough analysis this is intended as a backdrop for the discussions to come and 
will briefly outline how these parts of the Balkans were organized under 
Byzantine rule as well as say something, when possible, about those who 
lived there and their ways of life. 

At the outset it is important to keep in mind that Bulgaria had been close 
to Byzantium even before the fall of the first empire. They kept the same 
Orthodox faith and much of the Bulgarian administration was inspired by 
Byzantium. Furthermore, the very imperial title that the Bulgarian rulers 
used was officially acknowledged in Byzantium, as evidenced in Porphyrog-
ennētos’s Book of Ceremonies, wherein the Bulgarian emperor is named 
spiritual son of the Byzantine emperor.320 The defeat of the last remains of 
the Bulgarian empire in 1018 might have led to the end of a particular inde-
pendent centre of power, but changes beyond that need not have been very 
radical. It did lead to the establishment of the Danube as Byzantium’s north-
ern frontier once again, but the Byzantine victory and dominion rested upon 
the support of local warlords, and it was to a high degree through proxies 
that the Byzantine emperors would rule.321 While the Bulgarian Patriarchate 
was dismantled, an autocephalous archbishop of Bulgaria would remain, 
with his base in Ohrid; it was also to the regions around Ohrid and Skopje 
(the seat of the stratēgos autokratōr, the senior military administrator of 
Bulgaria) that the name Bulgaria would mainly refer, rather than to the old 
Bulgarian heartlands further to the east around Preslav and Pliska, which 
came to be known as Paristrion or Paradounavon (see map 3). The Romanian 

 
319 Madgearu 2017, pp. 283–384. 
320 Kōnstantinos Porphyrogennētos, De cerimoniis aulae Byzantinae libri duo, ed. by Johann 
Jakob Reiske, 2 vols (Bonn: Weber, 1829–1830), 1 (1829), p. 690. 
321 Stephenson, pp. 74–75, 79–80. 
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idea from the interwar era that the first Bulgarian Empire was divided into 
two has thus been proven correct many times afterwards, although there is 
nothing to suggest that this Byzantine administrative division had anything 
to do with the two regions having been inhabited by two distinct ethnic 
groups.322 

That the Bulgarian archbishop remained autocephalous was probably a 
move to appease the locals and secure a stable rule, as was the lavish treat-
ment of the local elites and the decision to levy taxes in kind rather than 
cash; the new territories were further secured through the construction of 
new fortifications in key locations.323 Even though there were occasional 
rebellions throughout the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Byzantine rule 
seems to have run quite smoothly in the newly conquered regions. A bigger 
challenge was posed by the Pechenegs. 

While nomads named Pechenegs, Sarmatians or Scyths324 in the sources 
had lived on the plains north of the Black Sea and made inroads across the 
Danube since the ninth century many moved to the regions north of the Dan-
ube and started to make regular incursions across the river into Paristrion in 
the early eleventh. The Byzantines responded by increasing their fortifica-
tions but also by intensifying trade in the Paristrion, thus providing the no-
mads with a peaceful way to receive what they wanted.325 This worked for a 
while but conflict with other nomads (Uzes) as well as internal battles led to 
Pechenegs crossing the river; some of them settled on the plains of Paristrion 
while others were settled in Bulgaria along the road between Triaditza and 
Niš, their leaders being given Byzantine ranks and commands in a Byzantine 
effort to maintain control.326 The worst clashes occurred between the 1050s 
and 1091, when a huge army of Pechenegs was defeated after having 
reached as far south as Thrace, after which they more or less disappear from 
the sources. Before being defeated, however, Pechenegs dominated Paristri-
on for about two decades.327 A huge incursion of nomad Cumans was re-
pelled soon after the battle with the Pechenegs and throughout the twelfth 
century there would be sporadic raids in Paristrion, but on the whole it re-
mained relatively calm and the markets by the river thrived.328 

 
322 Wolff, p. 175; Stephenson, pp. 77–78. 
323 Florin Curta, Southeastern Europe in the Middle Ages 500–1250 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), p. 281; Stephenson, p. 77. 
324 Sarmatians and Scyths being classicizing terms. This classicizing practice will be dis-
cussed later in this chapter. 
325 Stephenson, pp. 84–86. 
326 Iōannēs Skylitzēs, Synopsis historiarum, ed. by Hans Thurn (Berlin; New York: De Gruy-
ter, 1973), p. 455–457, 465; Stephenson, pp. 90–91; Victor Spinei, The Romanians and the 
Turkic Nomads North of the Danube Delta from the Tenth to the Mid-Thirteenth Century 
(Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2009), pp. 107–108. 
327 Stephenson, pp. 98–103. 
328 Stephenson, pp. 105–107. 
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Of more interest is how much of an imprint these nomads left in Paristri-
on and Bulgaria, the violent and bloody wars aside, for the disappearance in 
the sources of a category such as Pecheneg need not mean that the persons 
who had been categorized as such disappeared. The plains of Paristrion suit-
ed itself well to the lifestyle of the nomads from the steppes and had from 
ancient times been used both as a highway for plundering forces to reach 
Thrace and Constantinople and as a place for nomads to found new settle-
ments, most notably the Bulgars in the seventh century but also these 
Pechenegs in the eleventh, who sometimes mixed with the locals, and in 
some instances were christianized.329 The lowlands of the Balkans also 
stretched southwards towards Thrace and westwards between the Danube 
and the Stara Planina to the lowlands of Macedonia and northern Hellas, 
bordered by lesser mountain ranges but quite easily accessible.330 What can 
be said of nomadic movements and settlements in these areas in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries? Not very much, unfortunately, but some information 
can be gleaned from studies of written sources together with archaeology. 

While using archaeology as a tool to define and delimit ethnicity and cul-
ture has been criticized lately,331 and justly so, it is reasonably easy to distin-
guish burial assemblages of nomadic peoples from those of sedentary popu-
lations, mainly through parallels with the steppes of Central Asia and 
through the remains of horses in the burials. Nothing precise will be gained 
from these finds, whether we are dealing with Pechenegs, Cumans or others, 
or how many they were, but we get an indication of if and where nomads 
were to be found south of the Danube in the eleventh to twelfth centuries. 
Based on these finds there was a nomadic presence throughout Paristrion as 
far south as Thrace and further west towards Macedonia.332 Finds of typical 
nomadic weaponry about the forts of the Danube also indicate that the Byz-
antine fortifications there were mainly manned by auxiliary nomads, at least 
throughout the eleventh century.333 

The written sources do not provide us with many details either but can 
help further in sketching a rough picture. Besides the reports of masses set-

 
329 The sources do not provide us with as many details as we would have liked but some 
interesting thoughts on the nomads and so-called mixobarbaroi have been provided by Hélène 
Ahrweiler and Paul Stephenson: Hélène Ahrweiler, ‘Byzantine Concepts of the Foreigner: 
The Case of the Nomads’, in Studies on the Internal Diaspora of the Byzantine Empire, ed. by 
Hélène Ahrweiler and Angeliki E. Laïou (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 
pp. 13–14; Stephenson, pp. 111–112. 
330 Obolensky, pp. 27–31. Cf. Michaēl Attaleiatēs, stating that the Pechenegs who had settled 
in Paristrion “brought with them the Scythian life”, referring to the nomadic lifestyle of the 
steppes of “Scythia”: Michaēl Attaleiatēs, Historia, ed. by Inmaculada Pérez Martín (Madrid: 
Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 2002), p. 203–205. 
331 E.g. Sebastian Brather, Ethnische Interpretationen in der Frügeschichtlichen Archäologie. 
Geschichte, Grundlagen und Alternativen (Berlin; New York: De Gruyter, 2004). 
332 Spinei, pp. 289–294. 
333 Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 296. 
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tling in Paristrion the chronicler Iōannēs Zonaras, in relating the defeat of the 
Pechenegs, reports that a multitude of Pechenegs with their wives and chil-
dren settled down in Moglena and were called Moglenites.334 As early as 
1020 there is also a mention of “Turks” living around Vardar. Turk was an 
unspecific term in that age, referring to many kinds of nomads, not always 
Turkic. In the tenth century it most often referred to Magyars while in the 
eleventh it was used for Magyars still but also for the Turks of Anatolia as 
well as for nomads of the northern steppes in general.335 Who exactly these 
Turks were, Magyar or Turkic, is of less importance, but they show, together 
with the Moglenite Pechenegs, that nomads reached and settled regions far 
to the southwest. An account of the First Crusade also mentions Pechenegs, 
“who lived in Bulgaria”, attacking crusaders trying to cross the river Sava in 
1096, indicating that the Pechenegs who settled between Triaditza and Niš 
remained at least half a century later.336 Nomadic warriors in Bulgaria also 
appear in an account of the Second Crusade, where the Franks were harassed 
in 1147 by an immense multitude of Pechenegs and Cumans in the waste-
lands of Bulgaria.337 

This picture of a difference between nomads and a sedentary population 
suggested in the preceding sections should not be understood as a sharp di-
chotomy between two monolithic entities. Nomads and locals mixed in some 
instances, as suggested by terms like mixobarbaroi but more importantly 
there was no single sedentary population, as little as there was one sort of 
nomad. Most would have belonged to the Orthodox Church and spoken 
south Slavic dialects but far from all; big parts, especially of the urban popu-
lations, would have spoken Greek. Toponymics as well as later history sug-
gest the presence of speakers of proto-Romanian dialects.338 Written sources 
tell of many Armenians in Hellas, Macedonia (particularly in the above-
mentioned Moglena) and Thrace, especially around and in the city of Philip-

 
334 Iōannēs Zonaras, Epitome historiarum libri xviii, ed. by Theodor Büttner-Wobst (Bonn: 
Weber, 1897), pp. 740–741. This is the only time the word μογλενῖται (Moglenites) is found. 
335 Heinrich Gelzer, ’Ungedruckte und wenig bekannte Bistümerverzeichnisse der orientalis-
chen Kirche’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 2 (1893), 22–72 (p. 46). See e.g. Iōannēs Skylitzēs, 
Mich. IV, sect. 23; Michaēl Attaleiatēs, pp. 159–166; Michaēl Psellos, Orationes panegyri-
cae, ed. by George T. Dennis (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1994), no. 10; Michaēl Psellos, Poemata, 
ed. by Leendert G. Westerink (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1992), no. 19. Cf. The Oxford Dictionary of 
Byzantium, ed. by Alexander P. Kazhdan and others, 3 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1991), ‘Vardariotai’; Mark C. Bartusis, The Late Byzantine Army: Arms and Society 1204–
1453 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), pp. 271, 280. 
336 Albericus Aquensis, Historia hierosolymitanae expeditionis, ed. in Patrologia Latina = 
Patrologiae cursus completus: Series Latina, ed. by Jacques-Paul Migne, 221 vols (Paris, 
1844–1855), vol 166 (1854), cols 389–716 (col 395). 
337 Odo de Deogilo, Liber de itinere Ludovici VII regis Francorum in Terram Sanctam (Ex-
cerpta), ed. in Monumenta Germaniae Historica. Scriptores, 39 vols (Hannover: Hahnsche 
Buchhandlung, 1826–2009), 26 (1882), ed. by G. Waitz, pp. 59–73 (p. 65). 
338 Madgearu 2017, pp. 57–58. 
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popolis, many of them part of the heterodox Paulician movement.339 Another 
heterodox movement that had actually originated in Bulgaria in the tenth 
century and spread as far as to aristocratic circles of Constantinople in the 
early twelfth century was the Bogomils, who are curiously absent from most 
sources apart from Anna Komnēnē.340 There are also indications of big Jew-
ish communities in Macedonia and Bulgaria, especially in and around Thes-
salonica.341 There are furthermore indications of diversity in the rural popula-
tions, as suggested by the term Vlach and e.g. by Anna Komnēnē’s “bold 
men of the mountainous regions, who were possessed of warlike frenzy”.342 

It is apparent, as maintained by Stephenson and Wolff, that Byzantine 
Bulgaria and Paristrion were not subjected to a heavy “Byzantine yoke”, but 
rather became part of a diverse and highly heterogeneous Byzantine Balkan 
region. The church remained autocephalous while local elites and nomadic 
auxiliaries ruled and guarded the region. There was intense activity of north-
ern nomads, especially in the eleventh century, and many of them seem to 
have settled down within the empire and remained there. Their numbers are 
not clear, but we can be fairly sure that they spread far and wide throughout 
major parts of the southern and eastern Balkans. 

4.3 Problems of Vlachs and Ethnography in the Balkans 
As illustrated by the historiographical controversies mentioned above, mis-
conceptions, presentism and shallow understandings of the word Vlach have 
stood in the way for understanding the processes leading up to the formation 
of the Second Bulgarian Empire. As daunting as the task may seem, a thor-
ough examination and discussion of the use of the word Vlach and related 
terms, instead of an avoidance of such a messy and seemingly hopeless top-
ic, will provide keys to understanding the emergence of the Second Bulgari-
an Empire as well as to understanding how ethnic labels were used in this 
era, and how they ought to be handled by the scholars studying them. While 
one study will hardly put a stop to centuries of historiographical controversy 
I hope to find a way forward, following Rogers Brubaker, through looking at 
the word as a category rather than an ethnonym, not presuming the preexist-
ence of any discrete group of people connected to the category.343 Following 

 
339 Anna Komnēnē, Alexias, ed. by Athanasios Kambylis and Dieter R. Reinsch (Berlin; New 
York: De Gruyter, 2001), b. 14, ch. 8; Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 403; Garsoïan 1998, pp. 
57–58. 
340 Anna Komnēnē, b. 15, ch. 8–10.  
341 Alexandăr Matkovski, A History of the Jews in Macedonia, trans. by David Arney (Skopje: 
Macedonian Review Editions, 1982), pp. 29. 
342 Anna Komnēnē, b. 8, ch. 5. 
343 See section 1.3.1. 
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Florin Curta and Patrick Amory I will stress what use those who employed 
the word had for it and why they chose to use it.  

This study consists of several subsections. First is a discussion of the 
word in itself and some schools of thought connected to it, with possible 
etymologies and menings, most of whom will prove to be unlikely at best. 
Thereupon follows an examination of the use of Vlach in sources from the 
eleventh to the early thirteenth centuries in an attempt to find common 
meanings and connotations attached to this category. After that Vlach will be 
examined alongside some other categories together with which it often ap-
pears, such as Cuman and Bulgarian in order to find out how it was or was 
not differentiated from them. This will lead up to a tentative definition of the 
word, which will not prove to be very definite. 

4.3.1 Schools of Thought and Etymological Speculations 
The word Vlach is first encountered in the eleventh century but it does not 
become common until the late twelfth. Most occurrences, especially the ear-
ly, are in Greek, in the form βλάχοι, transliterated Vlachi according to con-
temporary pronunciation (Blachoi if following classical transliteration). 
Since there was no letter to represent the sound b in Medieval Greek the 
Greek β could, however, also be used to represent b in foreign words.344 This 
is important to bear in mind for when the word appears in Latin in the late 
twelfth and early thirteenth century it is mainly in the forms Blachi(i) and 
Blaci, while the French chronicles of the early thirteenth centuries have Blas 
or Blaks. There are also a number of Nordic sources of note here: a runic 
inscription from the eleventh century mentioning Blakumen as well as Ice-
landic texts of the thirteenth century mentioning Blökumannaland.345 Should 
the term under discussion thus be Blach rather than Vlach?  

An argument against this can be made from the so-called Russian Prima-
ry Chronicle, written in Kiev around 1113. The earliest manuscript (The 

 
344 Cf. Βουλγαρία [Voulgaria] for Bulgaria. 
345 Runinskrifter i Sverige, ed. by Sven B. F. Jansson, (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1984), 
p. 67; Heimskringla eða Sögur Noregs konunga Snorra Sturlusonar, ed. by N. Linder and K. 
A. Hagson, 3 vols (Uppsala: Schultz, 1869–1872), 2 (1869), p. 258. The Westnordic umlaut 
yields blökumenn (via blǫkumenn) from blakumenn. The Nordic blakumenn/blökumenn could 
be a variant of blámenn, a word that was often used to describe Africans and/or Muslims, but 
the Blökumannaland in Heimskringla is described as a region wherein the Byzantine emperor 
Alexios, with his Varangian guard, fights against a horde of pagans on the Pezinavöllu (the 
plains of the Pechenegs). This dovetails both with the time and context of the Vlach rebellions 
of the late twelfth century, suggesting that blökumenn does indeed refer to Vlachs, likely 
borrowed into the language by members of the Varangian guard. For more on blámenn, see 
Bjørn Brandlien, ‘Images of Muslims in Medieval Norway and Iceland’, in Fighting for the 
Faith: The Many Crusades, ed. by Kurt Villads Jensen, Carsten Selch Jensen and Janus 
Møller Jensen (Stockholm: Sällskapet Runica et mediævalia, Centre for Medieval Studies, 
Stockholm University, 2018), pp. 101–142. 



118 

Laurentian Codex), however, is from 1377 and the manuscript tradition is 
quite complicated, with both lacunas and additions from the supposed origi-
nal of 1113. Be that as it may, the wordforms volŭxva, volxomŭ, volxi and 
volŭxve appear in the earliest part of the chronicle, describing the years up to 
906 A.D., most of it in a far mythic past.346 The Hungarian scholar Mathias 
Gyóni is of the opinion that the name is actually used to describe Franks who 
had conquered Pannonia in the eighth century, before the Magyar invasion.347 
Alexandru Madgearu agrees, saying that the name could refer to Franks or 
even Welsh in one instance, and refers to something else than the Vlachs of 
other sources.348 The relationship of the Russian volŭxve with the term at 
hand could thus be a coincidental superficial similarity. 

The Latin use is not wholly consistent although it heavily favours b. Ex-
ceptions are found in one of the scribes copying the Historia de expeditione 
Friderici imperatoris who uses the form Flachi while Vlachi and Vlachia are 
found in two letters in the Regesta of Innocentius, not with any consistency 
though, appearing alongside Blachi as well as forms such as Uulgarorum for 
Bulgarians, suggesting a difficulty on the part of the Latin scribes in han-
dling the Greek letter β in words that they were not wholly familiar with.349 It 
is not until the middle of the fourteenth century, long past this study, in the 

 
346 Russian Primary Chronicle = Povest’, ed. by E. F. Karsky (Leningrad, 1926), cols 4, 6, 
25. 
347 Mathias Gyóni, ’Les Volochs des Annales primitives de Kiev’, Études slaves et 
roumaines, 2 (1949), 56–92 (pp. 82–92). 
348 Alexandru Madgearu, The Romanians in the Anonymous Gesta Hungarorum: Truth and 
Fiction (Cluj-Napoca: Romanian Cultural Institute, 2005), pp. 51–54. 
349 Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, ed. in Monumenta Germaniae Historica. 
Scriptores rerum Germanicarum. Nova series, 25 vols (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhand-
lung, 1922–2010), 5 (1928), ed. by A. Chroust, pp. 1–115 (pp. 28, 32–33, 35, 56); Regesta, 7: 
4; 7: 230. Those who translated between Greek and Latin in the papal curia were most often 
clergymen from Greek-speaking regions in southern Italy or Sicily, one of them Dominicus of 
Brindisi who was sent on the first embassy to Caloiohannes because of his ability to speak 
Greek. This fact would explain a lack of exposure to the word Vlach. Something similar may 
be true of the mention of “Vlachorum” as soldiers of the Byzantine emperor along with a host 
of other peoples in the eleventh century Annales barenses, written in a southern Italian Greek-
Latin milieu, where the oldest manuscript witness also has “Vulgarorum” for Bulgarians. See 
W. J. Churchill, ‘The Annales barenses and the Annales Lupi Protospatharii: Critical Edition 
and Commentary’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Toronto, Centre for Medieval 
Studies, 1979), p. 118, see also p. 56 regarding the dating of the mss. In this instance one 
should also mention the Prouincia Valachie (a form not found commonly until centuries later) 
that appears in a long list of regions in a letter of privilege from the Byzantine emperor to 
Venice in 1188. This too is in a Latin document that was translated from Greek, making the v 
a lectio facilior. One might also add that the edition is from the 1850s and that the editor in 
his preface called the part on geographical names in the Byzantine realm the most corrupt 
(“corruptissimam diplomatis partem nomina regni Byzantini geographica”). Urkunden zur 
älteren Handels- und Staatsgeschichte der Republik Venedig, ed. by Gottlieb Tafel and Georg 
Thomas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2012, [1st ed. 1856]), vol 1, pp. 246–278 
(Prouincia Valachie, p. 266). 
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Hungarian so-called Chronicon Budense that the form Vlachi is used con-
sistently.350 One might add the Hebrew form ןיזכלב  (blkz’n/vlḡz’n), used by 
Benjamin of Tudela, writing in the twelfth century, which seems to be a 
form of the word Vlach.351 The Hebrew ב, much as the Greek β, had devel-
oped from b to v in contemporary pronunciation but could be used to repre-
sent b in foreign words since no other letter covered that sound. In this in-
stance we cannot know. There is also an Armenian mention from the mid 
thirteenth century where it was spelled blax, again favouring a pronunciation 
with b.352 

Hence, while Vlach did become the commonly used form much later, 
most sources point to a pronunciation with b in the eleventh to thirteenth 
centuries, especially the French and Nordic sources, since their authors had 
most likely heard the word spoken but not read it, while the Latin scribes had 
more often transcribed written Greek. For the sake of ease and clarity in 
relation to earlier research I will keep using the spellings Vlach, Vlachs and 
Vlachia but in the etymological discussion that follows it will be important 
to bear in mind that it was in all likelihood pronounced blach.   

The origin of the word is obscure and a source of much speculation, the 
most common explanation being the Germanic root *walhaz, as found in 
adjectives as English Welsh, German Welsch and Swedish välsk. This 
*walhaz would have originated with the Celtic tribal name Volcae and there-
after have denoted someone who spoke a non-Germanic language, Celtic or 
Latin. This supposedly led to the word Vlach, denoting someone speaking 
proto-Romanian. This theory has several problems. First, the etymological 
road from *walhaz to Vlach/Blach makes little sense,353 but more important 
is a second objection. Even if we do accept that Goths, Gepids, Langobards 
or some other Germanic tribes brought the word to Eastern Europe and used 
it to denote speakers of a Romance language, there are some five centuries 
between a noteworthy Germanic presence and the first occurrences of the 
word. Also, while one could accept Slavic speakers borrowing a Germanic 
word to denote speakers of a Romance language (which could be the case 

 
350 Chronicon budense, ed. by Iosephus Podhradczky (Budapest: Typis Ioannis Gyurián & 
Martini Bagó, 1838). 
351 Benjamin of Tudela, The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela. Travels in the Middle Ages, ed. 
and trans. by Marcus N. Adler (Malibu: J. Simon, 1987 [1st ed. 1907]), p. גי . 
352 Vardan Arevelc῾i, ‘Extrait de son Histoire universelle’, in Recueil de historiens des cro-
isades. Documents arméniens, 2 vols (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale/Nationale, 1869–1906), 1 
(1869), pp. 434–443 (p. 440). 
353 The Gothic form would be *walhs while it would be rendered as *walh in the early West 
Germanic languages or *valhr in Norse. The road from there to welsch, welsh or välsk is 
straight via an umlaut turning a to e/ä. It could also work with the Russian volǔxve. The ǔ 
would have been inserted to preserve the Slavic open syllable structure while the change of 
short a to o occured in the Common Slavic period and can be observed in various Old Church 
Slavonic loanwords, such as korablǐ (karabel) or otǐcǐ (ata). This does not explain Vlach 
though, let alone Blach. 
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with the Russian volǔxve), there is no sensible reason why speakers of Greek 
would borrow a word for this, and there is no good evidence of Greeks bor-
rowing their Vlach from Slavic, since the Russian volǔxve, if it is related, is 
the only Slavic evidence that might be before the thirteenth century, making 
the road to a Greek blachi long indeed both geographically, temporally and 
linguistically.354  

Furthermore there is no reason to assume that the Greek writers of the 
eleventh to thirteenth centuries would recognize the proto-Romanian of that 
era as a Romance language, especially considering that it was not until the 
eighteenth century that Romanian scholars made the connection them-
selves.355 All sounds typical of Slavic languages exist in modern Romanian 
and most likely in the medieval as well, such as palatalized consonants, iota-
tion of initial e, the close central unrounded vowel (ы/â/î) and the common 
щ/șt.356 Since the earliest Romanian text, the so-called Neacșu’s letter, is as 
late as from 1521 there is not much that can be said about the Romanian of 
the eleventh to thirteenth centuries but that letter contains numerous Slavic 
phrases and formulas and despite later campaigns at reducing the number of 
words of Slavic origin in the language they still number some 10–15%.357 I 
am not trying to negate the fact of Romanian being a Romance language but 
I would not count on Byzantines with little or no knowledge of Latin or Ro-
mance languages recognizing it as such, or even as non-Slavic. Neither 
would I expect that Slavs living in those parts of the Balkans where Vlachs 
were to be found would have any idea of the relationship of Romanian with 
a Latin language of which most must have known nothing. The theory of 
Vlachs meaning speakers of proto-Romanian becomes even stranger when 
the Latin and French chronicles and letters of the Third and Fourth Crusades 
feature Vlachs heavily without any references to their language, which, if 

 
354 I should mention Letopis Popa Dukljania [Chronicle of the Priest of Duklja], ed. by. Ferdo 
Šišić (Belgrad-Zagreb: Srpska kraljevska akademija, 1928) here, which is sometimes used as 
a reference to the early history of the Vlachs (for example Curta, Southeastern Europe, p. 
281). While parts of the work may have origins in the twelfth century it is hard to know what 
to make of its “MoroVlachs”, unheard of elsewhere, since it is only available in Latin transla-
tions, the earliest of which is dated to 1601, and is full of inaccuracies and fictions.  
355 Iorgu Iordan, Istoria limbii române (Bucharest: Editura științifică și enciclopedică, 1983), 
p. 69–70. 
356 Also ч/c, з/z, ц/ț, ж/j, ш/ș, х/h and ъ/ă. 
357 Most of the Slavic influence upon Romanian, on phonetics as well as vocabulary, seems to 
have begun in the sixth century. After scholars in the eighteenth century found the Latin roots 
of Romanian, many attempts were initiated, especially in the nineteenth century, towards a 
romanization, and sometimes a general “modernization”, of the language, through Latin neo-
logisms as well as French and Italian loans, sometimes combined with attempts at purging 
words of Slavic origin. See Iordan, pp.  21–25, 33–34, 69–79, 95–96; Kim Schulte, ‘Loan-
words in Romanian’, in Loanwords in the World’s Languages: A Comparative Handbook, ed. 
by Martin Haspelmath and Uri Tadmor (Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 2009), pp. 230–259, p. 
243.  
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their speaking a Romance language was what defined them, ought to have 
seemed familiar; instead, the Vlachs of these sources are mostly as foreign 
and barbaric as those of the Byzantine texts, as will be seen later. 

There is another and radically different theory, mainly proposed by Hun-
garian scholars trying to discredit Romanian claims to Transylvania on the 
basis of early mentions of Vlachs. According to this theory the origin of the 
word Vlach is actually the Turkic tribal name Bulaq. The Bulaq tribe is to be 
found in Bashkiria (between the Volga and the Ural Mountains), close to 
where the early Bulgars came from, and would according to this theory have 
come to the Balkans along with the Bulgars in the seventh century. This is 
supposed to explain the close connection often seen between Vlachs and 
Bulgarians. A connection between the Vlachs of the Balkans and the Bulaq 
of Bashkiria is found in an account by a Franciscan ambassador to the Mon-
gols in the mid thirteenth century,358 but apart from that this theory suffers 
from the same problem as does the earlier one, the lack of mentions or any 
traces at all of this Bulaq tribe in the Balkans for some four centuries. One 
might also add that neither are the Bulaq of Bashkiria attested before the 
eleventh century. This theory is discussed in detail and forcefully rejected by 
Victor Spinei and Alexandru Madgearu.359 It does make more sense than the 
earlier one (especially from a linguistic point of view) but is still untenable 
due to the lack of evidence of a Bulaq migration to Europe. A Bulaq tribe 
arriving later, perhaps together with Pechenegs or those Cumans with whom 
the Vlachs are so often found, would be easier to explain but still impossible 
to prove. Thus, the only honest response to the question of the origin of the 
word Vlach is that we do not know. We do not know what it means and we 
do not know where it comes from, nor can we take for granted that there was 
any continuity between whatever origin it had and its meaning and use in the 
eleventh to thirteenth centuries. What we do know is that in the eleventh 
century certain persons started using the word Vlach to describe certain other 
persons in the Balkans. I will therefore turn to what the sources on the matter 
actually say. 

4.3.2 Vlachs South of the Danube 
In 1020, soon after the collapse of the Bulgarian empire, a document de-
scribing the archdiocese of Ohrid and its extent was drawn up by the order of 
the Byzantine emperor, detailing how it should be organized henceforth, at 
the end of which those who live in the mountains of Bulgaria are mentioned, 
along with an exhortation that they as well should be subject to the Bulgarian 

 
358 ‘Itinerarium Willelmi de Rubruc’, in Sinica franciscana. I: itinera et relationes Fratrum 
Minorum saeculi XIII et XIV, ed. by, Anastasius van den Wyngaert (Florence: Collegium S. 
Bonaventurae, 1929), pp. 164–332 (p. 219). 
359 Spinei, pp. 76–80; Madgearu 2005, pp. 30–31. 
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archbishop and to the military commanders in Bulgaria. In this context the 
document mentions “the Vlachs in all Bulgaria” and “the Turks around Var-
dar”.360 No further information is given, it is rather their otherness that sets 
them apart, since they were “the rest” (λοιπαί), “were left remaining” 
(ὑπολείφθησαν) and “because of oblivion invisible” (διὰ λήθην μὴ 
ἐμφανισθείσαι).   

The historian Geōrgios Kedrēnos, in the 1050s, mentions Vlachs who lay 
siege to the town Serres, also without giving further details.361 However, in 
the Stratēgikon of Kekaumenos, a work from the 1070s with advice on war-
fare and management of public and domestic affairs in Byzantium, some 
more interesting pieces of information are given. There they are living in the 
mountains of Bulgaria, upon the highest and coldest of which they keep their 
herds and families during the summer.362 He further relates that they used to 
live between the Danube and the Sava, but now they are to be found in the 
whole of Epiros and Macedonia, but most of them in Hellas. According to 
him they fought the Roman emperors already under their king Dekabalos 
(Decebalus, 87–106 A.D.), when they were known as Dacians and Bessi.363  

Nikētas Chōniatēs, who by far makes the most extensive use of the term, 
has a similar theory of their origin. In presenting them as barbarians living 
close to Mount Haimos (Stara Planina) he states that they “were formerly 
known as Mysians but are now called Vlachs”.364 He also uses the word My-
sian interchangeably with Vlach throughout his text.365 The reference is to 
the Moesia of Antiquity, situated between the Stara Planina and the Danube, 
which roughly resembles the province of Paristrion. It is also worthy of men-
tion, in the light of what will follow, that he states their casus belli against 
the Byzantines as the taking of their livestock.366 Chōniatēs is the only one 
who mentions any language of the Vlachs, albeit not in detail and not as a 
way of identifying them. Once a prisoner is said to speak the “dialect of the 
Vlachs”, elsewhere he mentions a leader of theirs speaking a barbarian lan-
guage, not specifying which, and in another instance he calls them 
ἀλλοθρόους.367 Magoulias translates that as “men of strange speech”. It 
might also simply mean that they are foreign, which is how he seems to use 

 
360 Gelzer, p. 46.  
361 Geōrgios Kedrēnos, Synopsis historion, ed. in Georgius Cedrenus Ioannis Scylitzae ope, 
ed. by Immanuel Bekker, 2 vols (Bonn: Weber, 1838–1839), 2 (1839), p. 435. 
362 Kekaumenos, Raccomandazioni e consigli di un galantuomo: Stratēgikon, ed. by Maria 
Dora Spadaro (Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 1998), ch. 4, sect. 175. 
363 Kekaumenos, ch. 4, sect. 187. 
364 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 368. 
365 It is apparent that he uses the two words to categorize the same persons but there is a slight 
difference in how he identifies them, Mysian mainly being used when describing them as a 
political or regional unit while Vlach mainly refers to them as warriors. Vlachs is by far the 
most common of the two, with 46 uses against 15. 
366 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 368. 
367 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 468, 508, 430. 
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it elsewhere in the text.368 In any case there is no mention of what language 
they spoke. 

Iōannēs Kinnamos, chronicling Byzantine history from 1118–1176, tells 
of a Byzantine commander leading a big force of Vlachs, “who are said to be 
colonists of old from those in Italy”.369 This could suggest a Latin connection 
but again he makes no mention of their language. Also, we have to keep in 
mind the big number of Greeks in southern Italy, which in a Byzantine con-
text is quite likely to be the region these colonists (ἄποικοι) came from. Fur-
ther, even if presuming a Romance Italian origin we must keep in mind that 
if their Romance language or coming from Italy was what defined them, he 
could have called them italiotai or italoi, words that he used elsewhere.370 
Instead he calls them Vlachs, which suggests another kind of categorization 
of this force, even though he mentions a background in Italy. 

Anna Komnēnē, in her panegyric history of her father Alexios I Kom-
nēnos, classicizingly mentions Dacians living by Mount Haimos (Stara Pla-
nina), but she does not identifiy them with Vlachs.371 Elsewhere in her chron-
icle Dacians refer to Hungarians.372 She does, however, mention Vlachs help-
ing Cumans to navigate the passes of Stara Planina, she also mentions a 
Vlach village named Exevan (Ἐξεβάν), situated by Mount Kissavos (Ossa), 
close to Larissa.373 Furthermore, she relates that the emperor ordered the 
recruitment of soldiers among the Bulgarians and among those who lead a 
nomadic life, who “the common dialect there calls Vlachs”.374 Which lan-
guage the κοινὴ διάλεκτος refers to is not clear and it is equally clear that she 
is not familiar with any meaning of the word. To her it is their way of life as 
nomads that sets them apart. We should also note that all other mentions of 
nomads in her work (four in all) refer to so-called Scyths, a word by which 
she describes the nomads living north of the Danube.375  

There are several other reports of Vlachs defined by a way of life. In an 
account from the Lavra monastery in the 1180s Vlachs are characterized as 

 
368 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 34, 319. 
369 Iōannēs Kinnamos, Epitome rerum ab Ioanne et Alexio Comnenis gestarum, ed. by August 
Meineke (Bonn: Weber, 1836), p. 260. 
370 Cf. Antonios Risos, ‘The Vlachs of Larissa in the 10th Century’, Byzantinoslavica, 51 
(1990), 202–207. Risos uses one mention of italiotai in a miracle of Dēmētrios as proof that 
the Vlachs of Kinnamos were indeed Italians who had moved to Greece. While not ruling out 
the possibility of the Vlachs of Kinnamos being, at least in part, descendants of Risos’ itali-
otai I find that single mention, especially in its fantastical context, a bit too weak as proof of 
anything and I find no reason to anachronistically call those italiotai of the tenth century 
Vlachs, as he does. 
371 Anna Komnēnē, book 14, ch. 8. 
372 Anna Komnēnē, eg. book 14, ch. 8; b. 3, ch. 8; b. 7, ch. 1.  
373 Anna Komnēnē, book 10, ch. 3; b. 5, ch. 5.  
374 Anna Komnēnē, book 8, ch. 3. 
375 Anna Komnēnē, book 6, ch. 13; b. 14, ch. 7–8. 
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shepherds living in Moglena,376 where incidentally a multitude of Pechenegs 
had settled down before. In the archives of Mount Athos a summary of let-
ters written between Alexios I Komnēnos and the patriarch Nikolaos III of 
Constantinople (1084–1111) is found, wherein Vlachs are described as 
shepherds, among much else. The monks of Athos were apparently very 
concerned about the Vlachs living nearby, telling about their hedonistic way 
of life and diabolical drunkenness. They seem to have been especially con-
cerned, mentioning it thrice, of the fact that the Vlachs also let their women 
work as shepherds. The Devil had entered into the hearts of the Vlachs and 
had found useful instruments in them. They are furthermore characterized as 
unholy (ἀνόσιοι) and must be expelled from Athos.377 

This leads to another streak in the accounts of the Vlachs, that of their 
savage and untrustworthy nature. Kekaumenos warns his reader against ever 
trusting the Vlachs if they say that they serve God, profess to be your allies 
or swear oaths to you, after having related that they are faithless (ἄπιστον) 
and perverse (διεστραμμένον), that they do not have faith in God or the em-
peror, and that they lie and steal.378 Chōniatēs frequently refers to them as 
barbarians and calls them workers of unholy deeds (ἀνοσιουργοί) and foul 
(μιαροί), also comparing them with the swine possessed of demons in the 
Gospels.379 Another witness is the Jewish traveller Benjamin of Tudela who 
describes Vlachs briefly in his itinerary from 1165. He travels through a 
Vlachia in Pthiotis, describing Vlachs as being altogether lawless, sweeping 
down from the mountains to ravage Hellas; no one can meet them in battle 
and no king can rule them. He also says that they do not keep the Christian 
faith and give themselves Jewish names, calling Jews their brethren.380 There 

 
376 ’Prostaxis Andronici I Comneni (a. 1184)’, in Actes de Lavra. Première partie. Des origi-
nes à 1204, ed. by André Guillou, Paul Lemerle, Denise Papachryssanthou and Nicolas Svo-
ronos (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1970), pp. 343–345.  
377 ‘Narratio ex epistulis Alexii Comneni et Nicholai patriarchae’, in Die Haupturkunden für 
die Geschichte der Athosklöster, ed. by Philipp Meyer (Amsterdam: Verlag Adolf M. 
Hakkert, 1965), pp. 163–184 (p. 163–167). The word ἀνόσιοι does not occur elsewhere in this 
document and is uncommon in Medieval Greek. Chōniatēs uses it once in his chronicle, de-
scribing the crusaders who consign the temples and relics of Constantinople to the flames 
(Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 592).  
378 Kekaumenos, ch. 4, sect. 187. There is no other ἄπιστον genos in the Stratēgikon; ἄπιστοι 
is used once, along with demons and others who falsely profess to believe in God (chap. 3, 
sect. 93). Διεστραμμένον also occurs once more, in a quote from the Book of Habakkuk, 
where the prophet laments the perverse judgement that reigns in the realm of the Chaldeans 
(ch. 1, sect 16; Hab 1: 4).  
379 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 369, 372–373. Cf. Matt 8: 32. Μιαροί does not appear at 
all in his writings besides this instance, neither does άνοσιουργοί. Other forms of the latter 
appear thrice though, describing the brutal plunderings of a pirate, the Latins burning Con-
stantinople and stealing its liturgical vessels and the most cruel of the followers of Androni-
kos I, mockingly called Antichristophorites (bringer of the Antichrist) (pp. 294, 529, 582). 
380 Benjamin of Tudela, p. גי /11. Possesssing no ability to read Hebrew I trust to the transla-
tion of Marcus Nathan Adler. 
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is no other witness to corroborate this jewishness of Vlachs. Chōniatēs calls 
his Vlachs devoted to the same god as the Byzantines.381 Benjamin mentions 
two local Jews by name though, indicating that his sources should be quite 
trustworthy, and he has no reason to make it all up, both since he is merely 
reporting on a far away land and more importantly because of the fact that he 
describes these Vlachs in quite a bad light; one would rather suppose that he 
would overlook any resemblances of his own person to that of these savages. 
I do not suggest that all Vlachs were Jewish, but there might have been some 
kind of Jews in the mountains of Pthiotis categorized as Vlachs.  

In discussing the savage and untrustworthy side of the Vlachs there is also 
another source worth mentioning, if a bit obscure and anecdotal. In a runic 
inscription from the eleventh century, on one of Sjonhemsstenarna of Got-
land, there is a memorial of a Rōþfōs who was betrayed by Blakumen while 
traveling far away.382 There is no further information on Rōþfōs and his ad-
ventures with the Vlachs or who named them thus but in this context it is 
interesting that they appear as betraying someone. 

Vlachs also play quite a prominent role in Historia de expeditione Frider-
ici imperatoris, an account of Friedrich Barbarossa’s crusading endeavour in 
1189–1190, where he travels through the Balkans. Vlachs appear there 
alongside other groups (Servigii, Graeculi and Bulgarians) pestering the 
crusaders on their journey through a forest in Bulgaria, by order of the Byz-
antine emperor. Chōniatēs on the other hand only mentions Byzantines har-
assing the crusaders on that same journey.383 Later they encounter Kalopetrus 
and Assanius, who ruled as tyrants over the Vlachs, and find themselves 
fighting on the side of Vlachs and Cumans against the Byzantines. A Vlachia 
(Flachia) is also mentioned, close to Thessalonica, likely identical with a 
Great Vlachia (Μεγάλη Βλαχία) mentioned by Chōniatēs in the heights of 
Thessaly.384 The Vlachs of this account are characterized, along with the 
Bulgarians and others, as rebels and marauders. They always appear in huge 
numbers, attacking in ambushes, using bows, often with poisoned arrows (of 
which we do not hear elsewhere). Their fickleness, numbers, savagery and 
tactics are in sharp contrast to the brave, well-organized and, despite their 
small numbers, ever triumphant crusaders.385 What is noteworthy about this 
account is its literary and nigh fantastical character. To be sure the chronicle 
of Chōniatēs is a literary work as well, using many classical tropes and ref-
erences, but whereas his chronicle is factual, though steeped in heavy literary 
adornments, the history of Barbarossa is more of a story of an exotic adven-

 
381 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 504. 
382 Runinskrifter i Sverige, p. 67. 
383 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 402–403. 
384 Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, pp. 56, 63; Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 
638. 
385 Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, pp. 28, 32–33, 35, 56, 58, 63. 
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ture in far away lands. This account bears a resemblance to Odo’s account of 
the Franks traveling through Bulgaria referenced above,386 and many of the 
figures are to be recognized from ancient sources. The barbarians appearing 
in unorganized masses fighting with bows against the Greeks with spears or 
Romans with swords is a common topos of ancient literature and an im-
portant part of constructing the barbarian as well as the civilized Greek or 
Roman.387 The weak Byzantines and savage peoples of Eastern Europe, most 
prominent among them the Vlachs, seem in this account the twisted opposite 
of the brave crusaders, used to emphasize their brilliance. The Vlachs are 
also described with the odd adjective semibarbarus. It is an uncommon word 
in Latin, used occasionally in late antiquity and all but unheard of in the 
twelfth to thirteenth centuries. It could be a translation of a word they heard 
from Greeks they encountered, mixobarbaros, which, while also uncommon, 
had found some use lately, employed with some frequency by Anna Kom-
nēnē and used occasionally by Michaēl Attaleiatēs and Nikētas Chōniatēs. 
Paul Stephenson argues that it was used to describe non-Byzantines living 
within the frontiers and bound by treaties to the empire.388 I concur, adding 
that it was also associated especially with nomadic allies, Attaleiatēs using it 
in the context of the Pechenegs in Paristrion while it always refers to Cu-
mans or Turks (of Anatolia) in Anna Komnēnē’s work.389 While one cannot 
say for sure that this is what semibarbarus means here it is the most likely 
solution. 

A less literary source describes them similarly. Henricus, brother of the 
Latin emperor of Constantinople, wrote to Innocentius in 1205 to report on 
the disastrous defeat they had suffered, wherein the emperor was taken, call-
ing their enemy Caloiohannes (named Ioannitius here) “that Vlach”, who 
attacked “with an innumerable multitude of barbarians, that is Vlachs, Cu-
mans and others”. Henricus also mentions that however few the crusaders 
were and however many they fought, they had always won (like the crusad-

 
386 An immense multitude of Pechenegs and Cumans sent by the Byzantine emperor to per 
insidias attack the few Franks, who resisted viriliter, as the Vlachs and others were placed in 
insidiis by the Byzantine emperor to attack the crusaders of Barbarossa, who proceeded in-
trepidi and animosiores. 
387 Edith Hall, pp. 80–81; Yves Albert Dauge, Le Barbare: Recherches sur la conception 
romaine de la barbarie et de la civilisation (Bruxelles: Latomus 1981), p. 498. Cf. Silius 
Italicus, Punica, i: 218–219 and Horace, Carmina, i: xxii: 2–3. The accounts of weapons used 
might of course also reflect an actual reality but Hall proves that the bow becomes the mark of 
Persians in Greek literature even though they fought with spears as much as the Greeks did 
and while we know that bows were important in nomadic warfare we often see spears and 
swords given the same status in graves, see Tivadar Vida, ‘Conflict and Co-existence: The 
Local Population of the Carpathian Basin under Avar Rule (Sixth to Seventh Century)’, in 
The Other Europe in the Middle Ages: Avars, Bulgars, Khazars and Cumans, ed. by Florin 
Curta and Roman Kovalev  (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2008), pp. 13–46 (pp. 15–16). 
388 Stephenson, p. 110. Cf. Ahrweiler.  
389 Michaēl Attaleiatēs, p. 202–203; Anna Komnēnē, book 7, ch. 9; b. 10, ch. 2, 4; b. 11, ch. 2, 
4, 9; b. 14, 3; b. 15, ch. 2, 5, 6; Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 209. 
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ers of Friedrich Barbarossa), until this battle, when they were punished for 
their audacity and sins.390 

Two other western writers who describe Vlachs are to be found in Geof-
froi de Villehardouin and Robert de Clari as they report on the Fourth Cru-
sade and its aftermath. In both accounts they always appear under their lead-
er (here called rois, king) Caloiohannes and most often alongside allied Cu-
mans. In the account of Villehardouin, Caloiohannes and his horde of Vlachs 
and Cumans is a nigh unstoppable force of destruction roaming the southern 
Balkans and destroying city after city, slaughtering countless.391 He is often 
reproached for not keeping covenants and betraying his promises to besieged 
enemies, twice he is mentioned killing the elites of cities who yield to him, 
at times in savage ways such as burning or flaying. Furthermore, when Boni-
face of Montferrat is killed the head is sent to Caloiohannes who is filled 
with joy at the occasion.392 Clari calls the land of the Vlachs a sauvage tere 
(savage land) and mentions that the people there wanted to kill French mes-
sengers coming thither, he also relates Frankish knights calling the Vlachs 
the strongest and most terrifying people (gent) in the empire.393 Other than 
that, however, his assessment of the Vlachs is not at all as harsh as that of 
Villehardouin. They are as unstoppable in his account but he tells no stories 
of excessive violence or betrayals. Instead he relates a rather curious episode 
in which Caloiohannes hears of the good chivalry of the knight Pierre de 
Braiechoel (Bracieux) and asks to see him. They meet and Caloiohannes 
asks Pierre why the Franks have come all the way here to conquer land, 
Pierre answering that they have come back as descendants of the Trojans.394 
It is hard to say anything about the authenticity of this episode, and it was 
probably included mostly because Clari wanted to tell that story of the Tro-
jan origin. Clari likely knew this Pierre though, possibly giving some credi-
bility to the episode, characterizing him as worthy and valiant and someone 
who surpassed all others, listing him along with his own lord, Pierre of Ami-
ens, also granting him an important part in the conquest of Constantinople.395 
Whether Pierre of Braiechoel and Caloiohannes actually met or no the 
Vlachs (here together with Cumans) according to Clari were at least trust-
worthy and civilized enough to sit down and speak to, and to know the story 
of Troy as well as to appreciate the chivalry of a Frank. 

That Vlachs appear in a better light in Clari’s account is not very surpris-
ing. He was a lowly knight and the wellbeing of the Latin Empire was no 

 
390 Regesta, 8: 132 [cxxxi]. 
391 “La ot si grant mortalité de gent, qui furent occis, que ne fu se merveille non.”, Geoffroi de 
Villehardouin, La Conquête de Constantinople, ed. by Edmond Faral, 2 vols (Paris: Societé 
d’Édition Les Belles Lettres, 1938–1939), 2 (1939), p. 226. 
392 Geoffroi de Villehardouin, 2 (1939), pp. 202–204, 212, 232–236, 312–314. 
393 Robert de Clari, p. 108. 
394 Robert de Clari, p. 101–102. 
395 Robert de Clari, p. 3, 74–75. 
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concern of his, he rather shows an opposite attitude in his work, being criti-
cal of the leadership of the crusade, especially accusing them of depriving 
the soldiers of their riches. Villehardouin on the other hand was the Marshal 
of the Empire, being one of those responsible for the constant defeats against 
the Vlachs. That he needed to describe a fierce and savage enemy is natural. 
Clari also in general views the exotic things and persons he encounters on 
his journey in a more positive light than Villehardouin does, being curious 
and fascinated rather than appalled. The admiration with which he describes 
the king of Nubia, who some crusaders met in Constantinople, is a good 
example of that,396 and his description of the meeting of Pierre and Caloio-
hannes could be another. 

4.3.3 Vlachs in the Gesta Hungarorum 
All accounts so far have been of Vlachs living south of the Danube. There 
are, however, also a few mentions of Vlachs in Hungarian sources, mostly 
living in Transylvania, these being the source of much of the historiograph-
ical controversy regarding this particular word. The diplomatic evidence 
from Transylvania is too late for this study but Vlachs do appear in the elu-
sive Gesta Hungarorum. This work may seem a bit out of place in this study 
but will be analysed thoroughly, both because of the fact that it has been 
used much and often tendentiously,397 and because this sudden appearance of 
Vlachs far away from all other attestations is quite noteworthy. 

The Gesta Hungarorum is a collection of stories on the deeds of the early 
Hungarians (Magyars) on their arrival to Pannonia (Hungary) from the 
steppes of Central Asia in the late ninth century. The work is steeped in 
much mystery, controversy and scholarly discussion, dated by most scholars 
to the early thirteenth century, 1200–1210, probably after the Fourth Cru-
sade.398 It is a work of literature and propaganda much more than a work of 
history, with an author who cared little for chronology and used whatever 
details he found useful in whatever context fitted his purpose, characterized 
by Carlile Aylmer Macartney, the greatest authority on the medieval Hun-
garian historians, as “a romantic delver into the past, a collector of every 
kind of ancient legend and tradition, and a source, furthermore, of much 
valuable historical information, so long as we are careful (as few have been) 
to use him in the right way […] looking, in a word, not to what he says, but 

 
396 Robert de Clari, pp. 54–55. 
397 “The critical and pseudo-critical literature on Anon [Gesta Hungarorum] is extremely 
copious”, as summarized by Carlile Aylmer Macartney, The Medieval Hungarian Historians: 
A critical and analytical guide (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), p. 59. 
398 Madgearu 2005, pp. 16–20; Macartney, p. 63. Madgearu’s attempts at a date in the mid 
twelfth century based on certain quite specific details in the work could perhaps be accepted 
in another case but make little sense with an author as liberal with regards to accuracy and 
chronology as this one. 
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to what made him say it.”399 His intentions in writing the work seem to have 
been twin: to legitimize the ruling dynasty and aristocracy of Hungary and 
to, in a somewhat folkloristic fashion, explain the circumstances of the Hun-
gary of his age. The former was the more important but there is ample proof 
of the latter, e.g. his explanations of place names (ch. 12, 27, 44, 46, 48) or 
why certain persons lived where they did (ch. 10, 28). The direction is ever 
forward, the focus his own time, it is sons and descendants that he mentions, 
rather than ancestors.  

Vlachs appear thrice in Gesta Hungrorum, in the first instance mentioned 
as inhabitants of Pannonia when the Hungarians arrived. The Hungarian 
leader Almus was told that Pannonia, the land of his ancestor Attila, was 
inhabited by “Slavs, Bulgars and Vlachs, as well as the shepherds of the 
Romans”; we are furthermore told that the land was known as the pasture of 
the Romans and that the Romans still live off the goods of Hungary.400 The 
Vlachs here have often been equated with the Roman shepherds, which has 
been used as proof that they were Romanians.401 That does not work well 
with the text and the comment about Romans living off the goods of Hunga-
ry is most likely a sarcastic remark on the greed of the Roman priests (shep-
herds in a sense) being active in Hungary, with a joke connected with the 
Latin verb pasco, used for herding and for living off in the active and passive 
voices respectively. In other chapters on Pannonia (2, 11 and 12) we only 
hear of Slavs and Bulgarians living there and of a Bulgarian dux who has 
probably taken the place of a Slavic prince (Svatopluk) from earlier sources, 
later defeated by the Hungarians.402 Bulgarians seem out of place in Pannonia 
but in the context of the author of Gesta Hungarorum, with a powerful em-
pire of Bulgaria rising by the southern frontier of Hungary, a story of how 
they were earlier defeated and expelled from Hungary is not so strange. 
Vlachs, instrumental in the rise of that same Bulgarian empire, work as well 
there. 

The next episode regards Transylvania and spans four chapters. It is a di-
gression from the main narrative and tells of how the Hungarian chieftain 

 
399 Macartney, pp. 36–37; Madgearu 2005, p. 21–22. 
400 “[…] quam terram habitarent Sclavi, Bulgarii et Blachii, ac pastores Romanorum”, Gesta 
Hungarorum, ed. by Gabriel Silagi (Sigmaringen: Thorbecke, 1991), ch. 9. Attila being an 
ancestor of Almus is of course a falsification, but significative of the modus operandi of the 
author of Gesta Hungarorum. 
401 Madgearu 2005, pp. 45–46; Ernst Gamillscheg, ‘Blachi ac pastores Romanorum’, in 
Omagiu lui Ioan Lupaș la împlinirea vârstei de 60 de ani, ed. by I. Andrieșescu (Bucharest: 
Imprimeria Națională, 1943), p. 270–276; Hedvig Sulyok, ‘Quasi Latini’, in Byzance et ses 
voisins. Mélanges à la mémoire de Gyula Moravcsik à l’occasion du centième anniversaire de 
sa naissance, ed. by Terézia Olajos (Szeged: Generalia, 1994), pp. 93–108 (p. 104). 
Madgearu uses the strange argument that the Latin ac would here be used to mean “or” or 
“that is”. He gives no examples of such a use, however, neither do I know of any from Gesta 
Hungarorum or any other Latin text or dictionary. 
402 Gesta Hungarorum, ch. 12; Macartney, p. 77. 
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Tuhutum goes off on an expedition of his own to conquer Transylvania (Ter-
ra Ultrasilvana).403 Again, the intention of the author seems to be to explain 
his own time, since both at the beginning and end of this episode (ch. 24 and 
27) he tells the story of how the descendants of Tuhutum (enumerating them 
all in chapter 27) held Transylvania until the time of Stephanus I (ca. 1000–
1038), who defeated them when they refused to be baptized, thus bringing 
Transylvania under direct control of the king. As a prelude to this we get a 
story of the earlier inhabitants of Transylvania, Vlachs and Slavs, and their 
leader, “a certain Vlach” called Gelou, and how Gelou and his warriors were 
defeated, the inhabitants of the land thereafter swearing fidelity to Tuhutum. 
Gelou is characterized as not so steadfast (minus tenax) and his soldiers were 
not good (non bonos milites), furthermore the inhabitants of the land were 
the most primitive in the whole world (viliores essent tocius mundi). They 
were cowardly, they did not fight well and were easily defeated by Tuhu-
tum’s men; they also only used bows and arrows, and were described as 
bowmen (sagittarii).404 It is by no means a copy but one can sense an echo of 
the Vlachs of the Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris here. It is 
impossible to say whether there were some three hundred year old grains of 
truth to this legend or whether the author made it all up but it is the appear-
ance of Vlachs again playing the part of those being defeated, of their num-
bers and fighting style, and of their primitive and worthless nature that is of 
note here. 

The last appearance of Vlachs is short (ch. 44). A certain Glad, dux of 
Banat, fought the Hungarians with a big army and the help of Cumans, Bul-
garians and Vlachs. They were defeated, falling like hay before the reapers; 
the army melted like wax before fire and they were destroyed by the swords 
of the Hungarians.405 Cuman and Bulgarian leaders are mentioned but no 
Vlachs. We know nothing more of this Glad and again it is hard not to see 
this episode as a reflection of the author’s own times, with the alliance of 
Cumans, Bulgarians and Vlachs, especially since Cumans did not enter Eu-
rope until the late eleventh century.406 

 
403 Some Hungarian scholars have tried, unsatisfactorily, to prove that the whole episode is a 
later addition, in an effort to erase Vlachs from Transylvanian history: Bálint Hóman, ‘La 
première periode de l´historiographie hongroise’, in Revue des Études Hongroises et finno-
ougriennes (Paris: Champion 1925), pp. 125–164 (p. 160). See also Madgearu 2005, pp. 24–
25. 
404 See the discussion on swords/spears and bows above. This is all the more curious since the 
early Hungarians/Magyars like most peoples of the steppes mostly fought with bows. 
405 The righteous and civilized fighting with swords, as noted above. 
406 Spinei, p. 117. Cumans are mentioned often elsewhere in Gesta Hungarorum, but as close 
allies of the Hungarians, anachronistically denoting another tribe (probably those which 
Greek sources contemporaneous with the events name Kavars). The Cumans of this episode 
cannot be identical with the Hungarian allies though, since one of those allies are mentioned 
as commander of the Hungarian army here, and none of the Cuman duces who fall in this 
battle are identified with the seven Cuman duces named as the allies of the Hungarians (ch. 
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4.3.4 Cumans, Scyths and Vlachs 
A close reading of the sources has not brought us much closer to any solu-
tions, on the contrary the questions may be more numerous now than at the 
outset, which is not a bad thing in itself. It could instead be a good starting 
point to a less shallow understanding both of the problem in itself and its 
possible solutions. But having reached a bit of a standstill, another methodo-
logical approach might be of help. I will therefore use a comparative ap-
proach. Can an examination of Vlachs alongside other categories together 
with which they commonly appear provide new insights into the problem of 
how the category was used? Vlachs are exceedingly commonly described 
together with Cumans or Scyths in the sources, wherefore I will start with a 
comparative study of them. Vlachs are also found together with Bulgarians 
with some frequency, which will be discussed in the next subsection. 

Cumans originally appeared as Turkic-speaking nomads, who along with 
Kipchaks had formed a vast and loosely tied together confederacy on the 
Eurasian steppes.407 In the 1030s Cumans appeared by the Black Sea, reach-
ing the Danube by the 1060s or 1070s.408 The first major appearance of Cu-
mans in the region at hand is during the Byzantine-Pecheneg wars when a 
Pecheneg warlord tried to win them over, but they ended up taking the Byz-
antine side and helped defeat the same Pechenegs in 1091.409 Thereafter they 
mostly appear as foes of Byzantium, sporadically crossing the Danube to 
plunder. There was one major incursion in 1122, when they were aided by 
Vlachs showing them the way through the mountain passes of the Stara Pla-
nina, and one in 1148, but thereafter it is not until they appear as allies in the 
Vlach rebellion of 1185 that we see much of them.410 At least this is what the 
scholarly literature says, the sources on the other hand only speak of Scyths 
in these two invasions. It is in this confusion, or perhaps we should say this 
clash of categorizations, that much of the key to understanding Cumans, and 
indeed Vlachs, lie. 

Anna Komnēnē uses six terms to describe foreigners coming from the 
north: Scyths, Sarmatians, Getae, Dacians, Pechenegs and Cumans, the first 

 
10, 44). This makes the identification with the Cuman allies of Vlachs and Bulgarians in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries the most sensible possiblity.  
407 The word Cuman was originally an endonym and Turkic in origin, Quman or Qoman, 
meaning pale or fair, a meaning that seems to have been alive and interpreted as such, since it 
was translated by some of those that they encountered, albeit not in the sources that concern 
us here. For example, they are xartešk῾ in Armenian (sing. xarteaš, which is a common adjec-
tive meaning fair or light) or polovci in Old Russian (otherwise not common, with the caveat 
that polovci could as well be related to pole, which means field). See Vásáry, p. 5. 
408 Vásáry, p. 4–5; Spinei, p. 116. 
409 Anna Komnēnē, book 7, ch. 3; b. 8, ch. 5. 
410 Iōannēs Kinnamos, pp. 7–8; Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 13–16, 78; Stephenson, pp. 
104–107. 
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four of which are classicizing.411 She also mentions a Sarmatian named Ou-
zas, “who bore the name of his genos”,412 probably referring to a tribal name 
otherwise known as Uzes. Of these, Scyth is by far the most common name, 
referring often to what we otherwise know as Pechenegs, but in fact being 
used by her and others to refer to any nomads on horseback. There are even 
some Slavic names among Scyths in her account, and Iōannēs Kinnamos 
mentions a Scyth named Lazaros, an obviously Christian name; Chōniatēs 
on the other hand once mentions Scyths coming from Persia.413 Sarmatians is 
a difficult case. Sewter, translator of Anna’s Alexiad, equates the Sarmatians 
with Pechenegs, while Stephenson is equally sure that they are Uzes, mainly 
because of the Ouzas mentioned above.414 None of the identifications is en-
tirely convincing: Sewter has the problem of Sarmatians elsewhere fighting 
Scyths/Pechenegs while Stephenson has the problem of Sarmatians who play 
the role of Pechenegs being driven away by Uzes, as well as Sarmatians 
fighting as allies of Scyths; there is also the problem of the commander 
Karatzas, who appears as both Sarmatian and Scyth.415 I would rather say 
that the task of trying to equate Byzantine categories with whatever catego-
ries the northern nomads might have used for themselves is wrong in itself. 
Anna Komnēnē most likely had little knowledge of and even less interest in 
the political machinations of the steppes, while she on the other hand had an 
immense knowledge of and interest in classical literature. Viewed in this 
light her account makes more sense. 

Dacians, then, are enemies of the empire who live in the regions of the 
ancient Dacians, which erases the problem of her using the name for Hun-
garians as well as for a population on the northern side of the Stara Planina. 
This practice is of course also corroborated by her naming Franks keltoi. By 
this logic enemies of the empire coming from the northern steppes would 
primarily be Scyths, while Sarmatian is a less common alternative. Having 
two terms made it easier for her to describe the inner strife that she saw but 
did not fully comprehend, which makes Sarmatian more of a narrative tool 
than an ethnic identifier. Stephenson could to some extent be right in stating 
that she based her accounts on Herodotos’ idea that Sarmatians lived further 
away on the steppes, but it does not fit well with the first and most thorough 

 
411 Getai is used only once though, making it hard to assess her use of that term. 
412 Anna Komnēnē, book 5, ch. 7. 
413 Sesthlavos (Σέσθλαβος), Borilos (Βορῖλος) and Germanos (Γερμανός, could also be 
Greek): Anna Komnēnē, book 6, ch. 14; b. 1, ch. 16; Iōannēs Kinnamos, p. 95 (Kinnamos’ 
Lazaros is identified as a possible Romanian by Spinei, p. 129); Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, 
p. 30. 
414 Sewter, p. 122, note 24; Stephenson, p. 109. 
415 Anna Komnēnē, book 6, ch. 14; b. 3, ch. 8; b. 7, ch. 1; b. 7, ch. 3; b. 10, ch. 4. Cf. Stephen-
son, p. 95. The Getai who drive the Sarmatians away in this instance might be identified with 
Uzes, if one is so inclined. It is also of note that Anna equates these Sarmatians with ancient 
Mysians, as Chōniatēs does with Vlachs. 
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account of Sarmatians, wherein they live right across the Danube.416 This 
then poses the slightly odd question of why she sometimes actually uses 
contemporary terms, such as Pechenegs and Cumans. 

None of the terms Cuman or Pecheneg appear before book seven, halfway 
into her work that is. That book also starts in 1087, thereby chronicling 
events that actually occurred in Anna’s own lifetime, even though she was 
very young at the beginning (born in 1083). Cuman is by far the most com-
mon of the two, appearing 83 times in all, including adjectival derivations, as 
opposed to the ten instances of Pecheneg. Cuman is also a term that she 
seems to use with consistency. Furthermore, one might add that the Cumans 
appear first as allies of her father, albeit fickle and untrustworthy, which 
could contribute to the understanding of those Cumans as a distinct political 
entity that she should clearly delimit from the other Scythian nomads. As a 
political entity is also the only way that they are distinguished, otherwise 
being described just like other Scyths, as easily swayed and irresponsible, 
always with a looming threat of them leaving their Byzantine allies and 
striking a covenant with the other Scyths.417 Pecheneg on the other hand 
seems to be used interchangeably with Scyth when it appears in books seven 
and eight. A few of the occurrences, the three in book eight, are in contexts 
where they appear next to Cumans, which could suggest that Pecheneg was 
used to more sharply distinguish between the two, a job that the more am-
biguous term Scyth could not do. It is not a conclusive explanation though, 
since the other occurrences are without reference to Cumans and since Cu-
mans also appear alongside Scyths in a few instances. 

Iōannēs Kinnamos does not use the word Cuman at all, only speaking of 
Scyths in the invasion of 1122, as does Nikētas Chōniatēs. In describing this 
invasion Chōniatēs makes the interesting statement that afterwards a festival 
was established to celebrate the victory over the invaders, a festival “which 
is called festival of the Pechenegs” (this is his only use of the word 
Pecheneg).418 Stephenson states that this name “should not blind us to the 
fact that John [the emperor] was dealing with Cumans”.419  

Again, I think Stephenson’s approach misses the mark here. From the 
name of this festival it is quite apparent that the invaders were categorized as 
Pechenegs, and this is all that we have to work with, since neither Cumans 
nor Pechenegs nor any nomads of this age have left any written records of 
themselves. Speculating in what the Pecheneg of this festival really meant is 
a futile exercise since we do not know how these nomads categorized them-
selves. Also, in the invasion of 1148 Chōniatēs only speaks of Scyths, and 
even in the Vlach uprising beginning in the 1180s his use of Scyth vastly 

 
416 Stephenson, p. 109; Anna Komnēnē book 3, ch. 8; Hērodotos book 4, ch. 22. 
417 Anna Komnēnē, book 8, ch. 4–5. 
418 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 16. 
419 Stephenson, p. 106. 
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outnumbers his use of Cuman, which he only uses five times in all, in two 
episodes. The first episode is an account of Vlachs and Cumans invading and 
plundering in 1190 or 1191 and of how the emperor set out to stop them, not 
achieving much since he could not get to them due to their fortifications and 
their avoidance of hand-to-hand combat. In the end he drew back, fearing an 
inroad of Scyths across the Danube.420 There is a marked contrast between 
Cumans and Scyths here. Cuman seems to be more specific, representing a 
discrete group with the catchall Scyths looming on the other side of the Dan-
ube. In the second of these episodes, wherein four of the mentions are to be 
found, he describes an invasion of Vlachs and Cumans in 1200 or 1201, 
which was stopped by the Rus’, who wasted and destroyed the land of the 
Cumans, thereby forcing them to draw back.421 This is the only time 
Chōniatēs mentions the land of Cumans, again it might be that his use of the 
contemporary term Cuman in favour of the classicizing Scyth is due to their 
appearing as more of a political entity in this case, holding specific lands to 
be ravaged. He never mentions any “land of the Scyths”. The paucity of 
Chōniatēs’ uses of Cuman prevents any conclusive statement about what he 
meant though, and whether it in any way corresponded with Cuman self-
identification. 

Even though Cuman is uncommon in favour of a classicizing Scyth in the 
Greek sources, the Latin and French sources consistently make use of Cu-
man. We must remember, however, that the fact that Latin and French 
sources use Cuman instead of Scyth does not necessarily mean that their 
authors had more understanding of the inner workings and self-
identifications of those nomads than the Greek authors did, as seen for ex-
ample in the Gesta Hungarorum, where Cuman seems to have become a 
catchall term to identify any Turkic nomads (as opposed to Mag-
yars/Hungarians), even those who lived long before the name was known, as 
seen above (p. 130, note 406). One can observe the same in Slavic sources, 
such as the eleventh century History of the Prophet Isaiah, wherein Cumans 
are the peoples of the steppes in general (again in describing events far earli-
er than any actual appearance of the name), a part of which becomes the 
Bulgarians as they travel towards Bulgaria.422  

The conspicuous absence of much naming at all of Cuman/Scyth com-
manders during the events from 1185 to 1207, as opposed to Anna Komnēnē 
who names at least a dozen or the Gesta Hungarorum which names seven 
chieftains of the Cumans of the tenth century, hints at the lack of contact 

 
420 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 428–429. 
421 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 522–523. 
422 History of the Prophet Isaiah, in Bogomilski knigi i legendi, ed. by Jordan Ivanov (Sofia: 
Bălgarska Akad. Na Naukite, 1925), pp. 280–287 (p. 281). 
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with and understanding of the nomads.423 Be they Cumans or Scyths, no one 
seems very interested in them, except as the fierce enemy fighting by the 
side of the Vlachs, which is how we will examine them now, for what is it 
that really sets them apart from Vlachs? 

Anna Komnēnē once records Vlachs helping Cumans traverse the Stara 
Planina in the late twelfth century,424 but it is mainly from 1185 that a close 
connection between the two (or three, counting Scyth) is to be seen. Nikētas 
Chōniatēs gives the only thorough account of the early phase of the Vlach 
rebellion. He describes how the two brothers Petros and Asan incited the 
Vlachs into rebellion, attacked the Byzantine towns around the Stara Planina 
and then, when the Byzantine army marched out, fled across the Danube, 
where they joined forces with the neighbouring Scyths. A page later he spec-
ifies further, stating that “the barbarians about Asan” crossed the Danube, 
mixed together with the Scyths and levied a very large allied force.425 We 
will get to the rift between Petros and Asan later but it is worthy of note that 
already in this phase there seems to be a distinct group centred around Asan, 
and that it is Asan who seems to keep most of the contacts with the Scyths. 
The renewed inroads of allied Vlachs and Scyths went unchecked for two 
years until the Byzantine emperor went out again to repel them, in an expe-
dition in which Chōniatēs himself took part, thus providing us with an eye-
witness account. “They fought in their ancestral, customary way”, he reports, 
describing how they let fly their darts, turned to flight, turned once again to 
face their pursuers and in that way continued to wear out their enemy.426 This 
description of nomadic warfare is to be recognized from many sources,427 but 
what is noteworthy of this account is that he seems to refer to Vlachs and 
Scyths alike, not simply Scyths, and this in describing an event that he saw 
and took part in himself. He continues shortly thereafter to describe their 
similar elusive tactics as they continually evaded the imperial forces and 
always managed to turn to the very territories the imperial army had just left, 
stating that these were the tactics of Asan, “who was especially shrewd”.428 
During the following years he describes a large number of incursions of 
plundering Vlachs and Scyths/Cumans, asking in despair “who is able to 
count the number and cite the times of the onslaughts of the Scyths and the 
Vlachs”.429 They most often appear together, sometimes simply as “the bar-

 
423 Nikētas Chōniatēs once mentions a Scyth mercenary working for a Byzantine usurper (p. 
386) and names one commander in the battle against the crusaders of 1205 (p. 616). 
424 Anna Komnēnē, book 10, ch. 3. 
425 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 371–374. 
426 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 397. 
427 First among them the account of Hērodotos, describing the struggles of the Persian king 
Dareios with the Scyths (book 4, ch. 128). See also e.g. Geoffroi de Villehardouin, 2, p. 166. 
428 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 398. 
429 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 473. 
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barians of the north”,430 one notable exception being an expedition in 1190 or 
1191, when the Byzantine emperor together with his army walked into an 
ambush in a mountain pass and was nearly wiped out by a force of Vlachs 
who attacked them from the mountain ridges, a role in which we never see 
Scyths or Cumans.431 Apart from this the only really sharp difference be-
tween the categories of Vlach and Scyth/Cuman is geographical, the Danube 
that is, which cuts the Vlachs to the south off from the Scyths/Cumans to the 
north.   

While they continue to appear together, the close association of Vlachs 
and Scyths lessens slightly after 1197 and Caloiohannes’ ascent to power. In 
1199 Scyths are described as acting on their own, launching an invasion 
across the Danube, now with some Vlach allies rather than the other way 
around; Caloiohannes on the other hand, instead of as a leader of a force of 
Vlachs and Scyths, comes to a battle in 1205 as a commander of an army of 
his own, together with a force of Scyth allies under a named commander of 
their own.432 Interestingly there is a contrast between the Vlachs and Scyths 
in this battle, the former lying in ambush on the hilltops, as described above, 
with the latter using the elusive cavalry tactics described earlier. 

Robert de Clari’s account does not differ much from that of Chōniatēs. He 
describes the Cumans once as being clad in sheepskins, which made the 
Franks underestimate them. Apart from that he does not define them clearly 
nor distinguish them from the Vlachs in any obvious way. Most often they 
acted together and in some instances it indeed seems like the Cumans alone 
were the soldiers of Caloiohannes, with formulations such as “Jehans 
[Caloiohannes] the Vlach and the Cumans rode into the lands of the mar-
quis”, Vlachs being mentioned less often.433 Geoffroi de Villehardouin on the 
other hand is more careful. He is also the only one that mentions Bulgarians 
in these events, thus working with three categories, even though there is no 
apparent difference between his Vlachs and Bulgarians. His Cumans are 
identified as not baptized and are clearly distinguished in battle through their 
customary tactics of feigned flight; he also knows of their nomadic patterns, 
stating that they would not remain during the summer but left for their own 
lands then.434 This is not surprising considering his position, since he as the 
marshal would have to know his enemy, their differences, their tactics and 
movements, as opposed to a soldier such as Robert de Clari, who might fight 
them but did not have to plan the battles. However, even though Villehar-
douin’s account is more detailed, it does not say much more about self-
identification or the nature of those he describes. His categories are more 

 
430 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 474. 
431 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 429–430. 
432 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 499, 616. 
433 Robert de Clari, pp. 101–102, 106, 107. 
434 Geoffroi de Villehardouin, pp. 160–162, 166, 198. 
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exact but they are primarily martial and they remain categories described 
from the outside, defining and delimiting the roles of different parties in their 
battles with him and his army. It is also important to keep in mind that he 
only describes Vlachs and Cumans after 1204, when Chōniatēs as well dis-
tinguished them more clearly. How Villehardouin would have described the 
battle from which Chōniatēs provided us with an eyewitness account, where-
in Vlachs and Scyths alike fought in nomadic fashion and Asan later evaded 
the Byzantines likewise, we cannot know. They could all have been Cumans 
to him. 

4.3.5 Bulgarians and Vlachs 
Bulgaria and Bulgarians are not very common words in Byzantine sources 
from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and when they do appear in narra-
tive sources it is most often in describing earlier events, under rulers such as 
Symeon and Samuel. Bulgaria had in official and administrative documents 
come to refer to the area of the archbishopric of Ohrid (with its head referred 
to as archbishop of (all) Bulgaria) around modern North Macedonia and 
northern Greece, while the eastern parts were most often called Paristrion.435 
This is mostly the case in narrative sources as well, Bulgaria stretching as far 
south as Servia according to Kekaumenos.436 They are, however, not wholly 
consistent, sometimes also using Bulgaria to refer to all of the old Bulgaria, 
including Paristrion.437 

The Bulgarians were the inhabitants of these lands, whether understood in 
the limited or extended sense, but receive little characterization apart from 
that. Theophylaktos, the famous archbishop of Bulgaria ca. 1078–1107, has 
left some colourful remarks on the uncivilized Bulgarians among whom he 
found himself, for example complaining about their putrid smell, but most of 
his descriptions are common to those of Constantinopolitan dignitaries re-
porting on rural lands and tell quite little about being Bulgarian specifical-
ly.438 It does, however, appear that he did not only disdain being confined to 
Ohrid, having some respect for matters Bulgarian as well, referring to an 
earlier Bulgarian emperor as “most Christian” (χριστιανικώτατος) and more 

 
435 Stephenson, pp. 77–78. 
436 E.g. Anna Komnēnē, b. 8. ch. 7; Iōannēs Skylitzēs, Mich. IV, sect. 10, 23; Hē synecheia 
tēs chronographias tou Iōannou Skylitsē [The Continuation of the History of Iōannēs Sky-
litzēs], ed. by Eudoxos T. Tsolakēs (Thessalonica: Etaireia Makedonikōn Spoudōn, 1968), p. 
117; Kekaumenos, ch. 2, sect. 76. 
437 E.g. Kekaumenos, ch. 2, sect. 80; Geōrgios Kedrēnos, vol 2, p. 452. 
438 Theophylaktos of Ohrid, Lettres, ed. by Paul Gautier (Thessalonica: Association for Byz-
antine Research, 1986), no. 4: 58–62. See Stephenson, pp. 152–153. 
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importantly composing a Life of the local saint Kliment of Ohrid.439 Hélène 
Ahrweiler stresses the importance of Christianity in the dealings of Byzan-
tines with foreigners within or outside their realm, arguing that the terms 
Christian and Roman would often be synonymous; she further points out 
how in the works of Byzantine authors Bulgarians shed their fierce character 
and became Roman or at least almost Roman as they converted in the ninth 
and tenth centuries, conflicts between Byzantines and Bulgarians suddenly 
taking on the character of civil war.440 This dovetails with the respect a culti-
vated and sometimes disdainful man as Theophylaktos could still have for 
the Christian heritage of Bulgarians, however they smelled.  

The words Bulgaria or Bulgarians do not become more common in the 
sources during the rebellions of Petros, Asan and Caloiohannes. Nikētas 
Chōniatēs, the most important witness, only uses the word Bulgarian eight 
times, one being a reference to historical Bulgarians, two to the archbishop, 
one as a geographic designation and two in a strange reference to a statue or 
image of what might have been a Bulgarian found buried in Constantino-
ple.441 Only the remaining two are of interest here. They both occur at the 
beginning of the uprising of Petros and Asan. First Petros and Asan urged 
demon-possessed priests to preach that “the God of the Bulgarians and 
Vlachs” approved of their freedom and later it is told of their ambition not 
only to control Mysia but to “unite the power of the Mysians and Bulgarians 
into one, as it was of old”.442 This should mean that he follows the official 
division of the old Bulgaria into Bulgaria and Paristrion, the latter of which 
he classicizingly names Mysia. Strangely enough he never mentions any 
Bulgarians fighting for these goals afterwards, only Vlachs or Mysians as 
well as Scyths or Cumans. He does not use the word Bulgarian in any of his 
speeches either, nor do any of the orators active during these wars, even 
when speaking of the conflict or of Petros and Asan.443  

 
439 Theophylaktos of Ohrid, Lettres, no. 22:35; Theophylaktos of Ohrid, Grăckite žitija na 
Kliment Ohridski [Greek Life of Kliment of Ohrid], ed. by Alexandăr Milev (Sofia: Bălgarska 
akademija na naukite, 1966). 
440 Ahrweiler, pp. 6–8. 
441 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 502, 262, 274, 465, 643, 649. 
442 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 371, 374. 
443 I have searched the edited speeches of Eustathios, of Thessalonica, Michaēl the Rhetor, 
Grēgorios Antiochos, Nikēphoros Basilakēs, Iōannēs Kamatēros, Geōrgios Tornikēs, Sergios 
Kolybas, Iōannēs Diogenēs, Basileios of Ohrid, Skizenos and Michaēl Chōniatēs (Tornikēs 
and Kolybas being the ones who speak much of the Vlach rebellions). See Fontes Rerum 
Byzantinarum: Rhetorum saeculi XII orationes politicae, ed. by Vasilij Eduardovic Regel and 
Nikolaj Ivanovic Novosadskij (Leipzig: Zentralantiquariat der Deutschen Demokratischen 
Republik, 1982) and Michaēl Akominatou tou Chōniatou ta sōzomena [The Preserved Works 
of Michaēl Acominatus Chōniatēs], ed. by Spyridōn Paulou Lampros, 2 vols (ed vol I (Ath-
ens: Ek tou typographeiou Parnassou 1879–1880).  There might of course be references in 
other unedited works. 
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The Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris mentions Bulgaria as a 
geographical area a handful of times (twice as an area where Vlachs are to 
be found) and mentions Bulgarians twice. First they are among the Greeks, 
Servigii and semibarbarian Vlachs ambushing the crusaders in the forest of 
Bulgaria by order of the Byzantine emperor, then there is a Kalopetrus 
(Petros) being “lord of the Vlachs and biggest part of the Bulgarians of 
Thrace”.444 This second instance is one of the rare cases where they do occur 
as warriors of Petros, Asan or Caloiohannes. The French sources are not 
consistent on this point. Robert de Clari never uses the words Bulgaria or 
Bulgarian but Geoffrois of Villehardouin often names Caloiohannes king of 
Vlachia and Bulgaria. Actual Bulgarians are few in his work though, appear-
ing five times. Two of them are as soldiers of Caloiohannes together with 
Vlachs and Cumans (who appear more often without them). Once, however, 
he describes Caloiohannes leading a force of Bulgarians and Greeks (no 
Vlachs or Cumans) while the last two instances are from a battle where Bon-
iface of Montferrat was killed by a force of local Bulgarians around Mes-
sinopolis.445 These Bulgarians appear to have been independent of Caloio-
hannes but they did send him the head of Boniface afterwards. We may note 
that Villehardouin here contrasted “Greeks of the land” with “Bulgarians of 
the land”. What exactly Bulgarian means here is not clear, since Mes-
sinopolis is quite far away from Bulgaria, whether understood as the arch-
bishopric of Ohrid or as the areas of the old Bulgarian empire.  

4.3.6 Indefinite Definitions 
Whatever the origins of the term Vlach it is probably not by coincidence that 
it appears in Byzantine sources right after the conquest of Bulgaria, when 
people hitherto foreign to the empire needed to be described and catego-
rized.446 We may presume that it was used to define those of the newly con-
quered regions who would not be categorized as Bulgarians, who did not fit 
in the administrative picture of the sedentary population. It is in any case as 
deviants, irregulars and outcasts that they do appear, whether it be as faith-
less oath-breakers or for the fact that they will not conform to traditional 
gender roles. That is the constant feature of all the otherwise conflicting 
accounts: they are savage and they do not fit in. We should also note the rare 

 
444 Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, pp. 28, 58 (references to Bulgaria pp. 28, 
32). 
445 Geoffroi de Villehardouin, pp. 198, 312.  With Vlachs and Cumans, see pp. 160–162, 274. 
446 Iōannēs Skylitzēs makes a brief mention that a certain David was killed by “some Vlach 
travelers” in an event that should be placed in the year 976 (Bas. II & Kōnst. VIII, sect 11). 
Iōannēs Skylitzēs himself, however, was active in the late eleventh century so it is not clear 
whether they would have been called that when the murder in question happened. Considering 
the identification of Vlachs with both violence and a nomadic lifestyle it would not be surpris-
ing that Skylitzēs named some murderous travelers thus. 
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attributes given to them by many authors, further singling them out as unique 
and alien. A prosopographical study shows a remarkable heterogeneity and it 
shows that they could share traits such as names or language with other cate-
gories alongside whom they appear, such as Greeks, Bulgarians and Scyths 
or Cumans, suggesting that the defining characteristics must have been 
something else.447 This is corroborated by the odd account of Benjamin of 
Tudela, in which Vlachs appear as some kind of savage Jews in the moun-
tains outside of Thessalonica.  

Most sources mention them as herders, hinting at some kind of social cri-
terion, occasionally by the word nomad, otherwise reserved for Scyths and 
Turks. It is in conjunction with this interesting to dwell on the term Mysian, 
seemingly used as a synonym for Vlach by Nikētas Chōniatēs. While most 
of the other mentions of Mysian from Byzantine sources refer to antiquity, 
there are a few additional instances of writers using it as a classicizing cate-
gory to refer to contemporaries. Michaēl Psellos and Anna Komnēnē both 
use it to identify Turkic nomads living by the Danube, while Nikēphoros 
Bryennios (Anna’s husband) mentions a commander who was either a Scyth 
or a Mysian; earlier, in the mid tenth century, Kōnstantinos Porphyrog-
ennētos also associates Scyths with Mysians, while Leōn the Deacon at the 
close of the same century calls Mysians colonists from among the northern 
Kotrags, Khazars and Cumans.448 This brings our attention to the connection 
with the northern nomads.  

The failure of Chōniatēs to make any clear distinction between his 
Vlachs/Mysians and Scyths, even when reporting on a battle that he wit-
nessed himself, is of note. There are really only two things that clearly set 
the two categories apart in his writings: the Vlachs being Christians (though 
he also says that it is in name only),449 and most importantly the Danube, the 
Scyths living to its north and the Vlachs to its south. In addition to this, 
Chōniatēs’ habit of labelling his Vlachs barbarians is interesting. Barbarian 
is a common word in most of the Greek works that have been examined, 
with the notable exception of Kekaumenos. Iōannēs Zonaras, Anna Kom-
nēnē and Chōniatēs are particularly fond of using it. In all of these texts it 
does almost exclusively refer to foreigners, from Scyths, to Normans, to 

 
447 See Appendix 3. 
448 Anna Komnēnē b. 3, ch. 8; Michaēl Psellos, Chronographie ou histoire d’un siècle de 
Byzance (967–1077), ed. by Émile Renauld, 2 vols (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1926–1928), ch. 
7, sect. 67; Nikēphoros Bryennios, Histoire, ed. by Paul Gautier (Brussels: Byzantion, 1975), 
b. 4, sect. 16; Kōnstantinos Porphyrogennētos, Excerpta historica iussu imp. Constantini 
Porphyrogeniti confecta, vol 3: excerpta de insidiis, ed. by Carl de Boor (Berlin: Weidmann, 
1905), p. 145; Leōn the Deacon, Historia libri decem, ed. by Karl B. Hase (Bonn: Weber, 
1828), p. 103.  
449 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 533. 
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Turks.450 And Chōniatēs uses it for his Vlachs. Thus it would seem that the 
Vlachs are the domestic barbarians, the domestic foreigners.451 

It was a category almost exclusively applied by authors far away from 
their subject matter. Not unlike the “making of the Slavs”, which according 
to Florin Curta “was less a matter of ethnogenesis and more one of inven-
tion, imagining and labelling by Byzantine authors”.452 The intellectuals of 
the Constantinopolitan elite could not care less about the details of the rural 
populations, what they knew and cared about were the literary genres and the 
roles that neighbouring peoples were supposed to play. Chōniatēs saw inso-
lent barbarians making war on the centre of the civilized world, but being 
Christians and from within the empire they could not be Scyths. They could 
be Vlachs, however, fulfilling a similar role but with a different geographic 
base. Who they actually were is not apparent from our sources, except that 
most seems to have lived outside of the ordinary boundaries of sedentary 
society as nomadic or seminomadic herders.  

We could postulate many different origins, and I would suspect that they 
indeed were of different origins, since there is no apparent ethnic criterion of 
being categorized as Vlach, nor are they tied to any specific region, however 
much some Romanian scholars may have stressed the division of Bulgaria 
and Paristrion as proof of the romanian-ness of the Vlachs. Many of the cen-
tres of Vlach activity are indeed regions where people of diverse origins 
lived, such as the Moglena where both Pechenegs and Armenians were set-
tled. Any postulation about their origins would only be guesswork, however, 
and I would argue that the origins of these Vlachs do not matter much, if at 
all, for it would seem that this study of the Vlachs tells us much more of 
those who made use of this category than those who were thus categorized. 

This use was likely picked up by the western chroniclers who travelled 
through the Balkans, and from there we may presume that it spread to Hun-
gary, where they needed a word to make sense of their domestic foreigners, 
those in Transylvania and the plains south of the Carpathians (later known as 

 
450 E.g. Anna Komnēnē, b. 1, ch. 10 (Normans), 16 (Scyths); b. 2, ch. 9 (Germans); b. 6, ch. 
13 (Muslims); b. 8, ch. 7 (Cumans); b. 11, ch. 1 (Turks); Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 68 
(Turks), 133 (Hungarians), 163 (Saracens), 299 (Sicilians), 560 (Crusaders). 
451 Cf. the oxymoronic expression “our pogany” (our foreigners/pagans) of Kievan Rus’, 
those nomads who had settled within the dominion of the Rus’ princes and sometimes fought 
together with them against their nomadic kin. Lotman speaks of this phenomenon as a cultur-
al double, something external that is transformed into something internal, that becomes an 
integral part of the new cultural system while still being part of the other (Lotman, p. 137). 
One should bear in mind, however, that both Vlach and “our pogany” are categories made up 
in Byzantium and Rus’ respectively, so whatever the origins of the people categorized as such 
the categories in themselves are very much internal, even though those who made use of them 
may have felt them as associated with the other.    
452 Curta 2001, p. 349. 
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Tsjarǔ Rumǔnjaskǔ453) who were not Hungarians, Székely or Saxons. Con-
sidering the later history of the word some or many Vlachs might have spo-
ken a proto-Romanian language, perhaps even more so during later centu-
ries, or it might be that proto-Romanian worked as a lingua franca in some 
regions where many categorized as Vlachs were to be found, again compa-
rable to the situation postulated by Curta for the early history of the Slavs.454 
Even so it is important to bear in mind that the Gesta Hunnorum et Hunga-
rorum in the late thirteenth century associates Vlachs with Central Asian 
runes, while their most prominent leader as late as in the 1330s, who also 
happens to have become one of the most important figures of Romanian 
national history, went by the Turkic name Bazarad (Basarab).455 Not even 
here, more than a century later in the middle of what would become modern 
Romania, can we find a simple and homogeneous definition of Vlach, and 
we would do well to stop trying. It was a category applied from outside, 
whether by Byzantines or Hungarians, with little regard for those catego-
rized.  

What this all means is that it is futile to debate whether the Second Bul-
garian Empire was founded by Vlachs or Bulgarians, or whether Vlachs 
played a bigger role in the beginning and Bulgarians later. No one called 
themselves Vlachs, and no one would have, considering that it was derogato-
ry and ill-defined. Rebels trying to carve out a new space for themselves had 
no use for such a word. In order to win legitimacy and respect they needed 
something else, a name with a legacy of power, tradition and glory, a name 
such as Bulgaria. 

4.4 The Idea of a Bulgarian Empire 
The words Bulgaria and Bulgarian became increasingly uncommon during 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries but there was a special heritage that these 
terms could carry, namely that of an empire. The rebellions of the 1040s, 
briefly mentioned earlier, shall be examined in more detail. Iōannēs Sky-
litzēs reports that a rebellion started in Bulgaria, led by a Bulgarian called 
Petros, who bore the surname Deleanos (Deljan) and claimed to be the 

 
453 Цҍръ румънҍскъ, Romanian land. Țară Românească according to modern spelling con-
ventions. It is of course of note that these Romanian-speaking Vlachs of the sixteenth century 
that were the first to speak for themselves in their own langauge did not name themselves or 
their country Vlach either, but Rumanian. 
454 Curta 2001, p. 345. 
455 Simon of Kéza, Gesta Hungarorum: The Deeds of the Hungarians, ed. by László 
Veszprémy and Frank Schauer (Budapest: Central European University Press, 1999), ch. 21; 
Chronicon Budense, p. 246; Vásáry, p. 153. For more on these runes (called Rovás), see 
Gábor Hosszú, Heritage of Scribes: The Relation of Rovas Scripts to Eurasian Writing Sys-
tems (Budapest: Rovas Foundation, 2013). 
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grandson of Samuel, the last emperor of Bulgaria.456 Michaēl Psellos devotes 
more attention to him, this time named Dolianos, and reports that he, “since 
he knew the traditions and laws”, convinced the Bulgarians that he was of 
the lineage of the old emperor Samuel and his brother Aaron, after which 
they acknowledged him as their ruler.457 This rebellion was successful at first 
but quickly descended into chaos, with two additional leaders claiming to be 
of the house of Samuel, the first of them (Tihomir) defeated by Deljan and 
the second (Alousjan) defeating the same Deljan, then striking a deal with 
the Byzantines and putting an end to the unrest.458 Also in the case of 
Alousjan, Psellos writes an interesting account. While Psellos presents him 
as a true heir of Aaron (Samuel’s brother) he describes in detail how he cun-
ningly travelled among the Bulgarians, spreading the words of a true heir 
and finally revealed himself, even showing an outlandish birthmark (a patch 
of black skin on his elbow, covered by rough hair).459 This anecdote is hard 
to believe but might have been part of the propaganda of Alousjan. John van 
Antwerp Fine believes that this Alousjan was a Byzantine agent sent out to 
sow discord among the Bulgarians, since he made peace with Byzantium 
after having defeated Deljan, also corroborated by the fact that he had ties 
with the Byzantine court.460 He was, however, not the only one with ties to 
Constantinople. Tihomir was originally sent out as a commander of a Byzan-
tine army to defeat Deljan, while Deljan himself carried the title of top-
archēs, 461 thus having been part of the Byzantine provincial hierarchy. He 
had furthermore lived in Constantinople prior to his rebellion.  

It is quite unlikely that any of these three had real ties to Samuel or Aa-
ron. In fact, it is not even clear that they were all known by themselves or 
others as Bulgarians prior to these events, since their backgrounds in some 
cases speak against it. It does not matter much though, what is of importance 
is rather that they could activate this identification with the old Bulgarian 
empire to win considerable amounts of support, suggesting that the idea of a 
Bulgarian empire and the glorious age of Samuel and his predecessors re-
mained an important idea among many in eleventh century Bulgaria. Some-
thing similar happened a few decades later when the Serbian prince Konstan-
tin Bodin was proclaimed heir of Samuel in order to lead a shortlived Bul-
garian rebellion in the early 1070s.462 Other traces of this memory of a Bul-
garian empire can be seen in the Slavic literary production of Bulgaria. 

 
456 Iōannēs Skylitzēs, Mich. IV, sect. 23. 
457 Michaēl Psellos, Chronographie, ch. 4, sect. 40. 
458 Iōannēs Skylitzēs, Mich. IV, sect. 24–29. 
459 Michaēl Psellos, Chronographie, ch. 4, sect. 45–48. 
460 John van Antwerp Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Sixth to 
the Late Twelfth Century (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1983), p. 206. 
461 Kekaumenos, ch. 2, sect. 75. 
462 Stephenson, p. 142. 
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There are few extant literary works from Bulgaria in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries, fewer still relating to worldly matters. There are, however, 
four short apocryphal legends related to the biblical prophets Isaiah and Dan-
iel, all of them using and commenting on Bulgarian and Byzantine history. 
The longest one, the History of the Prophet Isaiah, was written late in the 
eleventh century, according to internal evidence.463 It has been edited as part 
of a collection of Bogomil writings but there is nothing in the text to corrob-
orate that categorization, except its being apocryphal, which is not uncom-
mon. Kiril Petkov, who has translated all four of these into English, is of the 
opinion that this text “illustrate[s] Bulgarian historical mentality in the con-
text of suppressed state tradition [and] foreign domination” and “reveals a 
strong conviction in the Bulgarians’ providential mission”.464 I would argue 
that a close reading of the text does reveal a historical mentality in which 
Bulgarians are important actors, but there is no providential mission to be 
found. 

The text begins with Isaiah being brought up to the Heavens, where he 
was given the task of taking a third of the Cumans, called Bulgarians, and 
bringing them to Karvuna (in north eastern Bulgaria), after which a story of 
a large number of emperors, Bulgarian, Greek and Roman, is told. First, we 
encounter a number of Bulgarian emperors, many of them historical, even 
though chronology and facts are off. As we reach Petrŭ (927–969) a Roman 
emperor appears, by the name of Konstandinŭ, who is presented as a curious 
mix of the very Kōnstantinos Porphyrogennētos who reigned during Petrŭ’s 
time and the one that founded Constantinople. Konstandinŭ is one of the 
heroes of this work, being called “pious and Christ-loving”, finding the True 
Cross, founding Constantinople, and loving the emperor Petrŭ. He is also 
credited with again populating the Bulgarian lands in the west (when they 
were depopulated is not clear). Konstandinŭ was succeeded by Vasilie, who 
is also portrayed in an excellent light. He destroyed all enemies and pagans, 
he was sinless and his rule was blessed. Then there appears a Bulgarian em-
peror Samuel who was succeeded by Avgustianĭ,465 who ruled the Bulgarian 
and Greek empires. Some time later an anonymous emperor appeared, build-
ing monasteries in the Bulgarian and Greek lands, succeeded by Odeljanĭ 
(probably referring to Deljan above), who also ruled the Bulgarian and 
Greek empires. After him there are only two emperors left, both reigning 
from Constantinople, the second of them again over the Greek and Bulgarian 
empires. Then came the Pechenegs, ending the story.  

 
463 The rebellions of the 1040s are mentioned and do not seem recent and the work ends ab-
ruptly with Pechenegs invading. 
464 The Voices of Medieval Bulgaria, p. 194. 
465 Identified by both the editor and translator as Alousjan but there is nothing to support that 
theory.  It is most likely a corruption of the imperial title of Augustus/Avgoustos. 
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What can this strange and confusing account tell us about the legacy of 
the word Bulgarian? First and foremost, there is no sign of enmity against 
Byzantium. The two Roman emperors mentioned are depicted as excellent 
persons. Secondly, there seems to be a marked difference between Roman 
and Greek/Hellene. There was even a conspiracy of Hellenes trying to kill 
the Roman Konstandinŭ. There is little point in trying to draw sharp and 
clear conclusions from a text as peculiar as this one but the lauding of the 
Roman emperors as well as the last mentioned emperor, who ruled from 
Constantinople over Greeks and Bulgarians, seem to support a view where 
Bulgarians were a natural part of the Roman Empire, together with the 
Greeks, with the possibility of having emperors of their own like the 
Greeks.466 

Then follow two visions of Daniel.467 The second is clearly a continuation 
or rather explanation and reinterpretation of the first but it is not clear 
whether they were composed together or the second one later. The internal 
evidence is hard to follow but they are generally dated to the latter part of the 
eleventh century as well.468 Both accounts are quite strange, contradictory 
and have even less to do with historical reality than the History of the 
Prophet Isaiah. Both are eschatological in character and tell of numerous 
emperors. It is, however, only in the second that some emperors vaguely 
resembling real ones appear, such as Mixail, Symeon and Petrŭ of Bulgaria. 
Bulgarians do not appear at all in the first text but play some role in the sec-
ond, with the emperors mentioned above and the fact that the last emperor 
will be born from a Bulgarian father and Greek mother, echoing the kinship 
of Greeks and Bulgarians in the History of the Prophet Isaiah above. Both 
texts betray deep familiarity with Byzantine apocryphal traditions and the 
legends of the good emperor Michael. Much of the narrative of both texts 
regard the invasions of Ismaelites and “blonde-beards”, the latter probably 
an allusion to the peoples of Gog and Magog found in Byzantine apocalyptic 
traditions, where they appear, sometimes after the Ismaelites, from the north 
just before the end times.469 These Ismaelites and blonde-beards do not dev-

 
466 An idea of a western and an eastern empire, of Bulgarians and Greeks together as chosen 
by God, appeared in Bulgaria during the tenth century, see Tsvetelin Stepanov, ‘From 
“Steppe” to Christian Empire and Back: Bulgaria between 800 and 1100’, in The Other Eu-
rope in the Middle Ages: Avars, Bulgars, Khazars and Cumans, ed. by Florin Curta and Ro-
man Kovalev (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2008), pp. 363–378 (p. 365). 
467 Vision of the Prophet Daniel, in Zbornik popa Dragolja [The Priest Dragolj’s Codex], ed. 
by Panta Srećković (Belgrad: Slovo, 1890), pp. 10–12; trans. in The Voices of medieval Bul-
garia, pp. 199–204. Interpretation of the Prophet Daniel, in Zbornik popa Dragolja, pp. 12–
14; trans. in The Voices of Medieval Bulgaria, pp. 203–206. 
468 The Voices of Medieval Bulgaria, pp. 199, 203. 
469 Stephen J. Shoemaker, The Apocalypse of Empire: Imperial Eschatology in Late Antiquity 
and Early Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), pp. 47–59; Petre 
Guran, ‘From the Last Emperor to the Sleeping Emperor: The Evolution of a Myth’, in Apoc-
alyptic Complex: Perspectives, Histories, Persistence, ed. by Nadia Al-Bagdadi, David Marno 
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astate Bulgaria, but “the Roman land” or “Romania” (not to be confused 
with modern Romania). It is furthermore an emperor out of Rome (whether 
that refers to the actual Rome or to the Constantinople that fits the context 
better is not apparent) who stops them, at least in the first text, in the second 
he appears as the resurrected Mixail and is given the Turkic title khagan.470 
One may also note the importance in both texts attributed to Thessalonica, 
which becomes the last seat of power before the end-times. In the first part 
the emperor Mixail (not the same Mixail as above), with whom “God will be 
forever”, will conquer and rule from Thessalonica and “there will be such a 
great joy that has never been before”. A similar episode appears in the sec-
ond, where the khagan will rule from Thessalonica and usher in a glorious 
age. 

The last text, The Tale of the Holy Prophet Isaiah of the Future Days,471 is 
also eschatological, ending with the Antichrist. It was probably written in a 
time and milieu similar to the others, but later, since it contains references to 
the earlier ones. It is hard to say anything exact but it has been dated to the 
twelfth century,472 quite early I would say, since the memory of struggles 
with Pechenegs and Normans seem to be quite close. Again, we hear of 
Ismaelites and of violent men from the west, plaguing the lands of Greeks 
and Bulgarians, now interestingly defended by the emperor Gagen Odel-
janĭ.473 He is, however, killed by Ismaelites and the inhabitants of Thessalo-
nica defeat them instead. Then comes again the good emperor Mixail, hold-
ing the throne and crown of “the pious and faithful” Konstandinŭ. The de-
scription of the reign of Mixail echoes the age of Thessalonica above and 
after his death the Antichrist begins tormenting humanity. Bulgaria and Bul-
garians are barely visible at all here, except as victims of plundering. Not 
even Odeljanĭ is identified as Bulgarian. We recognize the theme of Bulgari-
ans and Greeks appearing together in this work, we also recognize Thessalo-
nica as the centre of resistance and glory. 

One thing that is apparent in these four texts is that the idea of Bulgarians 
as important players in history and of Bulgarian emperors lived. They do 
not, however, imply a longing for independence. The bulgarian-ness of these 
texts is rather steeped in a Byzantine worldview and indeed deep familiarity 

 
and Matthias Riedl (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2018, pp. 157–177, pp. 
163–167. 
470 For a discussion of that title, see Stepanov above. 
471 Tale of the Holy Prophet Isaiah of the Future Days, in ‘Neizvestno starobălgarsko 
letopisno săčinenie ot XI vek’, ed. by Anisava Miltenova and Milijana Kaimakamova, 
Paleobulgarica, 4 (1983), 52–73; trans. in The Voice of Medieval Bulgaria, pp. 207–212. 
472 The Voices of Medieval Bulgaria, p. 207. 
473 Odeljanĭ, as above, must be an allusion to Deljan. Gagen is strange though, resembling the 
Pecheneg chieftain Kegen, who was active as a Byzantine auxiliary fighting fellow Pechenegs 
just after Deljan’s time (Iōannēs Skylitzēs, Kōnst. IX, sect. 16–21). The figures could have 
merged or the likeness could be a coincidence. 
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with Byzantine traditions. It is in this Byzantine world, with centres as Con-
stantinople and especially Thessalonica, that the Bulgarians play a part. It is 
not possible to know how widespread these ideas were outside the monastic 
milieus where they were probably written. The copies that remain of these 
texts are few and late so they might not have been read by many at all. The 
support garnered by Deljan and the others at their claims of being heirs of 
Bulgarian emperors speak of a more widespread idea, however. It also fits 
with theories proposed by Dall’Aglio and Madgearu, where the word Bul-
garian had a political meaning and Bulgarians possessed a state tradition, 
explaining the disappearance of Vlachs in favour of Bulgarians when the 
Bulgarian Empire was taking form.474 Whether the disappearance of Vlachs 
and appearance of Bulgarians had to do with changes in names or actual 
people is another question, though the rebellions discussed above as well as 
the Slavic texts hints at the former, as does the use of the category of Vlach. 
A similar conclusion is reached by Dall’Aglio: 

But in every state, however multi-ethnic, there is always some basic set of cul-
tural references which tends to be a unifying factor: in this occasion it was the 
reference to the old Bulgarian kingdom, a prestigious antecedent. Questioning 
the actual ethnic origin of the Asenides [Petros, Asan and Caloiohannes] is ir-
relevant. The important thing is that they chose to think of themselves as Bul-
garians […].475 

 
A more accurate way of phrasing it would be that they chose to present 

themselves as Bulgarians. What they thought of themselves is less clear. 
This study does not delve into the psychology of Caloiohannes or his broth-
ers, such speculations being beyond the scope of the study as well as the 
scope of the sources. However, this conclusion forms a starting point for the 
last sections of this study where the three major players in the rebellion of 
the Vlachs and the subsequent formation of a Bulgarian empire take centre 
stage. For how did you form a new empire at the turn of the thirteenth centu-
ry? Who did you need to be? What kind of recognition did you need to get? 
How did you get it?  

4.5 The Rebellions of Petros and Asan 
Petros and Asan are unheard of before their appearing as instigators of the 
rebellion of the Vlachs in the 1180s and almost nothing is known of their 
background. In fact, nothing at all can be said of them with much certainty, 
since all our sources about them are written by their enemies: Nikētas 
Chōniatēs, some additional Byzantine orators and the Historia de expedi-

 
474 Dall’Aglio, pp. 598–601; Madgearu 2017, pp. 50, 58, 61. 
475 Dall’Aglio, p. 600. 
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tione Friderici imperatoris, there is also a short account from Robert de Cla-
ri.  

Chōniatēs states that the origin – or pretext in his view – of the rebellion 
was heavy taxation and ill-treatment of their livestock, interpreted by mod-
ern scholars as a change of taxation from goods traded to the actual flocks 
they possessed.476 The brothers Petros and Asan took the lead in the protests 
against this new levy of taxes and came to negotiate with the emperor, 
though it is clear that they were not interested in independence at this point. 
Instead they demanded to be included in the Byzantine army and to receive 
an estate in the Stara Planina. 477 They were thus aiming for deeper inclusion 
in Byzantine matters rather than the reverse. It was only after these negotia-
tions failed that they took up arms, in a rebellion that appeared in a distinctly 
Byzantine guise, as we shall see. 

A slightly different account of the origins is provided by Robert de Clari. 
He does not mention Petros or Asan, only their younger brother Caloiohan-
nes, whom he names Jehans li Blak(i)s. This is not so surprising considering 
that Petros and Asan were already long dead when Clari and the crusaders 
came to the area. Clari tells a story of how this Jehans approached the cru-
saders in 1204 in the hope of forging an alliance and being crowned king. 
According to Clari he had risen in rebellion after one of the attendants of the 
emperor had struck him with a whip across the face, an anecdote known 
from Chōniatēs as well, where Asan was struck.478 Another detail that fits 
well with Asan is Clari’s account of how this Jehans travelled to the lands of 
the Cumans and fraternized with them, another trait of Asan as seen above. 
That Clari’s story of the origin of the rebellion fits better with what is known 
from the Greek sources about Asan is not so surprising since Asan had in 
some instances gone under the name of Ioanŭ, which like Jehans and Iohan-
nes was a common form of the name John. We may thus assume that the 
backstory of Clari’s Jehans refers to Asan rather than Caloiohannes.  

Clari mentions other things that are not known from Chōniatēs. His Je-
hans (Asan) used to be a sergeant of the Byzantine emperor and was in 
charge of a big horse farm from which the emperor used to send for horses, 

 
476 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 368; Stephenson, p. 289; Curta 2006, p. 358; Madgearu 
2017, p. 36. 
477 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 369. Some scholars argue that Chōniatēs is not telling the 
whole truth in his account, for a matter as small as the possible grant of an estate (pronoia) 
would not normally have been brought before the emperor. Madgearu, leaning on Zlatarski 
and Fine, is of the opinion that “the real request must have had much greater weight: the two 
brothers asked to rule of [sic] a territory, namely a part of the province of Moesia.” Madgearu 
2017, p. 41. I find it hard to support such a conclusion since no actual source can corroborate 
it. Even so, the request for a territory bigger than an estate would still not necessarily mean 
independence from the empire, but rather some form of autonomy under Byzantine rule. The 
request was made to the emperor after all. 
478 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 369. 
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he furthermore used to come to the court every year.479 These details, togeth-
er with Asan’s friendship with the Cumans, suggests that the brothers had a 
background among the nomadic or seminomadic peoples living in Bulgaria 
and Paristrion, and dovetails with the use of the category of Vlach. 

According to Chōniatēs the Vlachs were reluctant to rebel at first, and in 
persuading and motivating them Petros and Asan did not activate ethnic 
symbols, they used religious ones. They built a shrine to St. Dēmētrios and 
gathered loyal priests who would spread their words.480 What exactly these 
priests preached is harder to know for sure but Chōniatēs gives some hints: 

[…] they were instructed to say in their ravings that the God of the race 
[genos] of the Bulgar[ian]s and Vlachs had consented to their freedom and as-
sented that they should cast off after so long a time the yoke from their neck; 
and in support of this cause, Dēmētrios, the Martyr for Christ, would abandon 
the metropolis of Thessaloniki and his church there and the customary haunts 
of the Romans and come over to them to be their helper and assistant in their 
forthcoming task.481 

 
Chōniatēs does not say how he came to know these words and there is no 

way to know how much or little he twisted the information that he did get, 
especially since he wrote it in hindsight when a new empire had come into 
being as a result of this. “The genos of the Bulgarians and Vlachs” is an un-
likely expression, both considering the fact, as seen above, that Bulgarians 
do not appear elsewhere in his text and that, as far as we know, no one ever 
called themselves Vlach nor addressed anyone with that name. A hint as to 
what this combined genos of Bulgarians and Vlachs means appears a few 
pages later, when Chōniatēs states that the ambition of Petros and Asan was 
to “unite the power of the Mysians and Bulgarians into one, as it was of 
old”,482 referring to the provinces of Paristrion and Bulgaria. Again, 
Chōniatēs might read the end result into their initial ambition. 

His other descriptions of what was happening, however, as well as that of 
Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, gives a radically different idea 
of what Petros and Asan were up to. Chōniatēs reports that Petros soon put a 
gold chaplet on his head and scarlet buskins on his feet, these being regalia 
of the Byzantine emperor,483 while in Historia de expeditione Friderici impe-
ratoris it is told that Petros wore the imperial crown of Greece, calling him-
self and being called imperator Greciȩ by his own men; Greece and impera-

 
479 Robert de Clari, p. 63. 
480 Chōniatēs is not the only testament to the importance of St. Dēmētrios in the uprising and 
ensuing empire. His portrait appears on seals and coins from the Second Bulgarian Empire 
(Madgearu, p. 45). 
481 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 371; trans., p. 205. 
482 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 374. 
483 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 372. 
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tor Greciȩ being used to name Byzantium and its emperor in this and indeed 
most other western sources.484 Thus it seems that Petros actually made a bid 
for the position of Byzantine emperor, which does fit better with their initial 
ambition of advancing in the Byzantine hierarchy as well as the aristocratic 
name form (Kalopetrus) that he also used, and by which he was known in 
Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris.485 While these ambitions may 
have been natural to vastly successful warlords with backgrounds in the pro-
vincial hierarchies of regions that had been part of Byzantium for almost 200 
years, the idea of rural savages becoming emperors or even making that 
claim was utterly alien to urban intellectuals as Chōniatēs, who could only 
interpret what was happening as an unlawful uprising among those he knew 
from his literary context as Mysians and Bulgarians, with the categorizations 
Vlach and barbarian used to further discredit those claims, since only a prop-
er Roman could become emperor.486  

St. Dēmētrios, the patron saint of this uprising, demands some attention. 
He seems to have been associated with Thessalonica already from the fifth 
century but there is a definite connection from the early seventh, when he 
appears in a number of miracles as a guardian saint of the city. More mira-
cles as well as hymns to his honour were written and the widespread cult 
took on a separatist character, with Thessalonica withstanding all attacks on 
her own while the forces of Constantinople were occasionally perceived as 
enemies. St. Dēmētrios became the pride of the city and was, in Ruth 
Macrides’s words, “to Thessalonica what the Mother of God was to Con-
stantinople”.487 Already in the earliest stories St. Dēmētrios carries the epi-
thet athloforos (ἀθλοφόρος), literally prize-bearing (i.e. victorious) and has a 
military character, something that becomes even more pronounced in later 
sources. He would often appear on the field of battle or the battlements of 
the besieged Thessalonica, dressed in armour and a white chlamys (χλαμύς, a 

 
484 Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, pp. 58, 69. E.g. the Byzantine emperor 
Isaakios as imperator grecorum, p. 35. 
485 The prefix is from the Greek adjective καλός, meaning beautiful or honourable, occasion-
ally used by and about the Byzantine elite and emperors in the Komnenian era, most notably 
Iōannēs II Komnēnos, sometimes known as Caloiohannes/Kaloiōannēs. See Historia ducum 
Veneticorum, in Monumenta Germaniae Historica. Scriptores, 39 vols (Hannover: 
Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1826–2009), 14 (1883), pp. 72–89 (p. 73); also as Kaloǰan in 
Kirakos Kanjagec῾i, p. 70. 
486 There is a striking parallel here to the early tenth century and the imperial claims of 
Symeon, who, while he himself would seldom, if ever, mention Bulgarians, was continually 
labelled Bulgarian by Nikolaos Mystikos and Theodōros Daphnopatēs, as a way to render the 
idea of him as a Roman emperor unthinkable. See Nikolaos Mystikos, Letters, ed. by Ruby J. 
Jenkins and Leendert G. Westerink (Washington DC, Dumbarton Oaks, 1973), ep. 8; The-
odōros Daphnopatēs, Correspondance, ed. by Jacques Darrouzès and Leendert G. Westerink 
(Paris: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1978), eps. 5–6.  
487 Ruth J. Macrides, ‘Subversion and Loyalty in the Cult of St. Demetrius’, Byzantinoslavica, 
51 (1990), 189–197 (pp. 189–193). 
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cloak traditionally worn by generals), and even when appearing in visions 
outside of actual battles his apparition would often be in this array of a war-
rior.488 His miracles were popular and widespread, with a large manuscript 
tradition remaining still.489 One should also keep in mind that Thessalonica, 
being the second city of the empire and the nearest metropolis for Petros and 
Asan, was of great importance, actual as well as mythical, as seen in the 
Slavic apocrypha mentioned above. That its militaristic guardian saint, who 
was not necessarily loyal to Constantinople, should appear as the symbol of 
a rebellion is not very surprising, but it does again show that the rebellion 
was steeped in a Byzantine worldview and that its symbols were taken from 
a Byzantine repertoire. In fact Bulgarians, besides Slavs and Avars, occa-
sionally appear as antagonists of St. Dēmētrios.490 This does not preclude the 
possibility that parts of the forces of Petros and Asan were identified or iden-
tified themselves with categories such as Bulgarian but there are no indica-
tions that those categories were activated in this stage of the rebellion. It 
would rather seem that they fought as discontent Byzantine citizens, who 
had aspirations to Byzantine hierarchies, identified with a powerful Byzan-
tine saint and knew a Byzantine metropolis as an example. 

The force and value of these ideas was apparently not enough to keep this 
rebellion together though. During the early and immensely successful years 
there are no traces of conflict but after a while a rift appeared between Petros 
and Asan, convincingly dated to 1193 by Alexander Každan.491 Information 
regarding this is very obscure. Chōniatēs does not mention it at all, leaving 
us with the enigmatic allusions of the two orators Sergios Kolybas and 
Geōrgios Tornikēs, who referred to a conflict between Petros and Asan in 
speeches delivered to the emperor Isaakios Angelos. Kolybas, without nam-
ing them, tells of how conflict has erupted between the brothers and how the 
one has ruined his brother’s works and hardened him as a rock (a play on 
Petros’s name with the Greek petra for rock) before him; Kolybas is sure of 
imperial victory and invites them to surrender.492 Tornikēs appears even 
more confident than Kolybas, saying that Petros (here by name) no longer is 
in harmony with his brother and seeks peace with the emperor, who is laud-

 
488 Les Plus Anciens Recueils des Miracles de Saint Démétrius et la Penetration des Slaves 
dans les Balkans, ed. by Paul Lemerle, 2 vols (Paris: Centre National de la Recherche Scien-
tifique, 1979–1981), 1 (1979), pp. 50, 80, 134–135, 157, 177–178, 238. 
489 Les Plus Anciens Recueils des Miracles de Saint Démétrius et la Penetration des Slaves 
dans les Balkans, 1 (1979), pp. 13–34. 
490 See the fifth miracle, pp. 227–234.  
491 Alexander Každan, ‘La Date de la Rupture entre Pierre et Asen (vers 1193)’, Byzantion, 35 
(1965), 167–174 (p. 174). 
492 Sergios Kolybas, in Fontes Rerum Byzantinarum: Rhetorum saeculi XII orationes po-
liticae, pp. 293–295. 
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ed as a saviour who forgives this prōtapostatēs.493 These speeches were of 
course panegyric and we cannot take what they say at face value. There are 
no other indications that the emperor was ever close to getting these rebel-
lions under control,494 but it is probably not a coincidence that it is Petros that 
Tornikēs envisions getting peace treaties from, since Asan was described by 
Chōniatēs as the more insolent of the two in their initial negotiations and 
since it was he that recruited the Scyths or Cumans, while Petros was the one 
who mimicked Byzantine imperial power. Whatever was the cause and na-
ture of their conflict there was a marked difference in strategy, the one acti-
vating some symbolic power through using a Byzantine ideal, the other rely-
ing more on the coercive power of his nomadic allies. There is some evi-
dence in the form of a seal suggesting that Asan at some point called himself 
emperor of the Bulgarians, as opposed to Petros’s Byzantine claims. Assum-
ing that the seal in question actually belonged to Asan and not a later Bulgar-
ian emperor (most Bulgarian emperors of the thirteenth century would use 
that name in some form), there is still no other information about how he 
used and presented that title, except that the familiar St. Dēmētrios appears 
on the other side of the seal.495 

Neither of them was successful in the long term, for they were both mur-
dered by their own followers, Asan by another rebel named Ivankos in 1196 
and Petros in 1197 by an anonymous homogenēs, which could refer to a 
countryman or an actual family member.496 Ivankos afterwards married into 
the Byzantine imperial family and Chōniatēs hints that a Byzantine official 
may have instigated him to kill Asan.497 Besides the turncoat Ivankos, who 
later betrayed the Byzantines as well, there was also the Vlach leader Chrys-
os, who acted independently, sometimes as a Byzantine ally,498 adding fur-
ther lack of common leadership and goals to the emerging picture of the 
Vlachs and their rebellion(s). 

This unrest thus started among various inhabitants of the Byzantine prov-
inces of Paristrion and Bulgaria as a protest against heavy taxation, growing 
and spreading far and wide in an empire that was weak and poorly managed. 
Opportunistic warlords emerged as leaders and attempts at an ideological 
foundation with Byzantine models were made, while the Byzantine elite 
would answer by painting them out as primitive barbarians. The rebellion(s) 
seems to have remained largely heterogeneous and decentralized, mainly 

 
493 Geōrgios Tornikēs, in Fontes Rerum Byzantinarum: Rhetorum saeculi XII orationes politi-
cae, pp. 264, 274.  
494 “Not even a minor victory smiled upon the Romans, and there was not even an illusion of a 
trophy.” Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 472; trans., p. 259. 
495 Monetite i pečatite na bălgarskite tsare, ed. by Nikola Mušmov (Sofia, 1924), p. 158. See 
also Petkov, p. 217. 
496 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 469–470, 472. 
497 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 471, 473. 
498 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 509–511 (Ivankos), p. 487 (Chrysos). 
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maintained by the military success of its different and sometimes rival lead-
ers.499  

After the deaths of Petros and Asan, Caloiohannes came to power, bring-
ing two changes: first, he succeeded where Petros had failed, gaining recog-
nition as ruler from powers as great as the Roman pope; second, he left us 
lengthy accounts of his claims, penned by his own hand or at least at his own 
command. It is to this would-be emperor that we will now turn.  

4.6 Emperor Caloiohannes and His Letters to the Pope 
Having been rather anonymous throughout the first decade of the rebellions, 
Caloiohannes took centre stage after the deaths of his brothers, emerging as 
sole ruler after the chaotic events of Chrysos and Ivankos. Few details about 
the earliest phases of his reign are known, fewer still about his life before 
that, though he seems to have spent some time as a hostage in Constantino-
ple and to have been close to Petros, having been appointed by him to share 
in his rule not long before his death, according to Chōniatēs.500 If compared 
with Petros and Asan, Caloiohannes indeed seems to have had more in 
common with Petros, adopting similar strategies for recognition, even styling 
his name as he sometimes did, making use of the imperial-sounding prefix 
kalo-/calo-. 

But where Petros had styled himself Roman emperor in a typical Byzan-
tine fashion, Caloiohannes turned to the pope in Rome in order to be recog-
nized as Bulgarian emperor. When and indeed if Caloiohannes first sent 
messengers to the Papacy is unknown. As far as actual traces of their corre-
spondence can tell, it started with a letter from the pope in late 1199.501  

Their correspondence was rather short, at least from Caloiohannes’s side, 
who only sent four letters during a period of about two and a half years.502 
Innocentius, however, kept writing, but judging from his silence it would 
seem that by his coronation in 1204, Caloiohannes had already gotten what 
he wanted. What this section aims to examine is what Caloiohannes did want 
from the pope, how he proceeded to get it, and and how he used it to 
strengthen his position. 

 
499 Cf. Stephenson, pp. 293–294. 
500 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 472. 
501 Regesta, 2: 255 [cclxvi]. In his first reply, Caloiohannes says that he had tried to send 
messengers before. 
502 See Appendix 1. 
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4.6.1 A Correspondence with Obstacles 
Before embarking on any analysis of Caloiohannes’s letters to Innocentius, 
the question begs asking: did the two of them ever understand each other? 
This is not intended as a rhetorical question about their differences in out-
look and background but a sincere query in the most literal sense. Whereas 
Lewon of Armenia clearly had scribes who were well versed in Latin at his 
disposal, the situation was radically different at the court of Caloiohannes. 
The most apparent evidence of this problem is a passage found in Caloio-
hannes’s last letter to Innocentius: 

I have sent two boys to your great holiness, one by the name of Basilius, the 
other Bithlehem. And they are to be held under this precept, that they shall 
study Latin letters in schools, since here we have no grammarians who can 
translate the letters that you send.503 

 
The only ones Caloiohannes could rely on to translate were thus the papal 

legates who delivered the letters. They, however, could only translate be-
tween Latin and Greek and they would not stay at Caloiohannes’s faraway 
court longer than they had to. One might also suspect that Caloiohannes 
would prefer translators who were rather less partial in this correspondence 
than the chosen representatives of the pope. It is important to remember 
when analysing these letters that Caloiohannes had no way to verify what the 
legates had written. He could only trust them to be honest. 

There are four letters in the name of Caloiohannes as well as the instru-
mentum in which he professed his loyalty to the Papacy. Out of these only 
the first contain any hints regarding the process of their composition, saying 
that it was “translated from Bulgarian into Greek and thereafter from Greek 
into Latin”.504 Many details are still wanting. What does Bulgarian mean in 
this context? Was it written in Bulgarian or dictated in Bulgarian and written 
directly in Greek? 

The answer to the first question is that Bulgarian probably meant the lit-
erary language that we know as Old Church Slavonic, which was the com-
monly used written form of Slavic in this age and region, but it might also 
mean the spoken language that the emperor of Bulgaria commonly used, 
likely a South Slavic dialect, though for all we know it might even have re-
ferred to a Turkic or proto-Romanian dialect, if one is inclined to believe 
that that was the mother tongue of Caloiohannes. A Greek translation of a 

 
503 “Misi autem ad tuam magnam sanctitatem pueros duos, unus vero nominatur Basilius, 
alius Bithlehem. Et dentur ex precepto eius, ut addiscant in scolis litteras Latinas, quoniam hic 
grammaticos non habemus, qui possint litteras, quas mittitis, nobis transferre;”, Regesta, 7: 
230. According to a letter sent at the same time by the archbishop of Tărnovo, one of the boys 
was actually son to the king, presumably Caloiohannes himself, Regesta, 7: 231. 
504 “[…] translate de Bulgarico in Grecum et de Greco postea in Latinum.”, Regesta, 5: 114 
[cxv]. 
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document in Old Church Slavonic or of informal speech in a vernacular dia-
lect would be two rather different things.  

Caloiohannes might have known some Greek, it is even rather likely that 
he did, having spent some years as a hostage in Constantinople. However, 
the fact that he went through the hazard of this second translation between 
his Bulgarian language and Greek means that he did not know formal written 
Greek well, which likely means that he would not understand the Greek 
translations of the papal letters well either even if they were read out to him, 
so we might assume two translations in that direction as well. Again, the 
road to understanding between Caloiohannes and Innocentius was long and 
fraught with pitfalls.  

The question also begs asking whether the papal legates were not just of 
help in translating but also involved in the composition of the letters, and if 
so, to what degree. All of the letters contain stock phrases from the Regesta 
of Innocentius, especially the introductory greetings, and some contain very 
convenient formulas such as a rather scholarly explanation of the pope’s 
ability to bind and to loose based on the primacy of St. Peter, found in the 
second letter.505 The legates may thus have embellished the letters for the 
convenience of Caloiohannes, i.e. making sure that they were well-received, 
they might also have embellished them for the convenience of Innocentius, 
by adding details that showcased the relationship with Caloiohannes in a 
better light for the Papacy.  

It is clear, however, that the legates did not write the letters in their entire-
ty but rather made certain elaborations upon them, for they do contain some 
peculiarites, such as Caloiohannes’s insistence of speaking of himself in the 
third person as imperium meum, as well as the fact that they often address 
Innocentius is the second person singular, which was very uncommon. They 
also contain some grecisms that the translators apparently did not always 
know how to handle.  

One example is from his last letter where he mentions a gift that he is 
sending to Innocentius, including “examita duo, episima dupla, unum est 
rubeum et aliud album” (two silk-cloths with double episima, one is red, the 
other white).506 The phrasing is awkward. One would have expected episima 
dupla to be in the ablative or genitive case to show their relationship to ex-
amita duo, or to be governed by a preposition, instead it looks like the ex-
amita and episima refer to different things, suggesting that the translator did 
not really understand the words or know what to do with them. In this in-

 
505 “Intelligo ego Caloioh(anne)s, imperator Bulgarorum, quod tu habes potestatem a Deo 
ligandi et solvendi, sicut habuit beatus Petrus apostolus, cui dixit Dominus: ‘Quodcumque 
ligaveris super terram’ et cetera, sic tibi contulit Deus gratiam istam. Unde quem ligaveris, 
ligatus est, et quem solveris, solutus.” Regesta, 6: 142 (Cf. Matthew 16. 19). 
506 Regesta, 7: 230. Both (h)examiton (a patterned sort of silk weave) and episimon (a word 
for the Greek sign for the number six, also used to signify the crucifixion of Christ) are very 
rare in Latin, especially the latter. 
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stance the problem was probably solved by the fact that the very objects 
could speak for themselves.  

Another and more striking example is the romei (Romans), from Greek 
rhōmaioi (ῥωμαῖοι), that is found in Caloiohannes’s third letter. Signifying 
Byzantines it would normally have been translated to graeci (Greeks), or if 
Romans from Rome, romani, but here a contemporary transliteration of the 
Greek word was kept. The appearance of romei has major political implica-
tions. It is very uncommon elsewhere in Latin texts and reveals that Caloio-
hannes would refer to Byzantines as Romans, as they themselves did, rather 
than Greeks, as Innocentius (and most other western writers) did. However, 
Caloiohannes’s letters also contain the adjective romanus, also frequently 
employed by Innocentius, to signify something that has to do with Rome. 
This means that one has to be careful with references to anything Roman in 
these letters, since Byzantines could be Roman in the mind of Caloiohannes 
and the translators did not always know how to handle that. 

As is apparent by now, the questions are becoming more numerous and 
the answers fewer. The most important point to bear in mind after this short 
discussion is the fact that the correspondence between Caloiohannes and 
Innocentius is a tricky source to use. Caloiohannes might not have under-
stood the letters of Innocentius very well and his own letters in the Latin 
form in which we now know them might be rather different from how he 
intended them to be written. 

4.6.2 Titles and Claims 
Turning now to the content of the letters, I will first examine how Caloio-
hannes presented himself, a question that is at the very core of his endeav-
ours and his choice to rule as Bulgarian. He names himself and showcases 
his titles in the introductions of his letters, the third one also contains a sig-
nature at the end. In the first letter he refers to himself as imperator Bulgaro-
rum et Blachorum, in the second imperator Bulgarorum, also reiterated later 
in the letter; in the third he styles himself imperator omnium Bulgarorum et 
Blachorum in the introduction and imperator Bulgarie at the end, while in 
the fourth he is actually rex totius Bulgarie et Vlachie. In the instrumentum 
wherein he declared his loyalty to the Papacy he names himself dominus et 
imperator totius Bulgariae et Blaciae, he also names his predecessors impe-
ratores Bulgarorum et Blacorum but refers to their taking up the regnum 
Bulgarorum et firmamentum imperiale.507 

In the three letters written by archbishops under his reign he is named 
dominus imperator, qualified by Bulgarorum atque Blachorum in the 
third.508 This last letter was sent at the same time as the last letter of Caloio-

 
507 Regesta, 5: 115 [cxvi]; 6: 142; 7: 6; 230; 4. 
508 Regesta, 5: 116 [cxvii]; 7: 5; 7: 231. 
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hannes, thus contradicting his rex. On the other hand, the archbishop of 
Tărnovo wrote an instrumentum of obedience at the same time as Caloio-
hannes, and therein he spoke of crowning someone rex Bulgarorum et 
Blacorum.509 The picture is thus quite a confusing one. 

Bulgarians or Bulgaria is the constant of these titles, Vlachs or Vlachia 
appearing at times together with them but never on their own. The one title 
that is most likely to reflect Caloiohannes’s own will is the signature of the 
third letter, wherein he names himself imperator Bulgarie, for the likelihood 
that the Latin translators meddled with this succinct signature is far less than 
with the titles appearing in the verbose and formulaic introductions with 
their customary and very Latin greetings. When discussing the introductions 
it is also interesting to note that the introduction of the second letter stands 
out from the others, in that it happens to be much less formulaic than the 
others. A comparison will show that it is not as elaborate as some, nor does it 
contain the same stock phrases as the others, instead using formulas that are 
rather uncommon: 

5: 115 [cxvi] 
Venerabili et sanctissimo patri summo pontifici. Ego Caloioh(ann)es, im-

perator Bulgarorum et Blachorum, gaudium et salutem mando tibi. Notum fa-
cimus sanctitati vestre, quod nos recepimus vestras sacrosanctas litteras, quas 
nobis portavit religious archipresbyter Brundusinus, et nos reputavimus eas 
caras super omne aurum et quemlibet lapidem pretiosum. 

 

6: 142 
Caloioh(ann)es, imperator Bulgarorum, sanctissimo domino fidei chris-

tianorum ab oriente usque ad occidentem patriarche, pape Rom(ano). Ego car-
tam mitto tibi gaudens, si nuntius meus inveniet te sanum et letum, cum om-
nibus, qui sunt tecum, et omnibus consanguineis et amicis tuis. 

 

7: 6 
Sanctissimo dominatori et universali pape sedenti in sede beati Petri et 

domino patri regni mei tercio Innocentio, pape sedis apostolice et ecclesie 
Romane et magistro totius mundi. 

Spero in Deum Salvatorem hominum, quod bene et multum bene valet 
sanctitas tua cum omnibus sedentibus circa tronum sanctitatis tue cardinalibus 
sancta ecclesie Romane. Noverit magna sanctitas tua, quod filius tuus et Rom-
ane ecclesie, imperator omnium Bulgarorum et Blachorum, cum omnibus 
principibus imperii mei multum bene sum per Deum et sanctam orationem tu-
am. 

 

7: 230 
 

509 Regesta, 7: 11. 
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[A] Caloioh(ann)e, rege totius Bulgarie et Vlachie, ad a Deo promotum et 
sanctissimum et in Christo dilectum et honorificentissimum patrem regni mei 
tertium Innocentium et sacerrimum papam Rome et successorem principis ap-
ostoli Petri. 
 
The third one is the most elaborate but the first and fourth also show stock 

phrases such as notum facimus sanctitati vestre and titles and attributes that 
are commonly used (venerabili et sanctissimo patri summo pontifici, sedenti 
in sede beati Petri, magistro totius mundi, successorem principis apostoli 
Petri, etc.). The second, on the other hand, stands out. The pope is addressed 
as patriarch and nowhere in the Patrologia Latina corpus is a title resem-
bling dominus fidei christianorum ab oriente usque ad occidentem patriar-
cha to be found. The pope was technically a patriarch, of course, though 
Innocentius did not make use of that title. From a Byzantine point of view, 
on the other hand, that was his most important title. That Caloiohannes 
names him patriarch first and pope second makes this greeting far more like-
ly than the others to be a direct translation rather than a Latin composition, 
as does the fact that the introduction contains no customary greetings and 
formulas. 

This, along with the fact that his only known seals refer to him as cĕsarĭ 
of the Bulgarians,510 suggests that Caloiohannes called himself emperor of 
Bulgarians/Bulgaria only, and that ruler of Bulgarians and Vlachs was how 
he was known by many others. He might have known and tolerated the use 
of Vlachs in his title but did not use it himself. On the other hand, he might 
not even have been aware that Vlachs was added to some of his letters in 
their Latin form. 

That Caloiohannes calls himself rex rather than imperator in his fourth 
and last letter wherein he reports on his coronation should not suggest that he 
stopped looking upon himself as emperor. In the same letter he continually 
refers to himself and his realm as imperium meum and, as noted above, the 
archbishop of Tărnovo still referred to him as imperator in a letter to Inno-
centius at the same time. One should also note Caloiohannes’s formulation 
later in the letter, that he gives thanks “because your holiness has fulfilled 
the full will of my empire according to its request”.511 Caloiohannes had 
never asked to be crowned king. If Caloiohannes indeed meant to have the 
rege in the introductory greeting written, it cannot have been more than a 
token of lip service. It is also more than likely that the legate who had 
crowned him king by papal command also made sure to call him king in the 
translated letter. In any case, Caloiohannes had gotten what he wanted from 

 
510 Korpus na srednovekovnite bălgarski pečati [Corpus of the Medieval Bulgarian Seals], ed. 
by Ivan Jordanov and Pavel Georgiev (Sofia: Nacionalen arxeologičeski institut s muzej, 
2016), pp. 211–213. See also Petkov, p. 217. 
511 “[…] eo quod secundum petitionem imperii mei sanctitas vestra totum suum velle 
adimplevit.”, Regesta, 7: 230. 
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Innocentius: a crown, a sceptre, a banner and a splendid coronation specta-
cle, all that he had asked for in previous letters.512 Regarding the political 
requests that Innocentius had upon Caloiohannes, to make peace with Hun-
gary and the crusaders of Constantinople, Caloiohannes makes his position 
clear in the letter: 

And Your Holiness should write to him [the king of Hungary], that he should 
stand back from my realm, since my empire has no interest in slighting him or 
invade his lands. But if he would come against the lands of my empire and 
should God help me so that he is defeated, Your Holiness should not hold me 
in suspicion, but I should be free. 

I also write to Your Holiness regarding the Latins who have entered Con-
stantinople, that you should write to them that they should stand back from 
my empire, and as my empire does them no evil, they should not slight us. If 
they would somehow make an attempt against my empire and slight it and 
someone of them should fall, Your Holiness should not hold me in suspicion, 
but all should be free.513  
 
These are the words of a ruler who will have no one meddle in his affairs, 

not even the pope that just has had him crowned. It is Caloiohannes that 
makes demands here. You should write to them, he says, promising to retali-
ate in force if he does not get his way. The contrast to his preceeding letter, 
written mere months before, is striking: “And regarding the border with 

 
512 “Foremost we ask of the Roman Church, our mother, for a crown and the honour of being 
a special son…” (“Inprimis petimus ab ecclesia Romana, matre nostra, coronam et honorem 
tamquam dilectus filius…”), Regesta, 5: 114 [cxv]. 

“And we pray […] that you will send cardinals that Your Holiness has commanded to 
crown me emperor […]” (“Et rogo […] ut tu mittas cardinales, quibus precipiat sanctitas tua, 
ut me coronent in imperatorem […]”), Regesta, 6: 142. 

“And also we ask of Your Holiness that you send a cardinal to my empire, either this one 
that has come to me or another from the apostolic see, and give to them a diadem and a scep-
ter […]” (“Et aliud peto a sanctitate tua, ut mittas cardinalem ad imperium meum, seu istum, 
qui venit ad me, sive alium a sede apostolica, et des eis diadem et sceptrum […]”), Regesta, 7: 
6. 

“[…] the lord Leo, legate of the apostolic see, came to my empire bearing with him a 
crown and blessing it placed it upon the head of my empire and put the scepter and banner in 
my hands.” ([…] dominus legatus apostolice sedis venit ad imperium meum sibi afferens 
coronam et eam benedicens super caput imperii mei imposuit et in manibus meis dedit michi 
sceptrum atque vexillum.), Regesta, 7: 230. 
513 “Et scribat ei sanctitas vestra, quatenus distet a regno meo, quoniam imperium meum nec 
eum habet parvipendere, nec contra terras eius abire. Si vero ipse venerit contra terras imperii 
mei et Deus adiuverit, ut vincatur, non habeat sanctitas vestra imperium meum suspectum, sed 
sim liber.  

De Latinis quoque, qui Constantinopolim introierunt, scribo sanctitati vestre, ut eis scriba-
tis, quatinus distent ab imperio meo, et sic imperium meum nullum malum eis facit neque ipsi 
nobis parvipendant. Si forte ipsi conati fuerint contra imperium meum et parvipenderint eum 
et occidet ex eis, non habeat sanctitas vestra imperium meum suspectum, sed sint universa 
libera.”, Regesta, 7: 230. 
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Hungary, Bulgaria and Vlachia I leave it to Your Holiness to judge, so that 
you may order this affair rightly and justly.”514 

Caloiohannes knew to be gentle when needed, but he would not bow 
down to anyone unnecessarily. As emperor he would not have to. Indeed, he 
never wrote back to Innocentius again, probably content with what he had 
gotten. One should also bear in mind that the idea of a Bulgarian king was 
alien to a Bulgarian and Byzantine repertoire. The Bulgarian rulers of old 
that Caloiohannes liked to refer to, Symeon, Petrus and Samuel, had been 
emperors, just as the legendary rulers evoked by earlier insurgents and Old 
Church Slavonic apocryphal prophesies. Claiming Bulgarian kingship would 
be as absurd as it would be meaningless. Just as absurd was the idea of a 
Bulgarian empire to Innocentius from his Roman viewpoint, where there was 
no emperor but the Roman emperor. Just as their intentions were different, 
so were their very starting points, so were their repertoires. It is no wonder 
that Innocentius and Caloiohannes tended to talk past one another on this 
issue. Likewise, it is no wonder that Caloiohannes was so interested in ruling 
as a Bulgarian, for with that the exalted position of independence that he 
sought was within reach. 

4.6.3 Caloiohannes as a Byzantine Ruler 
There was one thing that Caloiohannes asked for from Innocentius that he 
did not receive: the archbishop of Tărnovo was never named patriarch, at 
least not by Innocentius. Not that this stopped Caloiohannes from pretend-
ing, or believing, that he had been, for in the same last letter where he brash-
ly declared that Innocentius had “fulfilled the full will of my empire accord-
ing to its request” he also stated that the legate Leo, after crowning him, 
“also blessed the most holy patriarch of my realm and all Bulgaria according 
to your command”.515 

Caloiohannes knew full well the importance of a patriarch to his empire-
building endeavour, having asked Innocentius for “a patriarchal blessing” for 
his coronation as well as having written that “an empire could not stand 
without a patriarch”.516 This was an essential fact of Byzantine political cul-
ture. The Byzantine emperors were crowned by the patriarch of Constanti-
nople and the same patriarch had crowned Symeon, the first Bulgarian em-
peror. Thenceforth the Bulgarian Empire had gotten a patriarch of its own to 
crown its emperors until it was obliterated by Byzantium and the Bulgarian 
patriarch consequently divested of his status. The patriarch was necessary for 

 
514 “Et de confinio Hungarie, Bulgarie et Blachie relinquo iudicio sanctitatis tue, ut dirigas 
negotium istud recte et iuste”, Regesta, 7: 6. 
515 “Et benedixit sanctissimo patriarche regni mei et totius Bulgarie ex precepto vestre sancti-
tatis”, Regesta, 7: 230. 
516 Regesta, 7: 4; “[…] imperium sine patriarcha non staret”, 6: 142. 
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the Bulgarian Empire but without an empire there was no necessity for a 
Bulgarian patriarch. 

As seen above, Caloiohannes thought of the pope as a patriarch, and hav-
ing been crowned by a chosen legate of his made him a legitimate emperor. 
For future stability, however, he needed a Bulgarian patriarch, so as not to 
have to rely on an outsider. This is a very Byzantine idea. A ruler from the 
West would never approach the patriarch of Grado, Antioch or anywhere 
else to be crowned emperor, to them that would have to be done by the pope. 

Another rather Byzantine thing that Caloiohannes did was that he issued a 
golden bull on at least one occasion.517 This used to be a practice of Byzan-
tine emperors, sometimes also of popes.518 When Caloiohannes wrote his 
declaration of loyalty to the Roman Church he sealed it with a golden bull 
(chrysobolum), a fact that Innocentius ignored, having it filed as an instru-
mentum instead. For Caloiohannes, being an emperor in a Byzantine context, 
sealing an important document with a golden bull was a natural thing to do 
and an obvious way of displaying his imperial might. Byzantine emperors 
would use their golden bulls for weighty decisions such as granting privileg-
es or publishing new laws.519 Changing ecclesiastical allegiance and pledging 
loyalty to the Church of Rome was indeed such an occasion. 

Of importance is also the fact that Caloiohannes knew Byzantines as Ro-
mans, as evidenced by the romei used in one of his letters. Elsewhere in the 
letters there is also mention of Byzantines as graeci but whereas the Greek 
word rhōmaioi depending on context and the whims of the translator can 
result in Latin romei, romani or graeci, the Greek graikoi can only ever be-
come graeci in Latin, which means that the Greek versions of Caloiohan-
nes’s letters can have used rhōmaioi where the Latin has graeci but not grai-
koi where the Latin has romei. Hence, we should presume that Romans is 
what he called the Byzantines, and even if he did call them Greeks some-
times, the fact that he ever used the word Roman about them is an important 
testament to his firm footing in a Byzantine world view. 

Caloiohannes’s view of hierarchies, both ecclesiastical and temporal, was 
Byzantine. He became Bulgarian emperor because a Bulgarian emperor had 
existed within the Byzantine hierarchy of rulers, he needed a patriarch to 
crown him because patriarchs crowned emperors according to Byzantine 
political philosophy, he approached the pope because the pope was a patri-
arch. In fact, the pope was not the only patriarch that Caloiohannes consid-
ered an alliance with. In 1203 he mentions to Innocentius that the Byzantines 
had offered to crown him emperor and grant him a patriarch.520 Whether 

 
517 Regesta, 7: 4. 
518 Later, the Holy Roman emperor Friedrich II would take up this practice, as would the king 
of Hungary, though in the time of Caloiohannes it was not common practice. 
519 The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, “Chrysobull”. 
520 Regesta, 6: 142. 
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there was any truth to that claim is hard to know for sure. It might have been 
a veiled threat in order to put pressure on Innocentius but it is more than 
likely that some desperate faction within Constantinople considered this 
move in order to win the loyalty of Caloiohannes, with crusaders about the 
walls and political chaos within the city. Another detail that corroborates the 
idea that Caloiohannes was indeed considering multiple courses of action at 
the same time is the testimony of Robert de Clari, according to whom Caloi-
ohannes came to negotiate his coronation with the crusaders in early 1204 
while they were preparing their attack on Constantinople, the success of 
which would put them in charge of the patriarchate and in a position to 
crown Caloiohannes emperor.521 This again suggests that a patriarch was 
more important to Caloiohannes than a pope, though the pope happened to 
be one. 

As Byzantine as he was in his outlook, Caloiohannes was open to import-
ing items of a foreign repertoire. Following papal instructions to use chrism 
in baptisms, Caloiohannes immediately asked for chrism to be sent to the 
cathedral of Tǎrnovo so that it could be used for baptisms, complaining 
about the unwillingness of the Byzantines to give him any.522 Adhering to the 
minutiae of the Church of Constantinople was thus of no concern to him. 
Whether that shows that Caloiohannes was rather shallow about his religion 
or that he simply respected the teachings of the pope at least as much as 
those by which he had been raised is difficult to say and not so very im-
portant to this study. In any case, receiving advice on ecclesiastical matters 
from the pope, the patriarch of Rome, did not necessarily make a person less 
Byzantine.523 Another testament to Caloiohannes’s retention of Byzantine 
items of repertoire is the fact that he carried on his brothers’ policy of using 

 
521 Robert de Clari, p. 63. It is somewhat curious that Geoffroi de Villehardouin does not 
mention this episode but seeing how spectacularly their refusal to ally with Caloiohannes 
backfired on them later on it might not be so strange that the marshal of the host would 
choose to omit this strategic blunder. 
522 Regesta, 7: 6. 
523 Byzantine emperors were regularly in contact with the Papacy, sometimes even negotiating 
ecclesiastical union or doctrinal matters. Manouēl Komnēnos went the furthest some 30 years 
before Caloiohannes’s time when he offered to unite with the Roman Church in return for 
papal recognition of him as emperor. This recognition did not regard Manouēl’s legitimacy 
per se, for he was duly recognized in Byzantium, instead it was an attempt at having the 
Western emperor Barbarossa lose his title and thus making him less of a threat to Byzantine 
interests, so the context and events are very different from the situation of Caloiohannes, nor 
did anything come of it. It might also be argued that Manouēl was not a very typical Byzan-
tine emperor but while he went further than most he was not alone in Byzantium in taking an 
interest in Latin theological arguments. For the political machinations, see John Parker, ‘The 
Attempted Byzantine Alliance with the Sicilian Norman Kingdom (1166–7)’, Papers of the 
British School at Rome, 24 (1956), 86–93; for a discussion and analysis of theological debates 
and reasoning between Latins and Byzantines at the time of Manouēl Komnēnos, see Averil 
Cameron, Arguing It Out: Discussion in Twelfth-Century Byzantium (Budapest: Central Eu-
ropean University Press, 2016), pp. 69–82. 
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St. Dēmētrios as a foundation for his empire, using his picture and name on 
the backside of one of his seals.524 Although his loyalty had changed, most of 
his outlook remained, and he did remain Calo-iohannes, showing off a name 
as imperially Byzantine as they ever came. 

4.6.4 Using Symbols and Words 
As noted above, Caloiohannes was very keen to receive actual, tangible ob-
jects confirming his status from the pope, asking for them in every letter: a 
crown or diadem and a sceptre. The same applied to his intended patriarch, 
the archbishop of Tărnovo, to whom Caloiohannes asked Innocentius to send 
“a pastoral staff for herding the sheep etc., that a patriarch usually has”.525 No 
staff was ever sent but Caloiohannes seems to have put great stock in the 
pallium that Innocentius did bestow upon the archbishop, making him pri-
mate if not patriarch. Interestingly he also seems to have considered it a gift 
to himself rather than the archbishop or the Church, which maybe is con-
nected with his odd habit of speaking of both himself and his realm as impe-
rium meum. 

Iohannes Capellanus [the papal legate] came to me […] and brought a pallium 
to me according to the will of Your Holiness and the apostolic See and he put 
the pallium upon the above-mentioned archbishop and made him primate.526 

 
Another gift that Caloiohannes asked for was for chrism to be sent to the 

cathedral of Tǎrnovo. The request is somewhat odd, for once the local clergy 
had been properly anointed by a papal legate they would presumably be able 
to produce holy chrism themmselves, at least so it seems from the letter of 
Innocentius, wherein he explains when and how to anoint in painstaking 
detail but does not mention any particular source for the chrism.527 Caloio-
hannes, however, he wanted chrism from a higher authority, be it Rome or 
Constantinople, from where he had asked but not received it earlier, accord-
ing to his own words in the same letter. Again, this need for a tangible arte-
fact is striking, a symbol on display in the cathedral for all to see, a sign of 
higher ecclesiastical authority having been spread also to his Bulgaria. Pre-
sumably no one would be able to question the legitimacy of Caloiohannes or 
his patriarch then. 

 
524 Korpus na srednovekovnite bălgarski pečati, pp. 211–213. See also Petkov, p. 217. 
525 “[…] virgam pastoralem ad congregandas oves et cetera, que patriarcha consuevit habere 
[…]”, Regesta, 7: 6. 
526 “[…] venit ad me […] Ioh(anne)s Capellanus, et detulit michi palleum ex precepto sancti-
tatis tue et apostolice sedis et palleavit dictum archiepiscopum et fecit eum primate […]”, 
Regesta, 7: 6. 
527 Regesta, 7: 6, 3. 
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Caloiohannes was also a giver of gifts himself, sending presents along 
with two of his letters. With the third he sent three pieces of hexamitum silk, 
a golden cup, four pounds of hyperpera (Byzantine gold coins), three silver 
chalices (probably for communion) and a graduale bound in silver; with his 
fourth, as mentioned above, he sent an additional pair of examita as well as a 
camel.528 These were rare and expensive gifts, of no apparent practical use to 
the pope other than their considerable wealth and the prestige that showing 
them off could bring. Lewon does nothing of the sort, and again Caloiohan-
nes comes out as rather head-on and straightforward. Between his lack of 
insight in the pope’s repertoire and their language barriers, he could not en-
gage the pope in debates and theological subtleties, he declared his obei-
sance as well as his might in more direct ways. 

Actual objects as opposed to the written word also have the advantage of 
being able to be reinterpreted. While Innocentius had surely intended the 
crown and sceptre that he sent to be used to crown Caloiohannes king, 
Caloiohannes could use them just as well to reinforce his imperial status. 
This worked even better in a cultural system different from their source, 
where most would view them in the same light as Caloiohannes, or at least 
not understand what the pope would have wanted with them, far away from 
the Roman centre of Innocentius. Thus, Caloiohannes could be emperor with 
the regal crown, and his primate could be patriarch with the trinkets and 
baubles that Innocentius had sent him.529 

4.6.5 Using History 
Although Caloiohannes was not an educated man, history was of great im-
portance to him and his claims, probably essential in his idea to make him-
self Bulgarian emperor. Whereas his brother Petros made a bid for the cur-
rent and much more tangible if hard to reach position of Byzantine emperor, 
Caloiohannes dug up the more convenient title of Bulgarian emperor from 
the mists of the past and succeeded where his brother had failed in gaining 
recognition. It is clear from his letters that emperor of Bulgaria was not just 
an empty word to him. He had some knowledge about its past, sometimes 
accurate, sometimes not so much. He knew about and often referred to its 
most famous emperors: the founder Symeon, Petrus with the longest and 
most prosperous reign, Samuel who became the last. And not only was the 

 
528 ”Misi sanctitati tue examita duppla tria et cupam auream et Yperperorum libras quatuor et 
scutellas argenteas tres et gradale argenteum.”, Regesta, 7: 6. 
529 Liturgical stockings, pontifical sandals, an amice, an alb, a cincture, a subcinctorium, an 
orarium (stole), a maniple, a tunic, a dalmatic, episcopal gloves, a ring, a chasuble, a mitre 
and a pallium (“Mittimus autem tibi per cardinalem predictum pontificalia ornamenta: caligas 
et sandalia, amictum et albam, cingulum et succinctorium, orarium et maipulum, tunicam et 
dalmaticam, cirothecas at anulum, planetam et mitram. Palleum […] antea miseramus.”), 
Regesta, 7: 3. 
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title of Bulgarian emperor fitting in the areas where Caloiohannes held sway, 
it also had a convenient connection with his new ally, the Papacy, for he 
believed that some Bulgarian rulers of yore had had a relationship with 
Rome: 

Foremost we ask of the Roman Church, our mother, for a crown and the hon-
our of being a special son, as our old emperors had. One was Petrus, another 
Samuel and others, who preceeded them in the empire, as we have found writ-
ten in our books.530 

 
Innocentius for his part seems to have been rather disinterested in this sto-

ry. He did humour Caloiohannes by perusing the papal archives for traces of 
a connection but only found one letter to a king Michael (father of the afore-
mentioned Symeon), who furthermore had betrayed the Papacy and tied 
himself and his realm to the patriarch of Constantinople. Rather than 
strengthening their ties, this historic detail made Innocentius wary and he 
sent another legate to ensure that Caloiohannes really was sincere.531 

Innocentius, however, brought up another historical connection between 
Rome and Caloiohannes, a detail that has garnered much scholarly interest 
and given rise to a lot of confusion, wherefore a closer examination is in 
order. In his first letter to Caloiohannes, Innocentius writes: 

Having heard that your ancestors draw their origin from a noble family of the 
city of Rome and that you retain from them both the generosity of your blood 
and the sincere devotion that you have for the apostolic see as with hereditary 
right, we have long since intended to visit you through letters and messen-
gers.532 

 
530 “Inprimis petimus ab ecclesia Romana, matre nostra, coronam et honorem tamquam dilec-
tus filius, secundum quod imperatores nostri veteres habuerunt. Unus fuit Petrus, alius fuit 
Samuel et alii, qui eos in imperio precesserunt, sicut in libris nostris invenimus esse scrip-
tum.”, Regesta, 5: 114 [cxv]. Unfortunately it is not clear which the books in question are. In 
all probability they are lost. 
531 Regesta, 5: 115 [cxvi]. The baptism of king Michael (Boris), who had entertained both 
Rome and Constantinople, and the question of ecclesiastical jurisdiction over Bulgaria was 
actually quite a traumatic affair in the relationship between Rome and Constantinople, being 
one of the points that caused the rift between the Western and Eastern churches around the 
Council of Constantinople in 879–880. Therefore it might not be surprising that Innocentius 
became rather worried by Caloiohannes’s references to that time, fearing that he would act as 
Michael had. The letter that Innocentius must have found in the papal archives, wherein pope 
Nicolaus I painstakingly explains some 150 questions that Michael had on the Christian fate, 
still remains, edited in Patrologia Latina, vol 119, cols 978C–1016D. There is no proof that 
the later Bulgarian rulers that Caloiohannes refers to had anything to do with the Papacy. 
Regarding the ecclesiastical conflict on Bulgaria, see Liliana Simeonova, Diplomacy of the 
Letter and the Cross: Photios, Bulgaria and the Papacy, 860s-880s (Amsterdam: Adolf M. 
Hakkert, 1998), pp. 232–245.  
532 “Nos autem audito, quod de nobili urbis Rome prosapia progenitores tui originem traxerint 
et tu ab eis et sanguinis generositatem contraxeris et sincere devotionis affectum, quem ad 
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Innocentius says similar things in four other letters,533 but Caloiohannes 

never comments on these claims, though the archbishop of Zagora echoes 
the papal wording once in a reply, saying: 

[…] since he [Caloiohannes] and all his empire has good devotion for the 
Roman Church, as heirs descending from Roman blood.534 
 
These passages have been used to reinforce the romanian-ness of the 

Vlachs, Caloiohannes and the nascent empire, but they have also been used 
to reinforce the bulgarian-ness of the same, theorizing that it was Innocen-
tius’s idea to name Caloiohannes Vlach in order to form this connection with 
Rome, presupposing that the word Vlach had anything to do with Rome.535 
The sources contradict both of these views, as will be demonstrated. 

The theory that Innocentius tried to connect Caloiohannes with Rome 
makes some sense since it dovetails with the fact that this connection with 
Rome is almost exclusively found in his letters. He writes it in his very first 
letter, before he had received any letters from Caloiohannes, and kept writ-
ing it, despite no response on the matter from Caloiohannes. It would indeed 

 
apostolicam sedem geris quasi hereditario iure, iampridem te proposuimus litteris et nuntiis 
visitare.”, Regesta, 2: 255 [cclxvi]. 
533 “[…] you, who said that you were descended from a noble family of Romans […]” (“[…] 
te, qui ex nobili Romanorum prosapia diceris descendisse […]”), Regesta, 5: 115 [cxvi]. 
“[…] so that they who have traced their origin from the Romans should follow the regulations 
of the Roman Church.” (“[…] ut qui a Romanis traxerunt originem, ecclesie Romane instituta 
sequantur.”) Regesta, 5: 118 [cxix] (to the archbishop of Zagora). 
“[…] as he is descended from a noble Roman family, so should he also follow the regulations 
of the Roman Church […]” ([…] sicut descendit ex nobili prosapia Romana, sic etiam eccle-
sie Romane instituta sequitur […]), Regesta, 6: 143 (to the archbishop of Zagora). 
“We consider ourselves especially responsible for the peoples of Bulgarians and Vlachs since 
they have not only once upon a time devotedly received the catholic faith from the apostolic 
See but they also descended from the blood of the Romans, the well-being and ministration of 
whom has been especially allotted to us, and who as our particular people are placed directly 
under us in spiritual as well as in temporal matters. In order for them to recognize its leader-
ship, from which they know that they have learnt through the spirit what they believe, and 
received through the body, since they are descended in the flesh from the nobles among the 
Romans, we […] want to confirm them in the catholic faith […]…” (“Bulgarorum et Bla-
chorum populis tanto nos reputamus specialius debitores, quanto non solum fidem catholicam 
per sedem apostolicam olim devotius receperunt, sed descenderunt etiam ex sanguine Roma-
norum, quorum sumus profectui et ministerio specialius deputati, qui tamquam peculiaris 
populus noster nobis tam in spiritualibus quam temporalibus nullo subiacent mediante. Ut 
igitur eius magisterium recognoscant, a qua sciunt se spiritualiter didicisse quod credunt, et 
quod sunt carnaliter accepisse, cum secundum carnem descenderint ex nobilibus Romanorum, 
nos […] eos confirmare volumus in fide catholica […]”), Regesta, 7: 8. 
534 “[…] quia ipse ac totum imperium eius bonam devotionem ad ecclesiam Romanam habent, 
tamquam heredes descendentes a sanguine Romano.”, Regesta, 5: 116 [cxvii]. 
535 Cf. Madgearu 2017, pp. 23–24. 
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have been opportunistic and advanteageous for Caloiohannes to have picked 
up this thread from Innocentius since the pope was so keen to reiterate it, but 
Caloiohannes did not, preferring to bond with the Papacy through Bulgarian 
history and religious orthodoxy. There is one passage from Caloiohannes 
that with some stretch of imagination could refer to this idea of Roman de-
scent, but if so, it is exceedingly and strangely vague: 

Therefore we greatly thank the almighty God, who in His ineffable goodness 
has looked to us, His unworthy servants, and seen our humility and led us 
back to the memory of the blood and our fatherland, from which we de-
scend.536 
 
There is no reason why Caloiohannes should refer to a Roman descent but 

once and in so covert a way. The most likely interpretation of this passage, 
the subject being God, is rather that the blood in question is the blood of 
Christ and that the patria (fatherland) is Heaven, a use of patria that had 
been in common use in the last two centuries.537 One should furthermore note 
that the subject of the whole letter was the idea of Caloiohannes and his sub-
jects rejoining the Roman Church, where the pope waited “as a good shep-
herd”, “wanting to collect the herd into one”.538 The Bulgarian Church had of 
course never been part of the Roman Church, since Michael’s vacillation had 
ended in loyalty with Constantinople, but Caloiohannes clearly thought or 
chose to think that it had, as we have seen above. Whether Caloiohannes 
actually believed that the First Bulgarian Empire had been christianized by 
and stayed under the aegis of Rome or he simply chose to think so in order 
to connect with the Papacy in his own time is impossible to say. It is, how-
ever, not unlikely that he did believe in it, for any written sources of the Bul-
garia of the ninth and tenth centuries must have been very fragmentary at 
best, its empire and patriarchate both destroyed, and his access to these 
sources lesser still. The apocryphal Old Church Slavonic texts discussed in 
section 4.4 is one testament to how confused this memory could be, so it is 
not hard to imagine what kind of stories could have been spun about Mi-
chael’s relationship with Rome, especially if some record of that had 

 
536 “Unde multas egimus gratias omnipotenti Deo, qui visitavit nos servos suos indignos 
secundum suam ineffabilem bonitatem et respexit humilitatem nostrum et reduxit nos ad 
memoriam sanguinis et patrie nostre, a qua descendimus.” Regesta, 5: 114 [cxv]. 
537 The pope Urbanus II powerfully developed the idea in his call to crusade in Clermont 
1095, with phrases such as “but these same things [the mortal dangers on the road] will lead 
you to the lost patria, for it is proper that you enter the kingdom of God through many trou-
bles” (sed haec eadem vos amissam ducet ad patriam, per multas enim tribulationes oportet 
vos ingredi in regnum Dei) and “death hastens the patria for those who are good” (mors 
accelerat bonis patriam), Patrologia Latina, vol 151, cols 565–582. Innocentius III makes 
frequent use of it, e.g. as a “patria above” (superna patria) or “heavenly patria” (celestis 
patria), Regesta, 13: 11, 12: 15. 
538 “bonus pastor”, “congregare volens in unum”, Regesta, 5: 114 [cxv]. 
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chanced to be preserved. In any case, this remained his strategy throughout 
his correspondence with Innocentius, to say that Bulgaria had once been 
loyal to Rome and that the wayward children were now returning home.  

The fact that Caloiohannes never commented upon Innocentius’s state-
ment that he was of Roman descent, which would have worked very well for 
his cause, much better than the old Bulgarian affair which nearly had given 
Innocentius cold feet, suggests that the idea was so alien to him that he either 
did not comprehend it or spurned it outright. For him, it was more important 
to be descended from the Bulgarian emperors of old than some unnamed 
noble family out of Rome. 

Why Innocentius for his part was convinced of Caloiohannes’s Roman 
lineage is difficult to say for sure but the most likely explanation is misinter-
preted second or third hand information about older claims to Byzantine 
nobility by Caloiohannes and his brothers (remember the difficulties with 
interpretations of being Roman). Petros and Asan had originally had aspira-
tions to rise in the Byzantine hierarchies and Petros even seems to have 
made a bid for the Byzantine imperial power. Since Caloiohannes carried a 
name with the same imperial Byzantine prefix as Petros (kalo-/calo-) it is 
likely that he followed their agenda as well originally, even though he must 
have turned away from that before he wrote his first letter to Innocentius, 
seeking a new source of power. As to why modern scholars take this Roman 
origin of Caloiohannes for granted it is likely due to the later equation of 
Vlach with Romanian, but even so one should note that Innocentius does not 
attribute this Roman origin to Vlachs, but first to Caloiohannes and later, 
most likely by extension, to all of his subjects, Bulgarians and Vlachs. It is 
also important to keep in mind that Innocentius did not say that Caloiohan-
nes was descended from Romans in general, but from “a noble family of the 
city of Rome” or “a noble family of Romans”. This again suggests that Inno-
centius misinterpeted reports that he had gotten regarding the Byzantine 
aspirations of Caloiohannes and his brothers, or even of their actual back-
ground, since they seem to have had important positions in the Byzantine 
provincial hierarchy prior to their uprising, thus actually being of noble Ro-
man lineage, Roman meaning Byzantine in this case. 

It is thus right to say that Innocentius invented the idea of Caloiohannes’s 
Roman descent, or at least reinterpreted it from other reports, but that had 
nothing to do with why Caloiohannes and his subjects were called Vlachs, 
and Innocentius was indeed not the first to name them thus, instead that must 
have been how he had heard them named by people reporting back from the 
Balkans ever since the time of the Third Crusade. Nothing suggests that the 
Vlachs and the noble Roman lineage had any connection. It would rather 
seem that Innocentius picked up the longing for a connection with the Ro-
man Empire so common among medieval rulers and tried to tie that to him-
self, Rome and the Papacy instead of Byzantium. 
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As stated above, Caloiohannes was indeed interested in history, and in his 
place in history. The history that he claimed and took part in was Bulgarian, 
however, not Roman. 

4.7 Conclusions 
Alexandru Madgearu explains the shift from the early phases of the rebellion 
when Vlachs are dominant in the sources to the later focus on Bulgarians 
with the empire by saying that the “the Bulgarians had a solid state tradition, 
while the Vlachs had none”, in other words they “could not have established 
a Vlach or Romanian state, because there were no Vlach or Romanian state 
traditions”.539 Hence old Bulgarian noble families took over the rebellion 
which the mighty but disorganized Vlachs had started. It is rather an old 
version of events that he in turn derives from Alexandru Xenopol, who was 
active in the late nineteenth century. The word Vlach, however, does not 
really disappear or become any less important in the sources reporting on 
Caloiohannes as compared to his predecessors, on the other hand they are 
especially prominent in the French sources from the Fourth Crusade. The 
difference is that Caloiohannes himself spoke of his empire as Bulgarian. 
This does not mean that some persons faded away and others came to the 
fore. The bulk of the rebellion and the empire was in all likelihood the same 
all along. Yes, the word Bulgarian had an imperial tradition while the word 
Vlach was rather used to signify lack of civility, that is why the former was 
preferable to the latter in trying to build an empire. By presenting himself as 
Bulgarian and even as an heir of earlier Bulgarian emperors he had the foun-
dation upon which he could build an empire, as Deljan and others had tried 
to do before him. 

The idea of a Bulgarian empire was part of a Byzantine repertoire, even 
when found in Slavic texts, where the fates of the Bulgarians were intimately 
linked with Romans and Greeks. In order to rule and legitimize his rule, 
Caloiohannes made use of Byzantine tools. His motion was not so much 
away as it was upwards. Coming from a background that was considered 
barbaric and uncivilized in the Byzantine centre, especially brandished as 
such when they started rebelling and so became a growing threat, Caloio-
hannes’s endeavour was not directed at finding a new language of power but 
at mastering and using the one that had been used to keep him down: going 
from being a barbaric chieftain to an emperor, from a catch-all category of 
uncouth and anonymous barbarians to a legacy of ancient imperial glory. 

The Byzantine elite in Constantinople could not comprehend this devel-
opment and their lack of understanding has often blurred the vision of later 
scholars as well. When Nikētas Chōniatēs saw unrest in the Byzantine prov-

 
539 Madgearu 2017, p. 58–61. 
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ince of Paristrion, resembling the ancient province of Mysia, he categorized 
the rebels as Mysians, when these Mysians were aided by nomadic pagans 
from north of the Danube, he saw Scyths coming to plunder the Empire yet 
again. These categorizations made perfect sense in the literary milieu that he 
was writing in and for but they were inadequate where the action was taking 
place. Caloiohannes, however, was aware of the legacy of Bulgaria, present 
not only in the rather small Byzantine province of Bulgaria but in large parts 
of the Balkans where the Bulgarian emperors had held sway before. He 
awakened other tools, maybe not as prestigious as those in the centre but 
more potent in the regions where he sought to establish his realm. Chōniatēs 
worked with administrative divisions into Bulgaria and Paristrion/Mysia, 
with ancient Mysians and Scyths, with uncivilized Vlachs, for those were the 
tools with which they made sense of the world in the Byzantine centre; 
Caloiohannes, however, worked with a grand Bulgarian Empire, which was 
how the world might be organized in what was perceived as a peripheral 
region from the vantage point of Constantinople. The audiences of Caloio-
hannes and Chōniatēs were different, their interests were different, their 
timelines were different. One cannot comprehend what was happening by 
trying to reconcile and piece together these views, one has to understand 
how and why they were different. 

There was also much in common. Caloiohannes’s ideas of hierarchies and 
power were Byzantine: he held forth St. Dēmētrios, he named the Byzantines 
Roman, he wielded imperial Byzantine symbols such as golden bulls; his 
brother Petros had also worn imperial Byzantine vestments, though whether 
Caloiohannes himself did so is not clear. They had also both adopted imperi-
al Byzantine names. Furthermore, Caloiohannes did not invent the idea of a 
Bulgarian empire, he brought it back from Byzantine as well as Bulgarian 
history, for even Nikētas Chōniatēs and his ilk were aware of the Bulgarian 
Empire, at times even respectful of it, although to them it was a thing of the 
past. Caloiohannes attempted to bring this idea back and invest it with new 
prestige. Who in a Byzantine cultural system could bring imperial prestige 
better than a patriarch? Hence, he turned to the patriarch of Rome, who ra-
ther called himself pope. 

Caloiohannes and the leaders of the Bulgarian Church did import items of 
the papal repertoire though it does seem that for the greater part those items 
remained alien, they were not properly transferred, to speak with Even-
Zohar. The title of primate bestowed upon the head of the Bulgarian Church 
seems never to have stuck, most likely because it did not mean anything to 
them. They needed a patriarch and could really only make sense of a patri-
arch, thus Caloiohannes also called him a patriarch. The same could be said 
of Caloiohannes’s own title; again, being rex of Bulgaria did not mean any-
thing to him. Bulgaria as known in Byzantine and Bulgarian history was an 
empire, not a kingdom. On the other hand, when the pope made demands of 
a familiar character, as when he instructed them in how to use chrism, the 
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instructions were accepted and even received with enthusiasm, for chrism 
was already part of their repertoire. In a similar fashion, artifacts sent by the 
pope were reinterpreted to fit the Bulgarian context, the regal crown became 
imperial, the liturgical vestments of the primate could showcase his patriar-
chal status, although Caloiohannes insisted upon receiving the pastoral staff 
that he knew was due a patriarch.  

Understanding the misunderstandings lies at the core of understanding 
Caloiohannes and the foundation of the Second Bulgarian Empire: Caloio-
hannes did not always understand the pope, and the pope did not understand 
Caloiohannes, nor did the Byzantine elite. Even though some of these mis-
understandings had to do with linguistical difficulties, many others were due 
to the different repertoires at play.  

It would seem that Caloiohannes’s imperial building endeavour was suc-
cessful, for the new empire outlived him and would indeed stand in some 
form or another for almost two centuries after his death. Yet the sources 
provide us with a rather twisted picture, for there are so very few from 
Caloiohannes and his empire, while there are so many about them. It is from 
this perspective that his Bulgaria may seem peripheral, for in the eyes of the 
Byzantine elite it was, even though Byzantium in itself was toppled at the 
same time as Caloiohannes ascended. 

If Caloiohannes could not access the Byzantine centre, he created or em-
powered another centre, closely connected to and resembling it, indeed de-
pendent on it, culturally if not politically. Through the contacts with the Pa-
pacy Bulgaria became politically independent but it was still infused with 
Byzantine traditions and Byzantine history.  

The backgrounds of Caloiohannes, his brothers and their associates will 
remain a mystery. They may have spoken Turkic, Slavic or Romanian lan-
guages, or all of them, or something else, they may originally have identified 
as Byzantine subjects, or with some kind of nomadic legacy, or as Bulgari-
ans for that matter, or some or all at once, or something altogether different. 
The choice to present themselves as Bulgarian may have been an opportunis-
tic move to adopt a useful legacy, but it may also have been a matter of re-
deeming a legacy that they were already tied to. The historical consciousness 
in the late twelfth century among the rural populations in the regions where 
the new empire was to be founded is beyond our grasp. Most of it must have 
been transmitted orally, much was probably jumbled or mixed with legend, 
as examples from earlier Bulgarian rebellions and Old Church Slavonic texts 
show, and indeed the rather unclear references that Caloiohannes does to the 
Bulgaria of old. They seem to have known many legendary names, but less 
about what those characters had done. 

Maybe that was all for the best for Caloiohannes. Presenting himself as an 
heir to these legendary but vague figures of old it was easy to tie their legacy 
to the pope, or patriarch, of Rome, and so to infuse the same legacy with the 
prestige that he needed to become something more than a barbaric warlord: a 
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civilized ruler to be reckoned with, someone who could play on equal terms 
with rulers around him on more arenas than the field of battle. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusions 

The idea of Rome that Innocentius III propagated was in some ways a new 
Rome, a Roman Papacy as opposed to a Roman Empire. This is not to sug-
gest that he wished to replace the Empire or make the Papacy a wholly tem-
poral power, rather that he sought to reorder hierarchies for the purpose of 
strengthening the position of the Papacy, making it less dependent on world-
ly leaders and benefactors. 

The papal, or rather patriarchal, Rome was the Rome that interested 
Caloiohannes when he was in contact with Innocentius. As for empire, the 
Roman Empire that Caloiohannes knew had its centre in Constantinople. 
This empire was important to him as an ideal and inspiration, as a source of 
knowledge and practices of hierarchy, organization and symbols. This ideal 
provided language and tools for expressing his legitimacy but it was not 
necessarily a source of legitimacy, although it did explain what the most 
important source of legitimacy was, namely being crowned emperor by a 
patriarch. In the face of Constantinopolitan hostility, this drove him into the 
arms of Innocentius and of Rome, with which he had some common, if per-
haps legendary or distorted, history, in the form of the contacts between the 
first Bulgarian king Michael and the pope Nicolaus I at the time of the Chris-
tianization of Bulgaria centuries before. 

Lewon was interested in both the papal and imperial Romes, though the 
Roman Empire that he knew was ruled from the West, not from Constanti-
nople, the latter being the seat of usurping Greeks. For Lewon, legitimacy 
lay with both of these Romes, the papal and the imperial. By association 
with the Papacy his room for manoeuvre in relation to his Latin neighbours 
expanded considerably and by association with the Roman emperor, the 
Roman t῾agawor, he could himself claim the position of t῾agawor, lording 
over the Eastern Christian world as the legendary Trdat had done in concord 
with Constantine the Great. 

5.1 Clashing Repertoires 
Ideas of Rome were present and important in the repertoires of both Caloio-
hannes and Lewon, although they were different, as were the repertoires 
themselves. Even though Caloiohannes came from a border region, the rep-
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ertoire that he knew and made use of was close to the one in use in the Byz-
antine centre in Constantinople. Lewon, on the other hand, knew a repertoire 
that had rather little in common with Constantinople, both from having a 
long history of independent development and from having come in close 
contact with crusaders in the Levant, thus gearing towards the old Rome 
rather than the new. 

This study has not been an attempt at mapping cultural systems and their 
repertoires, neither in a literal geographic sense, nor more abstractly. As 
stated via Cabak Rédei at the outset of this study, “[the notion of culture] is 
used as a tool to analyse a meeting of cultures”. So, one could say, the notion 
of repertoire is used as a tool to analyse a meeting of repertoires, or a clash 
or contrast between them. At least that is what it does best. While indeed an 
enumeration and discussion of the items that Innocentius manipulated, 
brought forth and put into use can reveal much about his attempts at influ-
encing and reorganizing hierarchies, it is when examining how they were 
received and used by others that interesting things really start to happen. 
Was Lewon frightened at the prospect of being put under an excommunica-
tion or interdict? Yes, he was, and he fought vigourously against it, suggest-
ing that it was an integral part of his repertoire as well. Did Lewon and 
Caloiohannes understand the full significance of the vexillum beati Petri? It 
seems not. While they appreciated the religious significance of a symbol of 
St. Peter, the political significance of investiture seems to have been lost 
upon them, at least there are no traces of it in the sources. The vexillum was 
thus imported as a foreign item, then interpreted according to their own rep-
ertoires, suggesting a distance between them and Innocentius.  

Thus, one can establish that ideas of a Bulgarian empire were parts of a 
Byzantine repertoire, though being there as facts of history, while in the pro-
vincial context wherein Caloiohannes acted, they were also associated with 
prestige and power, and they were something upon which to build something 
new. It is in that contrast that a Bulgarian repertoire briefly comes into focus 
and can be outlined, though it could never be comprehensively described 
with all its items, nor would that be desirable, for it is the meetings that are 
the subjects of our analysis. 

Whether this clash between repertoires in the understanding of the idea of 
a Bulgarian empire was due to differences that had been there for a long time 
or whether it was due to manipulation of items on the part of Caloiohannes 
and those of his party is very difficult to say based on the scant sources at 
hand. In other words, it is hard to say whether Caloiohannes took part in 
creating a Bulgarian repertoire or used one that was already there, or some-
thing in between, which would be my best guess. Where there are clear ex-
amples of manipulation, it is in the appropriation of St. Dēmētrios and impe-
rial vestments done by Caloiohannes’s brothers, both very Byzantine items, 
again suggesting that these repertoires were closely related. The clashes were 
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few and rather subtle. Again, a Bulgarian empire was known in Constantino-
ple as well. 

On the other hand, Caloiohannes clashed much more in attempting to 
communicate with his new-found ally, the pope. They ran into many diffi-
culties in discussing titles, hierarchies and ethnic labels as well as in inter-
preting history, where Caloiohannes’s attempts at evoking a common past 
nearly put Innocentius off from their alliance. They also had some common 
ground, mainly in the practices of the Church (if not always in its organiza-
tion). 

Lewon and Innocentius experienced less difficulties in understanding 
each other. It could be because their repertoires were closer, it could also be 
because Lewon, or at least people close to him, were well-versed in the Ro-
man repertoire of Innocentius. There are many signs suggesting the latter in 
the sources, such as close ties and alliances with western Europeans around 
Cilicia, and the existence of Armenians who knew Latin and worked with 
Latin Christian texts. There are also signs that the Armenian repertoire had 
been changed to some degree through contact with crusaders, such as the 
spread of Frankish fashion or use of titles from western repertoires. These 
seem to have been imports rather than transfers though, for Nersēs Lam-
bronac῾i clearly considered them as foreign items when ridiculing Lewon’s 
courtiers. There might of course have been differences between how Nersēs 
Lambronac῾i as an erudite and opinionated archbishop viewed matters as 
opposed to an Armenian baron who rather enjoyed his new style and found it 
convenient to act in a similar system to his crusading partners and/or rivals 
in Antioch or Tripoli. This baron was likely as much at home with a Frank-
ish hairstyle as with a subtle sermon of the Armenian archbishop of Tarsus, 
if not more so. Again, I do not attempt to map or comprehensively describe 
any repertoire, for they risk collapsing and multiplying under any such at-
tempt: we get the repertoire of Nersēs Lambronac῾i, of the postulated Arme-
nian baron, of the crusader in Antioch, of the pope, and so on. 

However, in analysing the (epistolary) meetings between Lewon and In-
nocentius, we may note that Lewon’s communication with the pope went 
more smoothly than that of Caloiohannes, the most likely explanation being 
that there were people in Cilicia with proficiencies in different repertoires. 
While there were many items at play in Cilicia that were familiar to the pope 
or the crusaders, there were also many, and important ones, that were not, 
such as stories of Trdat and Grigor the Illuminator, Armenian interpretations 
of history, or Armenian titulature. Lewon, however, as opposed to Caloio-
hannes, possessed the resources to know when to make use of what items, 
and thus not to confuse the pope. 

In this study there are no actual meetings between Armenians and Bulgar-
ians or Armenians and Byzantines, but one can draw conclusions based on 
comparisons between the two analyses of Lewon and Caloiohannes. If the 
Bulgarian repertoire seems to have been very close to the Byzantine, the 
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distance seems to have been far greater between Byzantine and Armenian. 
The above-mentioned differences of history, hierarchy and titulature apply to 
the contrast between Armenians and Byzantines as well, but the most im-
portant difference for the purpose of this study and during this time is an 
Armenian lack of acknowledgement of Byzantium as the Roman Empire. 
The idea of the Roman Empire played a much smaller role in general among 
Armenians than in Byzantium or Western Europe, for it was not at the basis 
of all ideas of temporal hierarchies. When its importance was stressed, how-
ever, as indeed it was during the time of Lewon as seen e.g. in The Letter of 
Love and Concord, the desired Rome was in the West, not in Constantinople. 
If they wanted a Rome at this time, they wanted the Old Rome.  

Rome also had significance for Armenians as the see of St. Peter, a fact 
that dovetailed with the idea of Rome that Innocentius was trying to propa-
gate. Whereas the Church of Constantinople was associated with oppression 
and centuries of often vile and sometimes violent schism with the Armenian 
Church, the Church of Rome with its St. Peter hearkened back to a common 
apostolic past before schism and conflict. Sometimes the geographical dis-
tance could be an advantage, Rome staying untainted by strife throughout 
the centuries, and thus easier to associate with the glorious past. 

It is easier to see continuity in the repertoire of Lewon than in the reper-
toire of Caloiohannes. This is not a suggestion that there is an unbroken and 
uncomplicated line running between Trdat and Lewon, but that many items 
in use before were in use at Lewon’s court as well, and that knowledge of 
Armenian history and traditions was important there. They were reinterpret-
ed and certain aspects were stressed, such as the common history with 
Rome, but there was little that was wholly new. The same cannot be said of 
Caloiohannes and his emergent empire. Although they picked up this name 
of Bulgaria from history, their knowledge of it seems very vague at best, and 
their way of expressing their power was mostly Byzantine. The processes are 
thus different, Lewon’s kingdom being built around an independent reper-
toire that is changing and being associated with higher prestige, Caloiohan-
nes’s empire being built around a repertoire that is being modified to become 
and express something new and become independent of its old centre. 

5.2 Struggles for Legitimacy and its Uses  
For all the protagonists of this study, legitimacy was something that lay in a 
connection with the past. Innocentius was the heir of St. Peter, Lewon of the 
Armenian kings before him, Caloiohannes of the Bulgarian emperors before 
him. It was a matter both of self-perception and of how they were perceived 
by others. Not only did Caloiohannes claim descent from the Bulgarian em-
perors of old but Innocentius too motivated his support of Caloiohannes 
through referring to him and his subjects as heirs of the Bulgarians from 
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before the Byzantine annexation of the early eleventh century. In spite of 
this, none of them quite adhered to the traditional hierarchies in which they 
acted, due both to new ambitions and new political contexts. 

Neither Armenians nor Bulgarians had had crowned rulers in living 
memory when Lewon and Caloiohannes appeared, and when they did ap-
pear, they did not appear as the rulers of old had. The big difference was 
Rome, the Old Rome that is. The First Bulgarian Empire had, at least in the-
ory, existed with the blessing of the court in Constantinople, former Armeni-
an kingdoms had rested on the ideas of independence and the legacy of even 
older kings. Now they both claimed legitimacy by virtue of their relationship 
with the Papacy, and in the case of Armenia also with the Holy Roman Em-
pire. This was a new development in their own regions, but it also broadened 
the reach of their legitimacy considerably, for now they could not be ignored 
by anyone who honoured the Papacy.  

This development also created rather unclear situations, for no one really 
knew what places these new rulers had in the regions and hierarchies where-
in they acted, and their appearance disturbed these hierarchies. The ruling 
elites of Antioch and Tripoli were clearly troubled by Lewon’s ascension, 
likewise with the king of Hungary who even tried to stop Caloiohannes’s 
coronation and delay messengers from Rome. Others embraced these up-
starts, numerous nobles defecting from Antioch at Lewon’s coronation and 
the Hospitallers and Teutonic Knights becoming staunch allies of his. Most 
enthusiastic of them all, however, was Innocentius, who exploited and deep-
ened these unclear situations, for he had an interest in disrupting the old hi-
erarchies. 

Whereas Lewon had been duly crowned as a vassal of the Holy Roman 
Empire, Innocentius invested him with his own banner and made his church 
a special daughter, thus both disrupting the relationship with the Empire and 
putting his weight behind a new actor in the power play of the fragile cru-
sader principalities. Lewon for his part made the most of this unclear situa-
tion, going in all possible directions. If no one knew quite what the position 
of a Roman Christian Armenian king in Cilicia could be, he acted upon the 
opportunity to become anything. He highlighted his relationship with the 
Holy Roman Empire as well as wielding the banner of the Papacy, he mar-
ried into the princely families of both Antioch and Jerusalem, he reached out 
to the military orders, he deferred his grievances to the Papacy, he went to 
war when the Papacy would not judge in his favour, while inwardly he culti-
vated the image of Trdat who had reigned over the East side by side with the 
Roman Constantine in the West. This last ideal was probably the role that he 
did try to carve out for himself, that of the highest ruler of the eastern part of 
the Christian world.  

A major part of Lewon’s endeavours in that direction was directed 
through warfare, an aspect that has not been in focus in this study. It is, how-
ever, noteworthy how much force his use and activation of the proper ideas 
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seems to have had. As evidenced by his new alliances and subjects, quite a 
few of his neighbours did see him as a legitimate power and ally, a fact that 
facilitated his efforts considerably. 

Caloiohannes seems to have been less successful in this regard. While his 
coronation and connection with Rome may have aided his attempts at con-
solidating his empire and legitimizing his rule inwardly, he remained the 
barbaric Vlach to those outside of it. The most important reason was proba-
bly that he lacked the resources that Lewon had. He had little knowledge of 
western repertoires and had no allies that could help him in this regard, he 
did not even have anyone at hand who knew Latin. From that starting point it 
is hard indeed to engage in diplomatic struggles. He showed little interest in 
retrieving these resources either, except sending two boys to Italy in order 
for them to learn Latin. For the most part, it seems that he was content with 
what he had gotten in order to consolidate his reign, Caloiohannes had other 
resources after all. While the symbolic power obtained through his imperial 
coronation might have been of some importance in order to keep the support 
of his subjects, it seems that he preferred to deal with his Hungarian and 
Frankish neighbours on the field of battle, where he possessed the advantage 
that he lacked in a game of diplomacy with Latin and western rules. 

5.3 Transcending and Dissolving Categories 
The most striking example of transcending categories is Caloiohannes, going 
between the derogatory Vlach and the prestigious Bulgarian. Though, going 
between is not a very good way to describe what he was doing. He did not go 
between them, for he was both at the same time, depending on who it was 
that would describe him. He did, however, transcend the limitations that a 
categorization as Vlach put upon him. This he did not do through activating 
some groupness related to the category of Vlach, for there was no such 
groupness, but through association with a category with which a powerful 
kind of groupness could be activated, that is Bulgarian. His brother Petros 
had tried identifying himself with another prestigious category before, Ro-
man, but apparently failed. The boundaries surrounding the category of Ro-
man thus seem to have been greater than those surrounding Bulgarian, and 
those safeguarding its use more numerous as well as more powerful, while 
Bulgarian seems to have been out of fashion at the time, thus easier to access 
and make ones own. 

An Armenian that transcended limitations was Nersēs Lambronac῾i. He 
did not present himself as something other than Armenian but he did down-
play the social and political importance, and thus the groupness, of being 
Armenian, through professing the likeness between the practices of different 
peoples as well as their equality in the eyes of God, through emphasizing the 
importance of biblical heroes over figures of Armenian legend. His adoption 
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of the legacy of the apostle Paul is also interesting in this vein. Surely it was 
geopolitical factors that had made Tarsus an Armenian city and put Nersēs 
there, but he chose to take that mantle upon himself, acting as the heir of the 
ecumenical Paul rather than of Armenian paragons of the faith. Maybe it is 
no coincidence that, just a few years after the death of Nersēs, Yovhannēs 
could become katholikos in spite of his lack of the formerly so important ties 
to the bloodline of Grigor the Illuminator. It seems that the category of Ar-
menian did change during that time, becoming less defined by isolation and 
exclusivity, as it had often been in the past. One could also say that Nersēs’s 
religious practice of holding ecumenical masses in different languages and 
according to different traditions as well as his vigorous attempts at ecclesias-
tical unions were ways of dissolving categories. At least at dissolving some, 
dissolving ethnographically determined categories in favour of the religious-
ly determined category of Christian.  

The pope Innocentius transcended categories, not wholly unlike Nersēs, 
emphasizing the category of Christian over other categories, although, unlike 
Nersēs, his Christian was a particular Christian, a Roman Christian. Also 
unlike Nersēs, Innocentius politicized this category and strove to activate 
groupness around it. This he did through evoking symbols of power such as 
the sun and St. Peter, through propagating the importance of priestly power 
with examples as Melchizedek or a resacralizing meddling in temporal af-
fairs, through spreading the use of actual symbols as the vexillum beati Petri 
or other crosses brandished in conquered cities, through emulating feudal 
practices like investitures and vassalage, through downplaying the im-
portance of the most prestigious temporal power, the Holy Roman Empire. 
All of this served, or would serve, to strengthen loyalty to the Papacy in fa-
vour of other powers. Not only did he strive to activate groupness but also to 
expand the category, making more Christians part of the Roman Christian 
fold. There is no reason to doubt a theologically based motive on behalf of 
Innocentius for winning over others to his true faith, but that does not con-
flict with a political motivation in the same direction. This expansion too 
served, or would serve, to downplay the importance of other categories and 
their loyalties, making any other category one among many, whereas the 
Roman Christian was seemingly everywhere. 

Lewon seems to have acted upon this development. Having become Ro-
man Christian he acted the part of an equal player with the other Roman 
Christians in the Levant, calling upon Innocentius for assistance in solving 
disputes and complaints, professing his loyalty to the pope in order to win 
favours. Now he could also lay claims on the throne of Antioch. Sure, there 
lived many Armenians in Antioch, but there are no traces of Lewon laying 
claim to Antioch to protect them, but to protect his dynastic rights in the 
Frankish princely family, rights that many Roman Christians, including the 
Hospitallers, Teutonic Knights and some papal legates, acknowledged. It 
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was thus his belonging to the category of Roman Christian rather than Ar-
menian that was in play when he invaded Antioch. 

This fact is also a good illustration of what parts categories and groupness 
generally played in this age. Lewon was interested in association with the 
princely family of Antioch, not with its people. Groupness seems seldomly 
to have trickled down to large layers of people, and if it did, there is no evi-
dence in available sources. In the study at hand, this point is most pungently 
illustrated by the examinations of the category of Vlach and other categories 
at play in the Balkans, these being literary tools for learned scribes to sort 
and make sense of a far removed reality that they did not understand much 
of or take much actual interest in. The Roman Christian groupness of Inno-
centius should be understood likewise. It is not that he would not have liked 
ordinary people to care that the vexillum beati Petri waved above them, he 
would surely have appreciated that, but the important part was that other 
kings and lords knew about it and what it signified. The categories were 
mainly used and made up by elites, and the groupness was for elites, for it 
was their loyalty that you needed. 

5.4 The Byzantine Commonwealth and Roman Ideals 
In spite of the fact that Armenian lands had been part of or dominated by 
Byzantium throughout most of its history up until the times of this study, 
they are seldom if ever included in discussions of the Byzantine Common-
wealth, nor does Raffensperger with his more far-reaching Byzantine Ideal 
turn eastwards but rather further west. This study does not prove them 
wrong, for Lewon’s Armenia does not really fit in within the Byzantine 
Commonwealth, nor is the Byzantine Ideal strong there (not suggesting that 
it could not have been strong in other Armenias in other eras). A Roman 
ideal holds some sway, but that is an ideal that mostly hearkens back to pre-
constantinopolitan times. The Roman Empire of Constantinople, i.e. Byzan-
tium, was of course an actual power to be reckoned with and handled, but 
not an ideal, not a great source of inspiration, prestige and legitimacy in this 
particular Armenian repertoire.  

The Bulgarian Empire of Caloiohannes fits much better within the notion 
of the Byzantine Commonwealth. Even though Obolensky placed its emer-
gence in the context of “the catastrophic events of 1180–1240”, the Byzan-
tine Ideal was strong, very much so, a fact not mitigated even by the union 
with the Papacy, which I argue came about in harmony with a Byzantine 
repertoire, at least from the viewpoint of Caloiohannes. Caloiohannes and 
his empire did turn away from subjection to the emperor and patriarch of 
Constantinople, but they did so in order to claim legitimate rule based on 
Byzantine ideas. You could be catholic and ascribe to the Byzantine Ideal, 
which is also one of the most important points of Raffensperger’s work as he 
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draws attention to the Byzantine Ideal at work in Western Europe. That Byz-
antine ideas and culture outlived Byzantium proper is one of the key argu-
ments of Obolensky’s work, yet he seems to have been blinded by the rift 
between Catholicism and Orthodoxy, and failed to see the fact that Caloio-
hannes was deeply rooted in a Byzantine worldview still. 

These rifts between Orthodoxy and Catholicism, between East and West, 
or for that matter between the concepts of Byzantine and Roman, risk blind-
ing us to many important things. This study cannot answer the question of 
whether there was a Byzantine commonwealth or not, but it can say that the 
idea of a Bulgarian empire was built upon a Roman ideal originally trans-
ferred from Constantinople, which gained additional impetus by association 
with the Old Rome and the Papacy that resided therein. At the same time an 
Armenian principality at the other end of the Byzantine sphere of influence 
was made a kingdom through association with the same Old Rome and Pa-
pacy and with the help of another Roman ideal. 

We need to say the word Roman more often, especially in studying the 
empire known today as Byzantium. We need to understand that there were 
different Roman ideals at play and that they could be mixed. The fact that 
Innocentius’s Roman ideal had little in common with the Roman ideal of 
Constantinople did not stop Caloiohannes from using parts of the former to 
build upon his use of the latter. We need also to understand, or maybe rather 
remember, that where we, influenced by inaccurate nomenclature and later 
historical developments, tend to see rifts, borders and estrangement, the sub-
jects of our studies did not always do so. 

Obolensky’s Byzantine Commonwealth has the problem that, although it 
opens up for interesting discussions on relationships between powers and 
peoples in Eastern Europe, it also cements the rift between East and West, 
and is of little help in understanding relations that go beyond the borders that 
he has set up. Raffensperger’s Byzantine Ideal is a more profitable concept 
in this regard but I do propose that we call it Roman, and that we put it in the 
plural, as I have indeed done a few times above.  

With Roman ideals we can find and explore connections between differ-
ent and conflicting uses of Rome. With an examination of Roman ideals the 
simultaneous turns towards the Roman Papacy that occurred in the very dif-
ferent areas of Bulgaria and Armenia can be better understood. With Roman 
ideals we both draw attention to the the fact that Byzantium understood itself 
and was often perceived as Roman, while at the same time understanding 
that there were other ideas of Rome at play, sometimes in conflict, some-
times in harmony with the Byzantine. Lastly, through speaking of Roman 
ideals we may bridge the historiographical gap between Byzantium and the 
rest of Europe, in the process dragging Byzantium along westwards as well 
as Europe eastwards, both of which will contribute to more productive, in-
teresting and fruitful studies. 
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5.5 Confusing History and Confused Historiography 
As scholars, we have a tendency to interpret and sort historical processes in 
very clever ways, often too clever. Historical actors, either in the form of 
persons or for that matter of discrete groups, are very often presented very 
well aware of the world around them, and these worlds that they act in as 
clear-cut and comprehensible, with phenomena and ideas that travel on well 
traceable courses throughout history. This particular scholar is often remind-
ed of the historical strategy games that he used to play as a teenager, gov-
erned by distinct rules, reliable information and predictable moves. 

I myself am likely guilty of such practices, for it is surely this desire to 
understand and so to distinguish and make sense of mysteries in the past that 
drives many of us to this field. During the course of this study, however, I 
have come to realize that in order to make sense of history one often has to 
embrace its confused nature. There is no reason to assume that people could 
easily communicate across long distances and barriers of culture and lan-
guage. Yet, we often find analyses where medieval authors seem to be 
equipped with extensive knowledge and commonly held rules as if they were 
sitting in a UN assembly with professional interpreters, identical legal doc-
uments and thorough background checks on each other at hand. To me it 
seems a better starting point to assume misunderstanding and a lack of 
knowledge, and to be surprised when people of very different backgrounds 
do seem to understand each other and work on similar premises, and then to 
let that surprise open up more fruitful questions of how that unexpected un-
derstanding has come about. This is not to say that historical actors did not 
have rational motives or did not understand what they were doing, but that 
we cannot take for granted that they had access to the information they need-
ed. 

It is an overzealous urge to distinguish, sort and trace the development of 
ethnic groups throughout history that has led to the many flawed attempts at 
defining Vlachs and the centuries of historiographical controversies tied to it. 
A less zealous approach may find that Vlach was a word used by a host of 
different authors with sometimes rather different intentions in attempts to 
sort and categorize phenomena that they did not understand, or even want to 
understand. Vlach in itself might even be a host of different words, for are 
the Greek Blachoi actually related to the Old Russian Volŭxve, and do any of 
them really have anything to do with ancient Volcae? We have to let our 
sources remain complex in order not to become confused in futile attempts 
to unravel mysteries that ought not to be unraveled, or to distinguish what 
ought not to be distinguished. Deconstructing the use of a word such as 
Vlach is not an attempt at saying that people who spoke some kind of proto-
Romanian did not exist, nor an attempt at saying anything about how they 
did or did not think about themselves, it is merely a suggestion that one 
should not look upon people as discrete groups traveling through history as 
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distinct entities that may change names but will always remain intact. It is a 
suggestion that their history was more complicated, and by extension more 
interesting, than that.  

The Armenians of this study provide another and rather different example 
of this, for they, as pointed out by Mutafian, may appear as quite confusing 
to someone with a clearcut idea of what an Armenian ought to be, with their 
multilingual society, Frankish fashion, Western European titles and Roman 
Catholic Church. It is a way of being Armenian that many have felt the need 
to clearly demarcate from the, well, proper way of being Armenian, making 
this particular Armenia a quaint appendix to a grand narrative running from 
ancient Urartu to the Armenia and Artsakh of today, while one could instead 
name it one way of many of being Armenian, and by extension make Arme-
nian history more complicated, and perhaps more interesting still.  

Byzantium is another such phenomenon, a word to demarcate one part of 
history from another, the aberrant from the pure. But if the idea of a Roman 
empire dominated by the Greek language and Orthodox Church seems con-
fusing, the problem does not lie in the source material, but in a prejudiced 
notion of what the word Roman ought to mean and represent. 

We need to treat our sources on their own terms. We need to recognize, 
understand and take into account difficulties and barriers, not ignore them or 
explain them away. We need always to ask ourselves: Do these authors un-
derstand the texts and realities that they deal with and communicate with? 
And why do they, or why do they not? Such questions will make for better 
studies, and their answers for more interesting results. 

We also need to avoid looking upon their societies as governed by clear-
cut rules, especially in premodern settings. If the political context in which 
Innocentius III acted is understood as changing, negotiable and heterogene-
ous, his behavior makes more sense. Instead of asking whether he followed 
or broke rules of feudalism and its purported balance with ecclesiastical 
power, one can observe that he made use of the room for manoeuvre that he 
had in any given situation, that feudalism was not universal and static, but 
that different ideals and limits were at play in different areas and contexts, 
and that he often was involved in efforts to change or renegotiate them. He 
took his chances with investitures, banners and calls to crusade in new direc-
tions. Sometimes it came to nothing, as the crusade against Sicily; some-
times it worked out, as the Albigensian Crusade; sometimes it redefined 
hierarchies in his favour, as his many investitures. Rules were interpreted 
differently, they were contested and bent, and they changed as new practices 
were recognized. History does not behave like a tidy strategy game. 

Indeed, there is nothing tidy about history, as I hope this study has helped 
demonstrate. Or, to paraphrase Oscar Wilde: “History is rarely pure and 
never simple.” 
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Appendix 1: Survey of the Papal Letters    

Below is a chronological list containing all the correspondence between 
pope Innocentius III and dignitaries of Armenia and Bulgaria, along with 
brief summaries of the content of the documents. Most of them have a listed 
date, but for some, especially of the Bulgarian letters, an estimate has to be 
made. The letters to Innocentius are most often registered when he replies to 
them, rather than when he receives them, as seen by the numbering of the 
letters. This also means that some letters are registered in another year than 
when they were sent, e.g. letters 5: 42, 44 and 46, sent in the autumn of 
1201, which are registered in the summer of 1202, when Innocentius wrote 
the replies. The years in the Regesta change in Mars wherefore some letters, 
such as 7: 189, which is from January of 1205, is registered in book 7, cover-
ing 1204, rather than book 8. 
 
1199, May    2: 208 [ccxvii] Katholikos Grigor to Innocentius 

Grigor reports the arrival of Konrad of Mainz, the coronation of Lewon, 
that the same Konrad has lectured them on the precepts of the Roman 
Church, and he reassures Innocentius about the loyalty of the Armenian 
clergy. He also mentions that they are surrounded by enemies of the Cross 
and asks for help. 

1199, May    2: 210 [ccxix]  Lewon to Innocentius 
Lewon writes that they have received instruction by Konrad of Mainz and 
that he wishes to call all Armenians to unite in the Roman Church. He 
briefly mentions difficulties in Syria upon which Konrad will expound in 
person.   

1199, May    2: 242 [cclii]  Lewon to Innocentius 
In a letter delivered by the Hospitaller knight Robertus of Margat, Lewon 
thoroughly explains the situation with the conflict regarding the succes-
sion to the throne of Antioch and asks Innocentius to intervene on behalf 
of his grandnephew Rupinus.  

1199, November  2: 209 [ccxviii] Innocentius to katholikos Grigor 
Innocentius is pleased with the Armenians being rooted in the Church and 
recognizing the privilege of St. Peter. He urges them to be steadfast and 
says that help may come sooner than they think. 
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1199, November  2: 211 [ccxx]  Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius rejoices in the fact that Lewon accepts the privilege of St. Pe-
ter and that he received Konrad of Mainz well. He says that help may 
come sooner than they think.  

1199, December  2: 243 [ccliii]  Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius writes that he has received the letter from Robertus of Mar-
gat, he recapitulates the situation in Antioch but refuses to come with a 
verdict in absentia. He urges Lewon to keep the peace until the arrival of 
the papal legates and instead to concentrate on fighting the Saracens.   

1199, December  2: 244 [ccliv]  Innocentius to the people of Armenia 
The letter is addressed to the counts Paganus and Atto (otherwise un-
known) and all barons, knights and the people of Lewon’s kingdom. In-
nocentius expresses his trust in Lewon and writes that he is sending him 
the vexillum beati Petri. He urges them to liberate the grave of the Lord, 
promising the remission of sins. 

1199, December  2: 245 [cclv]  Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius sends Lewon the vexillum beati Petri, according to a petition 
by Robertus of Margat. He urges him to use it against the enemies of the 
Cross. 

1199, December  2: 249 [cclix]  Innocentius to Lewon 
Word has reached Innocentius that Lewon unlawfully keeps the Templar 
castle Gaston. He urges him to return it as a beloved son and Catholic 
king. 

1199, December  2: 255 [cclxvi] Innocentius to Caloiohannes 
Innocentius writes that he has heard of the devotion of Caloiohannes and 
his descent from a noble family of Rome, and that he has decided to con-
tact him and send the Greek archbishop Dominicus of Brindisi to him. 

1201, October  5: 42 [xliii]   Lewon to Innocentius 
Lewon thanks for the vexillum and promises to always brandish it against 
the enemies of the Cross for the honour of the Roman Church. He main-
tains that he tries to keep the peace with Antioch and Tripoli for his love 
of Innocentius but accuses them of treachery and conspiracy with Muslim 
forces. He is glad that Innocentius is sending legates to arbitrate and ex-
presses the hope that Konrad of Mainz will be one of them. He further-
more explains that he has tried to make peace with the Templars and of-
fered them Gaston but that they have refused his terms. He also asks that 
the Armenian Church should be subjected to no one but the Roman. 

1201, October  5: 44 [xlv]   Katholikos Grigor to Innocentius 
Grigor lauds Innocentius as the head of Italy and Spain and asks for the 
Armenian Church to be subjected to no one but the Roman. The letter is 
long and contains many biblical references, and it speaks at length of the 
loyalty and devotion of the Armenian Church. 

1201, October  5: 46 [xlvii]  Yovhannēs of Sis to Innocentius 
The theme is the same as in the two preceding letters. The archbishop 
Yovhannēs asserts the loyalty of the Armenians, and he furthermore asks 



187 

for liturgical vestments to be sent and for the remission of sins to be given 
those who fight under Lewon. 

1202, June    5: 43 [xliv]   Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius lauds Lewon and his kingdom for their devotion and estab-
lishes that no one but the pope himself has any authority over the Arme-
nian Church. 

1202, June    5: 45 [xlvi]   Innocentius to katholikos Grigor 
Innocentius recapitulates much of Grigor’s letter and is impressed by his 
learning. Urges the Armenians to stand firm and mentions that a host of 
crusaders are in Venice and will come soon. 

1202, June    5: 47 [xlviii]  Innocentius to Yovhannēs of Sis 
Innocentius is thankful for the loyalty to the Roman Church and sends the 
requested pallium, explaining that it is a sign of the plenitude of pontifical 
power. 

1202, Summer?  5: 114 [cxv]  Caloiohannes to Innocentius 
Caloiohannes salutes Innocentius, reports on the visit of Dominicus, and 
gives thanks. He mentions that he and his brothers have tried to reach 
Rome before but been hindered by their enemies. Now he sends the priest 
Blasius of Brandiz as his messenger to Rome, and asks for a crown and 
the imperial status that his Bulgarian predecessors had. 

1202, Summer?  5: 116 [cxvii]  Basilius of Zagora to Innocentius 
The archbishop Basilius thanks Innocentius for having looked to them, 
since they had hungered and thirsted for the grace and blessing of the ap-
ostolic see. 

1202, Summer?  5: 117 [cxviii]  Prince Bellotta to Innocentius 
The otherwise unknown prince Bellotta writes that he is grateful for the 
visit of Dominicus and writes that he and his house want to take part in 
the grace of the Roman Church. 

1202, November  5: 115 [cxvi]  Innocentius to Caloiohannes 
Innocentius is glad for the devotion that Caloiohannes shows for the Ro-
man Church, but he is troubled by what he has read about former contacts 
between Rome and Bulgaria and sends a legate named Iohannes to exam-
ine the Bulgarians further before sending any crown. He also mentions 
that the priest Blasius did not reach Rome because of difficulties on the 
way.  

1202, November  5: 118 [cxix]  Innocentius to Basilius of Zagora 
Innocentius writes that he is reinsured regarding the devotion of the Bul-
garians and Vlachs after Dominicus has returned and delivered his report. 
He sends his legate Iohannes to correct what must be corrected and to de-
liver a pallium as a sign of the plenitude of his pontifical power.  

1202, November  5: 119 [cxx]  Innocentius to prince Bellotta 
Innocentius rejoices at Bellotta’s prudence, urges him to persist in his de-
votion and to receive the legate Iohannes well.  
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1203, Summer?  6: 142     Caloiohannes to Innocentius 
Caloiohannes writes that the Greek emperor and patriarch have offered to 
crown him emperor and give him a patriarch, but that he wishes to be a 
servant of St. Peter and Innocentius. The archbishop Basilius of Zagora 
writes a note at the end, saying that he carried this letter to Dyrrachium 
(Durrës), where he met with some Latins who would carry the letter to 
Rome.  

1203, September 6: 143    Innocentius to Basilius of Zagora 
Innocentius confirms that he has received the letter above as well as a let-
ter from another prince named Bellota. He mentions that Iohannes has not 
come back yet, being in Hungary, but that he is so certain that he will be 
reassured about the devotion of the Bulgarians that he might not even 
have to wait for the return of Iohannes.   

1203, September 6: cxliv540   Innocentius to Caloiohannes 
As above, but there is also an admonition to make peace with a certain 
Wlcus (a Serbian prince loyal to Hungary, also known as Vukan). 

1203, Autumn  7: 4      Golden bull of Caloiohannes 
Caloiohannes pledges the loyalty of himself and his empire to the Roman 
Church. 

1203, Autumn  7: 5     Basilius of Tărnovo541 to Innocentius 
The archbishop Basilius explains that he was detained by the Greeks in 
Dyrrachium and for that reason never made it to Rome, as he had intend-
ed. He then tells of his meeting with the legate Iohannes and of how he 
invested him with a pallium. He furthermore asks Innocentius to send pal-
lia to the metropolitans of Preslav and Velbăžd (Kyustendil). 

1203, Autumn  7: 6     Caloiohannes to Innocentius 
Caloiohannes reiterates most of the facts from the letter of Basilius but al-
so asks Innocentius to send a crown, a scepter and a golden bull contain-
ing his privileges to be kept forever in the cathedral of Tărnovo. He also 
mentions the border conflict with Hungary and claims that he is right, as 
his messenger Blasius of Brandiz will explain. 

1204, February  7: 1     Innocentius to Caloiohannes 
Innocentius invokes Christ and Melchizedek and explains the primacy of 
the pope. Declares Caloiohannes king, sends him a crown and scepter, 
and confers upon his legate Leo the right to crown him. He also makes the 
archbishop of Tărnovo primate. 

1204, February  7: 2     Innocentius to Basilius of Tărnovo 
Innocentius declares him primate of Bulgarians and Vlachs, gives him a 
pallium, and confers upon him the right to crown future kings. 
 
 
 

 
540 This letter is edited as part of 6: 143 in Hageneder. 
541 This seems to be the same Basilius as the archbishop of Zagora. 
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1204, February  7: 3     Innocentius to Basilius of Tărnovo 
Innocentius describes the process and meaning of anointment and urges 
Basilius to anoint his archbishops and bishops as he himself has been 
anointed. 

1204, February  7: 7     Innocentius to Anastasius of Velbăžd 
 Innocentius sends a pallium to the archbishop Anastasius. 
1204, February  7: 8     Innocentius to Caloiohannes 

Innocentius sends his legate Leo to crown Caloiohannes. He also sends a 
pallium to the primate, the archbishop of Tărnovo, along with a bull con-
taining the form according to which it shall be conferred upon him. 

1204, February  7: 9     Innocentius to Basilius of Tărnovo  
The letter is not only addressed to Basilius, but also to all other archbish-
ops, bishops, clergy and the people. Most of it is similar to the letter 
above, including the details of the pallium. Innocentius also urges them to 
treat his legate well and persevere in their devotion. 

1204, February  7: 10     Formula for the use of the pallium 
Innocentius explains the meaning of the pallium and details on what feast 
days it is to be used. 

1204, February  7: 11     Oath of obedience to the pope 
A document in which the archbishop of Tărnovo swears his obedience to 
St. Peter, the Roman and apostolic see, and to Innocentius and his succes-
sors.  

1204, February  7: 12     Innocentius to Caloiohannes 
 Innocentius sends the vexillum beati Petri and explains its significance. 
1204, Autumn  8: 121 [cxix]  Lewon to Innocentius 

Lewon complains about the legate Petrus who had been sent to mediate 
on the affairs of Antioch, sidestepping the other legate Soffredus and fa-
vouring the side of Tripoli. He furthermore complains about the behavior 
of the count of Tripoli and of the Templars. He urges Innocentius to 
commit the judgement on Antioch to another than Petrus and writes that 
the Hospitallers and other religious men are on his side in this. 

1204, Autumn  8: 122 [cxx]   Yovhannēs to Innocentius 
Yovhannēs now writes as katholikos of the Armenian Church. The sub-
ject is the same as the above letter from Lewon. 

1204, November  7: 230    Caloiohannes to Innocentius 
Caloiohannes reports on the advent of the legate Leo and on his corona-
tion at his hands. He furthermore writes that he bears no will against ei-
ther Hungary or the Latins of Constantinople, but he does not want to be 
held in suspicion if they should attack him and be killed. He also sends 
two boys to Rome in order for them to learn Latin. 

1204, November  7: 231    Primate Basilius to Innocentius 
Basilius reports on the advent of Leo and the coronation, he also mentions 
the two boys, one of which he says is the son of Caloiohannes. 
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1205, January  7: 189    Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius is displeased at Lewon’s treatment of the Templars and ex-
horts him to cease and compensate them. 

1205, March   8: 2     Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius is pleased that Lewon recognizes his authority. He has written 
to Petrus and Soffredus and wants Lewon to meet with them again to 
solve the matter of Antioch. 

1205, Summer?  8: 130 [cxxix]  Innocentius to Caloiohannes 
Innocentius advises Caloiohannes to make peace with the Latins of Con-
stantinople and to release their captive emperor, since a large army is 
coming from the West. He also writes that he has ordered the Latins to 
make peace with Caloiohannes. 

1207, May    10: lxv     Innocentius to Caloiohannes 
Innocentius is disappointed and urges Caloiohannes to make peace with 
the Latins. 

1209, June    12: xlv     Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius has tired of the conflict regarding Antioch and is now con-
vinced that Lewon is in the wrong. He urges him to cease and furthermore 
to stop his conflict with the Templars, giving them back Gaston. 

1210, August   13: cxxii    Innocentius to Yovhannēs 
The letter is also addressed to the other archbishops and bishops of Ar-
menia. Innocentius reiterates the fact that no one but himself may lay any 
punishments upon the Armenian Church. 

1213, February  16: ii      Innocentius to Lewon 
Innocentius again urges him to stop his conflicts with Antioch and the 
Templars, he furthermore excommunicates him. 
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Appendix 2: The Latin Language of the 
Armenian Letters 

Here follows a brief discussion on the Latin language of the letters from 
Armenia, with some remarks regarding who might have written the letters 
and from where they might have learned Latin, in order to shed some light 
on the spread of Latin among Armenians in the age at hand. As for the Latin 
of the letters from Bulgaria, those letters were all translated by papal legates 
and scribes, for no one at the court of Caloiohannes or his clergy knew Latin. 

In discussing the Latin of the Armenian letters, I will also include the let-
ters of privilege written at the court of Lewon, edited in Cartulaire de la 
chancellerie royale des roupéniens (henceforth Cartulaire).542 I will further-
more make comparisons with other letters of privilege in order to discuss 
how the Latin of Armenia compared to similar documents from e.g. the 
Kingdom of Jerusalem, Antioch or Sicily. For these comparisons I will make 
use of Liber iurium Reipublicae Genuensis, a collection of documents per-
taining to the Republic of Genoa from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries, 
including many letters of privilege such as those from Cartulaire (two of 
which are indeed letters of privilege for Genoa).543 Even though it only con-
cerns Genoa, the material in Liber iurium Reipublicae Genuensis is with its 
over 1000 documents large enough to provide a useful context for the Arme-
nian letters, nor are there any corresponding volumes for other naval powers 
such as Venice or Pisa, making this the collection best suited for compara-
tive purposes. 
   There are 16 letters in Latin preserved from the reign of Lewon, eight of 
which are from the Regesta of Innocentius and eight from Cartulaire. 
Whereas the letters in the Regesta only contain information regarding in the 
name of whom they were written, five of the letters in Cartulaire also con-
tain information regarding by whose hands they were written, with different 

 
542 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
ed. by Victor Langlois (Venice: Mechitarist Press, 1863). The first ten letters of this collection 
pertain to Lewon’s rule while an additional ten are related to the activities of his grand-
nephew Rupinus in Antioch. The remainder, some 35 documents, are from later Armenian 
rulers in Cilicia.  
543 Liber iurium Reipublicae Genuensis, 2 vols (Turin, 1854–1857), 1 (1854). The two letters 
of privilege to the Genoese found in Cartulaire are also edited in this volume, under numbers 
ccccxli and dxiv. 
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versions of the phrase “this privilege was made by the hands of” (factum est 
hoc privilegium per manus…), yielding this list: 

Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des Roupéniens 
date    nr.  subject          scribe 
1201, March I  Letter of privilege to the Genoese  Yovhannēs 
1201, Dec.  II  Letter of privilege to the Venetians  Yovhannēs 
1210, April  III  Donation to the Hospitallers    – 
1210, Aug.  V  Donation to the Hospitallers    Bartholomeus 
1212, April     VI  Donation to the Teutonic Order   – 
1214, April  VIII Donation to the Hospitallers    Bovo 
1214, April  IX  Donation to the Hospitallers    Bovo 
1215, March X  Letter of privilege to the Genoese  – 

 
The two letters missing from the list, IV and VII, were actually not draft-

ed in Armenia but are answers written by Innocentius III wherein he con-
firms privileges.  

Letter III is not written like an ordinary letter of privilege, it is instead a 
letter addressed to Innocentius III detailing Lewon’s donations, which ex-
plains the fact that the name of the scribe was not included, since it followed 
another form than letters of privilege. Letters VI and X do follow a form of 
letters of privilege, letter VI even with the formula factum est autem hoc 
privilegium, but without a name, only a date, the same is true of letter X.  

The Yovhannēs of these letters is the same as the archbishop of Sis, later 
katholikos. Bartholomeus and Bovo are, however, unknown outside the con-
text of these letters. Bovo is interestingly named “latin chancellor of the lord 
the king in Tarsus” (latinus cancellarius domini regis apud Tharsum), which 
suggests that there was some kind of chancery (with a Latin department) in 
Tarsus as well as in Sis, wherein Yovhannēs was active, also under the title 
of chancellor. Bartholomeus goes by the slightly more obscure title regie 
duane secretorum protonotarius, which should make him the first notary in 
the royal office of the duana, signifying a kind of toll or tariff.544 He is 
known from an additional letter, namely a letter of privilege for the Hospital-
lers drafted in Antioch in the name of Lewon’s grandnephew Rupinus in 
September of 1210. Lewon too appears as a witness in that document and 
Bartholomeus signs with the same title as above.545 Bartholomeus could be 
an Armenian name (Bart῾ułimēos), but it is not common; it could also be 
used in most Christian contexts. Bovo was, however, in all likelihood of 
European origin, the same name often appearing in Germanic areas. 

 
544 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
pp. 20, 94–95 
545 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, 
xii, pp. 132–133. 



193 

Turning to the Regesta, a list of the letters from Armenia with the authors 
given yields this:  

Regesta 
date   nr.      author        
1199, May 2: 208 [ccxvii]  Katholikos Grigor      
1199, May 2: 210 [ccxix]  Lewon         
1199, May 2: 242 [cclii]  Lewon         
1201, Oct. 5: 42 [xliii]   Lewon         
1201, Oct.  5: 44 [xlv]   Katholikos Grigor      
1201, Oct.  5: 46 [xlvii]   Archbishop Yovhannēs     
1204, Sept. 8: 121 [cxix]  Lewon        
1204, Sept. 8: 122 [cxx]   Katholikos Yovhannēs    

 
Based on the fact that Yovhannēs wrote letters of privilege as chancellor 

we can be reasonably sure that he also wrote his own letters to Innocentius. 
A reasonable hypothesis is also that Yovhannēs wrote Lewon’s letters, being 
the chancellor of Sis as well as having a close relationship with the king. 
Lewon himself did in all likelihood not even know the Latin alphabet, since 
the documents that do preserve a signature of his has it written in Greek let-
ters with his title in Armenian (✢ Λεο Թագաւոր Հայոց), even though the 
documents are in Latin.546 

The two letters of 1204, from Lewon and Yovhannēs, have many similari-
ties. The introductions are very similar and both letters make use of similar 
expressions, e.g. that the Armenian church is “a new plant” of Rome, also 
found in Yovhannēs’s previous letter 5: 46. Both of them also peculiarly use 
the Armenian or Greek form catholicos for the leader of the Armenian 
Church (instead of the expected catholicus, which does appear in letter 2: 
208). Even more interesting is the fact that it is regularly declined in the 
ablative but stays catholicos in the accusative, which conforms to Armenian 
usage, where the nominative and accusative cases are identical. The same 
catholicos also appears in letter 5: 44. Another peculiarity is the rather fre-
quent use of facere+infinitive (especially in the future tense), found in 
Yovhannēs’s letter 8: 122 as well as in letters 5: 46 (Yovhannēs), 5: 44 (Gri-
gor) and most prominently 5: 42 (Lewon). 

The introductions of letters 8: 121 and 8: 122 are not only similar to each 
other but also to Lewon’s letters of 1199, especially 2: 242, as well as to the 
letter to Innocentius found in Cartulaire, no. III. This letter also has rather 
specific formulas typical of Yovhannēs’s letters in Cartulaire (quam modo 
habemus et quam, Deo dante, acquisituri simus), as well as of the three let-
ters of the Regesta sent in 1201 (gratiarum actiones exsolvimus; nulli veniat 

 
546 Le trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des roupéniens, i, 
v, pp. 108, 116. One should also note that Lewon actually uses the Latin form of his name, 
Leo, but writes it in Greek characters, rather than writing the proper Greek form of his name, 
which would be Λέων.  
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in dubium; ea qua/eo quo decuit… suscepimus). Grigor does not give thanks 
through any gratiarum actiones in his first letter, 2: 208, wherein the phrases 
regratiamus, gratias referamus and gratiam agamus appear instead, none of 
which appear in any other of the Armenian letters. 

As is apparent from the examples above, the style of Lewon’s letter does 
conform to that of those of Yovhannēs, as does the style of Grigors second 
letter, 5: 44, which also in terms of content fits in with the rest of the batch 
from 1201. The only one of the Armenian letters that stands out is Grigor’s 
first letter, 2: 208. It is freer as regards content in relation to Lewon’s letters 
of the same year, has a different style compared to the other letters and also 
contains the information that it was “faithfully interpreted from Armenian 
into Latin” (fideliter interpretate de Armenico in Latinum), which is not said 
of any of the other letters, since they were likely composed directly in Latin 
by Yovhannēs. There is no information regarding who made this translation 
but the letter was dated in Tarsus so we can presume that it was someone 
working in the same chancery where Bovo was active as chancellor 15 years 
later. This letter keeps Lewon’s name in an Armenian form as Leuonem (in 
the accusative case), rather than turning it into the expected Leo(nem), which 
I would interpret as an indication that the translator was an Armenian who 
had learnt Latin, rather than the opposite, but that being the only indicator it 
is hard to come to any conclusive conclusion regarding who the translator 
may have been.  

A modified list of the letters taking the discussion above into account 
yields this result, with asterisks indicating my conjectures: 

Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des Roupéniens 
date    nr.  subject          scribe 
1201, March I  Letter of privilege to the Genoese  Yovhannēs 
1201, Dec.  II  Letter of privilege to the Venetians  Yovhannēs 
1210, April  III  Donation to the Hospitallers    Yovhannēs* 
1210, Aug.  V  Donation to the Hospitallers    Bartholomeus 
1212, April     VI  Donation to the Teutonic Order   Unknown 
1214, April  VIII Donation to the Hospitallers    Bovo 
1214, April  IX  Donation to the Hospitallers    Bovo 
1215, March X  Letter of privilege to the Genoese  Unknown 

 

Regesta 
date   nr.      author       scribe 
1199, May 2: 208 [ccxvii]  Katholikos Grigor     Unknown 
1199, May 2: 210 [ccxix]  Lewon        Yovhannēs* 
1199, May 2: 242 [cclii]  Lewon        Yovhannēs* 
1201, Oct. 5: 42 [xliii]   Lewon        Yovhannēs* 
1201, Oct.  5: 44 [xlv]   Katholikos Grigor     Yovhannēs* 
1201, Oct.  5: 46 [xlvii]   Archbishop Yovhannēs   Yovhannēs* 
1204, Sept. 8: 121 [cxix]  Lewon       Yovhannēs* 
1204, Sept. 8: 122 [cxx]   Katholikos Yovhannēs   Yovhannēs* 
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Letter 5: 44 is interesting for its many biblical references, especially the 

fact that they do not follow the Latin Vulgate very closely, instead adhering 
closely to the Armenian wording and word order, suggesting that the author 
did not have access to, or otherwise chose not to use, a Latin bible, but trans-
lated his Armenian bible instead. The most apparent example is in a quote 
from Hezechiel 9. 4: 

Letter 5: 44   ponere signum in frontibus illorum, qui suspirant 
     to place a sign in the foreheads of those who sigh  

Vulgate    signa thau super frontes virorum gementium et dolentium 
     sign tau upon the foreheads of men moaning and griev- 

ing 

Armenian bible  դի՛ր նշան ՚ի ճակատ արանցդ որ հեծեն և յոգոց հանեն 
     place a sign in the forehead of those who sigh and groan 

 
Both the letter and the Armenian bible omit the t(h)au and use a phrase 

(ponere signum/դի՜ր նշան) rather than the simple verb signo, they use a 
pronoun instead of men, and instead of using participles they use a relative 
clause; the use of in instead of super also appears to be a direct translation of 
the Armenian preposition ի.  

Another peculiarity of the same letter is the word evangelista, not used to 
signify an evangelist but an ordinary messenger, who does bear a happy 
message, a message saying that the kings of the French and the English have 
made peace between themselves.547 It is a use of evangelista that it is exceed-
ingly rare in Latin, where evangelista is reserved for the evangelists of the 
Gospels or less commonly for someone spreading word thereof. The Arme-
nian word for evangelist, awetaber, can, however, be used in both biblical 
and worldly contexts, suggesting that this evangelista is an armenianism. 
These facts further corroborate my view that this letter was composed by an 
Armenian, namely Yovhannēs, and with it the others as well. 

The letters from Cartulaire are much more formulaic than the letters to 
Innocentius, with many stock phrases such as dono et concedo, concedo et 
volo, libertatem eundi et redeundi and huius rei testes, as well as very simi-
lar introductions and endings. All of them, except III, which as noted above 
is addressed to Innocentius, begins with the phrase In nomine (sancta et in-
dividue Trinitatis,) patris et filii et spiritus sancti, Amen, followed by notum 
sit/facio omnibus (tam) futuris (quam/et) presentibus. This introduction is to 

 
547 “We rejoiced at the rumours which an evangelist of peace announced to us, i.e. that peace 
has been renewed between the distinguished king of the French and the English […] (”Igitur 
propter rumores, quos evangelista pacis nobis nuntiavit, scilicet quod inter illustres reges 
Francorum et Anglorum sit pax reformata, gavisi sumus […]”). 
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be found almost word for word in three letters of privilege from the King-
dom of Jerusalem from 1187–1191, very similar introductions are also found 
in three letters from Antioch, dating from 1190–1205, especially letter 
cccclxxvii, from 1205.548 They also contain the other phrases mentioned 
above.  

An important word in the Armenian letters is drictura, which is a legal 
term for a tax levied on goods, a tax that they exempt certain parties from in 
their letters of privilege. It is a very uncommon term, although not in Arme-
nia, where, in addition to the letters of privilege, Lewon uses it in a letter to 
Innocentius, where he seems to use it to signify a legal right in a more gen-
eral sense.549 It is, however, found in two of the above letters from the King-
dom of Jerusalem, where they exempt the Genoese from drictura.550 

Looking beyond the Levant, the letters of privilege are not as similar to 
the Armenian ones. In letters from Malta or the imperial court at Sicily, they 
do sometimes start by invoking God, but with a succinct In nomine domini 
amen. There are no equivalents of the notum etc so prominent in Armenia, 
Jerusalem and Antioch, and they grant their privileges using the verb promit-
tere rather than the examples above, although there is one example in which 
the forms concedimus and donamus appear, but not together in the formulas 
seen above.551 

This, unsurprisingly, indicates that the Latin culture of Armenia was de-
veloped under the influence of Latin powers in the Levant, and that the Ar-
menians who learnt Latin were taught by scholars and used models from 
those principalities rather than importing from somewhere further away. 
There is nothing in this material to suggest that knowledge of Latin was 
widespread among Armenians during the reign of Lewon. The archbishop 
and katholikos Yovhannēs is the only confirmed Armenian to write anything 
in Latin in the sources available, the anonymous translator of Grigor’s first 
letter and the protonotarius Bartholomeus being two additional possible Ar-
menian latinists (the archbishop Nersēs Lambronac῾i did also know Latin 
good enough to translate from Latin to Armenian, but there are no known 
texts in Latin by his hand). The presence of Bovo as Latin chancellor rather 
suggests that the number of Armenians proficient in Latin was scarce. How-
ever many or few the Armenians were who did learn Latin during Lewon’s 
rule, it at least seems that the available education was of good quality, for the 
Latin of all these documents is good, Yovhannēs and his colleagues being no 
less accomplished latinists than their counterparts in Europe. 

 

 
548 Liber iurium Reipublicae Genuensis, ccclxiii, ccclxxv, cccxcii (Jerusalem); ccclxxix, 
ccccxxiv, cccclxxvii (Antioch). 
549 Regesta, 8: 121 [cxix]. 
550 Liber iurium Reipublicae Genuensis, ccclxxv, cccxcii. 
551 Liber iurium Reipublicae Genuensis, ccccxxxvii, dvi (Sicily), d (Malta). 



197 

Appendix 3: Prosopography of the Vlachs 

This survey contains all Vlachs appearing in all known narrative sources 
until the death of Caloiohannes in 1207, sorted chronologically. There are in 
addition a rare few appearances in monastic archives, such as those of Iviron 
at Mount Athos, but they only appear as names of otherwise anonymous 
persons in some way associated with the monastery and will not receive 
extensive treatment here.552 There might of course be others in unpublished 
sources, which I have not found.  

Before looking at these some words have to be said about what prosopog-
raphy can and cannot do in this particular study. The argument of a prosopo-
graphical study risks becoming circular. If we for example believe that 
Vlachs are Romanians we should naturally suppose that these Vlachs should 
carry names of Romanian origin. The absence of Romanian names that will 
soon be revealed would in that case mean either that these persons are in fact 
not Vlachs or that we could use that fact in a fashionably deconstructive way 
to say that a Slav, Greek or Turk could shed their identity and become a 
Vlach. Neither of these approaches would tell us much about how the cate-
gory of Vlach was used. Patrick Amory made a prosopography as an aid in 
his study of the Ostrogoths. As impressive and important as that was, his 
approach would not work in this case, his method being to assemble every 
individual “who could have been classified as a ‘Goth’ according to the var-
ious contemporary criteria identifying the group: a Germanic personal name 
(or one in the family), military service, Arian belief, membership of the Ari-
an clergy, and knowledge of the Gothic language, and anyone related to 
people showing these characteristics”.553 That approach can work in a study 
containing a multitude of individuals with the purpose of finding patterns in 
how they navigated between different and well established allegiances but 
with the above statement he has already decided who is a Goth and the study 

 
552 ‘Impositio exactionis possessionum a Gregorio Chalkutza’, in Actes d’Iviron, ed. by 
Jacques Lefort and others, 2 vols (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1985–1990), 1 (1985), pp. 268–270; 
‘Actum Stephani metropolitae Serrarum’, in Actes d’Iviron, 2 (1990), pp. 125–128; ‘Practi-
cum Joannis Comneni (a. 1103)’, in Actes d’Iviron, 2 (1990), pp. 206–211. In these we find 
from the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries two or three persons expressly identified as 
Vlachs and a rare few more who are members of their families and thus probably were identi-
fied as Vlachs as well. They all carry names in Greek that could be used in some form by 
most Christians (Petros, Klēmēs, Paulos, (H)elenē, Theodōros). 
553 Amory, p. 348. 
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will not be able to shed much light on how the category, that is the word in 
question, was used, which is the matter under discussion here. 

In this study of the category of Vlach there can be no preconceptions 
about being Vlach except the one condition of somewhere by someone being 
categorized as such. Names (including their linguistic origin) as well as lan-
guages will be discussed, but not from the point of view that for example a 
Slavic name means that you have to be categorized as a Slav or that you 
cannot be categorized as a Vlach (or cannot be both, for that matter). What 
this prosopographical study can do is thus to reveal patterns and tendencies 
regarding those who are categorized with the etiquette in question, in this 
instance Vlach.  
 
BERIVOOS 
Appears in: Kekaumenos, Stratēgikon. 
Name(s): Berivoos (Βεριβόος).554 
Berivoos is the earliest known mention of a Vlach by name. He was active in a 
Vlach-Bulgar rebellion in 1066 and his house was used as a meeting place for the 
leaders.555 The name Berivoos (Berivoi) is Slavic. 
 
STHLAVOTAS 
Appears in: Kekaumenos, Stratēgikon. 
Name(s): Sthlavotas (Σθλαβωτᾶς). 
Sthlavotas is a leader in the rebellion mentioned above, appearing together with the 
Larissan rebel Theodōros.556 Sthlav for Slav is common in Greek, giving a Slavota 
that is uncommon but not unheard of as a Slavic name.557 
 
POUDILOS 
Appears in: Anna Komnēnē, Alexias 
Name(s): Poudilos (Πούδιλος). 
Poudilos is a Vlach leader who warns Alexios Komnēnos of the Cumans in a cam-
paign in 1095.558 The origin of the name is unknown. 
 
PETROS 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia; Historia de Expeditione Friderici Impera-
toris; Geōrgios Tornikēs; Theodōros Balsamon, Synodikon.559 

 
554 Whenever Slavic names are found in Greek sources in this prosopography, they have been 
transliterated according to contemporary pronunciation in order to recognize the Slavic roots. 
Thus, e.g., Berivoos instead of Beriboos, Sthlavotas instead of Sthlabōtas and so on. 
555 Kekaumenos, ch. 4, sect. 174. 
556 Kekaumenos, ch. 4, sect. 181.  
557 There is also a Sthlavotas married to a Dobrana (a much more common Slavic name) in 
‘Practicum Joannis Comneni (a. 1103)’, p. 207. 
558 Anna Komnēnē, book 10, ch. 2, sect. 6. 
559 The Synodikon of Boril is a text composed in Old Church Slavonic under Boril, the succes-
sor of Caloiohannes. The main body of the work is a translation of a Greek text used to con-
demn the Bogomils but one of the manuscripts, Drinov, includes interspersed lines with some 
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Name(s): Petros (Πέτρος), Kalopetrus, Sthlavopetros (Σθλαβόπετρος), Theodorŭ 
Petrŭ (Ѳԑодѡръ Пԑтръ). 
Chōniatēs names Petros along with his brother Asan as instigator and leader of the 
Vlach rebellion begun in 1185.560 He is not, however, given any personal infor-
mation and he remains quite anonymous in Chōniatēs’ account. In Historia de expe-
ditione Friderici imperatoris he is named Kalopetrus. The prefix is from the Greek 
adjective καλός, meaning beautiful or honourable, occasionally used by and about 
the Byzantine elite and emperors in the Komnenian era, most notably Iōannēs II 
Komnēnos, sometimes known as Caloiohannes/Kaloiōannēs.561 He is given the epi-
thet Flachus and is known both as “domnus (lord) of the Vlachs and biggest part of 
the Bulgarians in Thrace” and as the “domnus of the Vlachs”. Another prefix is 
supplied by the Byzantine orator Theodōros Balsamon, who names him Sth-
lavopetros (Slav-Peter),562 thus labelling him as a Slav. The Synodikon of Boril sup-
plies the name Theodorŭ. That could mean that he later took the name Petros/Petrŭ, 
perhaps to connect with the famous emperor of the first Bulgarian Empire.563 
 
ASAN 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia; Historia de Expeditione Friderici Impera-
toris; Synodikon; Life of Saint John of Rila. 
Name(s): Asan (Ἀσάν), Assanius, Ioanŭ Asĕnŭ Bĕlgunĭ (Їѡанъ Асҍнъ Бҍлгѹнь). 
In Chōniatēs’ account Asan is the more outspoken and eloquent of the brothers. He 
is beaten for speaking out against a Byzantine sebastokratōr and he is also given 
quite a long speech in which he incites his men.564 According to Chōniatēs he seems 
to be on equal footing with his brother Petros, while he is rarely mentioned at all 
besides Kalopetrus in Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris, simply being 
identified as his brother. Chōniatēs mentions that he spoke the “dialect of the 
Vlachs”,565 which we cannot identify beyond that. His name is of Turkic origin, 
likely Cuman, in any case he is the one that, according to Chōniatēs, keeps the better 

 
information reflecting upon recent history, including some laudatory remarks devoted to the 
three brothers Petros, Asan and Caloiohannes, found on manuscript pages 202r-202v. See 
Anna-Maria Totomanova, ‘The Synodikon of Orthodoxy in Medieval Bulgaria’, Studia Cera-
nea, 7 (2017), 169–227 (p. 210). The text in its entirety is found in ‘Synodicum Bulgaricum 
1211’, ed. by Anna-Maria Totomanova, in The Great Councils of the Orthodox Churches: 
From Constantinople 861 to Moscow 2000, ed. by Alberto Melloni, 2 vols (Turnhout: Brepols 
2016), 1. A translation is available in The Voices of Medieval Bulgaria, Seventh-Fifteenth 
Century: The Records of a Bygone Culture, trans. by Kiril Petkov (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 
2008), pp. 249–261. 
560 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 369. 
561 Historia ducum Veneticorum, in Monumenta Germaniae Historica. Scriptores, 39 vols 
(Hannover: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1826–2009), 14 (1883), pp. 72–89 (p. 73); also as 
Kaloǰan in Kirakos Kanjagec῾i, p. 70. 
562 Theodōros Balsamōn, ‘Die Epigramme des Theodoros Balsamon’, Wiener Studien, 
Zeitschrift für Klassische Philologie, 25 (1903), 178–204 (no. 29). 
563 Madgearu 2017, p. 37. 
564 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 369, 466–467. 
565 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 468. 
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contacts with the Cumans.566 The Synodikon of Boril gives him the three names 
Ioanŭ Asĕnŭ Bĕlgunĭ, the last of which is also of Turkic origin. Madgearu takes 
Bĕlgunĭ as a nickname deriving from bilge (wise),567 furthermore suggesting 
knowledge and use of a Turkic language. 
 
CALOIOHANNES 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia; Innocentius’ Regesta; Villehardouin; 
Clari; Synodikon. 
Name(s): Caloiohannes, Kaloianŭ (Калѡїанъ); Iōannēs (Ἰωάννης), Johans, Jehans; 
Iannitius, Ioannitius; Johannis.568 
Caloiohannes stands out since he is the only Vlach who actually speaks for himself 
in the sources, in his letters to Innocentius. He was the younger brother of Petros and 
Asan and came to power after they were killed. Caloiohannes is the name that he 
himself uses (for calo- see Petros above) while others make use of various forms. 
Madgearu takes the form I(o)annitius and its variants (even supplying an unattested 
Ioniță!) as proof of Romanian descent since modern Romanian has Ion for John 
while Bulgarian has Ivan.569 However, the most common form of John in Old 
Church Slavonic, as seen for example in the Synodikon of Boril is Ioanŭ (Їѡанъ), 
rendering that argument meaningless. He is referred to as a Vlach by all the sources 
writing about him while he never uses any ethnonym for himself. Villehardouin uses 
“king of Vlachia and Bulgaria” and “king of Vlachia” interchangeably to describe 
him,570 while Clari just names him “Jehans the Vlach”.571 In the letter of Henricus of 
Flanders to Innocentius he names him dominus of the Vlachs and “that Vlach”.572  

In Caloiohannes’ first letter is also found the note that it was translated “from 
Bulgarian to Greek and thereafter from Greek to Latin”.573 This would suggest that 
despite the Greek name that he used and the time that he spent as a Byzantine hos-
tage he did not know Greek, or at least not its written form.574  

 
 

 
566 Madgearu 2017, p. 39; Spinei, p. 342; Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 374. There is also a 
Turkic commander in Anatolia by the name of Asan, mentioned by Anna Komnēnē (book 11, 
ch. 3; b. 14, ch. 1; b. 15, ch. 6). 
567 Madgearu 2017, pp. 39–40. 
568 Chōniatēs and Robert de Clari use their standard Greek and French forms of John, while 
Geoffroi de Villehardouin alternately uses his standard form Johans as well as a Johannis, 
which is probably a French rendering of the form which we see as I(o)annitius in Latin, sug-
gesting that he was, besides the Caloiohannes that he used himself, popularly known as both 
John and a variant form resembling the unattested Joannitsa that is often used about him 
among scholars. 
569 Madgearu 2017, p. 63. 
570 “rois de Blakie/Blaquie et de Bougrie”, “rois de Blakie”, Geoffroi de Villehardouin, 2, pp. 
180, 202. 
571 “Jehans li Blak(i)s”, Robert de Clari, pp. 63, 102. 
572 “Blachorum dominus”, “Blachus ille”, Innocentius, Regesta, 8: 132 [cxxxi]. 
573 Innocentius, Regesta, 5: 114 [cxv]. 
574 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 472. 
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LITOVOIS 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia. 
Name(s): Litovois (Λιτοβόης). 
Litovois is identified as a man “from the army of the barbarians” (being the Vlachs 
in this instance) who had changed sides and helped the Byzantine army traverse 
unknown lands.575 The name is Slavic (Litovoi). 
 
IVANKOS 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia. 
Name(s): Ivankos (Ἰβανκός); Alexios (Ἀλέξιος). 
Ivankos was an associate of Asan who murdered him and allied himself with the 
Byzantines, becoming grandson-in-law of emperor Alexios III and renamed as Alex-
ios. He did not remain loyal to his grandfather-in-law though, garnering support 
among the Vlachs of Philippopolis.576 We may note regarding his rebellion that the 
counselors of the emperor accused him of tyranny, which most often refers to a 
Byzantine trying to usurp the imperial throne.577 The name Ivanko(s) is Slavic. 
 
CHRYSOS 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia; Nikētas Chōniatēs, Orationes. 
Name(s): Chrysos (Χρύσος), Dobromiros Chrysos (Δοβρομηρός Χρύσος). 
Chrysos first appears as a Byzantine ally of a Vlach genos, soon turning against the 
Byzantines.578 He is mentioned as speaking both the “barbarian” (ὑποβαρβαρίζω) 
and the Hellenic language.579 What “barbarian” language he speaks is not clear but 
he bears a Slavic name, Dobromir(os), as well as a Greek, Chrysos. 
 
MITOS 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia. 
Name(s): Mitos (Μῖτος). 
Mitos is the brother of Ivankos above.580 More than that is not known. The name is 
of unknown origin. 
 
ETZYISMENOS 
Appears in: Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia. 
Name(s): Etzyismenos (Ἐτζυϊσμένος). 
Etzyismenos is mentioned but briefly as “a certain Vlach” acting as a subordinate of 
Caloiohannes in 1205.581 The origin of the name is obscure. Many prominent schol-
ars, such as Zlatarski, Mutafčiev and Moravcsik, are sure of a Cuman origin but 
there is also a possible Greek one. The discussion is blurred further by references to 
the later and similar names Tzousmene and Tsuzmen. Cyril Pavlikianov has an ex-

 
575 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 430. 
576 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, pp. 469–471, 509. 
577 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 510. 
578 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 487. 
579 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 508. 
580 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 519. 
581 Nikētas Chōniatēs, Historia, p. 619. 



202 

tensive survey of the research done and concludes that “it [Tzousmene] is a very 
unusual name and this is everything we can say about it”.582 Setting Tzousmene and 
Tsuzmen aside (the likeness of which to the name at hand is quite superficial) the 
phonological arguments against a Cuman interpretation of Etzyismenos fall, howev-
er, and so does the possible Greek origin in the verb τσούζω (tsouzo). While retain-
ing the caveat of Pavlikianov I am inclined to agree with Zlatarski et al. 
 
GELOU 
Occurs in: Gesta Hungarorum 
Name(s): Gelou, Gelu. 
Gelou is a special case in this study but worth mentioning. He appears in Gesta 
Hungarorum as controlling Terra Ultrasilvana (Transylvania), fights the Hungarian 
Tuhutum but is soon defeated and killed.583 The origin of the name is obscure but 
most likely Turkic.584 Whether he actually existed and who he was or when he really 
lived is less important. What can be known is that the anonymous author of Gesta 
Hungarorum used the name when he needed a Vlach leader in his narrative. The 
existence of a Romanian town called Gilău, situated where he lived according to 
Gesta Hungarorum, further corroborates the existence of some Gelou, whoever he 
was. 

Others 
I will also mention five named persons who appear as associates of Caloio-
hannes in the papal letters, even though they are not expressly categorized as 
Vlachs in any of the sources, neither are they categorized as anything else. 
They are, in alphabetical order: 
 
ANASTASIUS 
Anastasius was the archbishop of Velbăžd and recipient of a pallium from Innocen-
tius. The name Anastasius, as it is written in Latin, is common in most Christian 
contexts, including Greek and Slavic. 
 
BASILIUS 
Basilius was the archbishop of Zagora until 1203 when his see seems to have 
changed to the capital of Tărnovo. In February of 1204 he was made primate of the 
Bulgarians and Vlachs by Innocentius. The name Basilius, as it is written in Latin, is 
common in most Christian contexts, including Greek and Slavic. 
 

 
582 Cyril Pavlikianov, The Medieval Greek and Bulgarian Documents of the Athonite Monas-
tery of Zographou (Sofia: St. Kliment Ohridski University Press, 2014), pp. 142–146. 
583 Gesta Hungarorum, ch. 24–27. 
584 Madgearu 2005, pp. 100–101. It is also quite similar to the name of a Scyth commander 
described by Anna Komnēnē, Tzelgou/Tzelgu (Τζελγού), which corroborates the Turkic 
origin. The G of Gelou likely represents a voiced palato-alveolar affricate while Tz in Medie-
val Greek most often represents a voiceless version of the same. 
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BASILIUS AND BITHLEHEM 
These are named by Caloiohannes as two boys that are sent to Rome in order for 
them to learn Latin. The primate Basilius mentions the two boys as well, albeit 
without naming them, and says that one of them is the son of a priest named Con-
stantinus and the other the son of the king, presumably Caloiohannes himself. There 
are, however, no other records of a son of Caloiohannes. Bithlehem is uncommon as 
a personal name but it is impossible to pin it down to any linguistic context, much as 
Anastasius and Basilius above.  
 
BELLOTTA 
There are three different ways of spelling this name in the letters: Bellotta, Belleta 
and Bellota. He was an otherwise unknown noble who pledged his loyalty to the 
Roman Church and received an answer by Innocentius along with a batch of letters 
to Caloiohannes and his clergy. There are no indications as to where exactly he 
lived, nor is the name known from other sources. Madgearu interprets the name as a 
Romanian Balotă.585 There are several villages in Romania named Balota, although 
the element -ota is a Slavic suffix.586 -ota also appears in some Slavic personal 
names, as Slavota above. 
 
With its twelve named Vlachs and five associated persons, this selection is 
rather small, but some things may be said. The most striking characteristic of 
Vlachs according to this survey is the lack of any apparent patterns. Five of 
these (Berivoos, Sthlavotas, Litovois, Ivankos, Dobromiros) carry Slavic 
names (two of whom, Alexios and Chrysos, also take a Greek one), three 
(Asan, Etzyismenos, Gelou) probably Turkic and two have names of un-
known origin (Poudilos, Mitos). Caloiohannes and Petros are harder to fit in 
these categories since both have Christian names that could appear in many 
linguistic contexts but the kalo-prefix that they both use is definitely Greek. 
As for languages it is said that Chrysos was bilingual (Greek and something 
else) while Caloiohannes used a lingua bulgarica. Asan’s links with the 
Cumans as well as his Turkic names suggest knowledge of a Turkic tongue 
but nothing is clear. One should also note the apparent ease with which 
Ivankos became part of the Byzantine aristocracy. It is important to bear in 
mind that none of these refers to himself as Vlach, in fact, none of them re-
fers to himself as anything at all. Caloiohannes is the only one who speaks in 
the sources and he only names his subjects, never himself. Vlach remains an 
exonym and looking at this evidence it was not used according to linguistic 
criteria, nor according to genealogical origin at all. 

 
585 Madgearu 2017, p. 173. 
586 Mircea Buza, ’On the Origins and Historical Evolution of Toponomy on the Territory of 
Romania’, Revue Roumaine de Géographie, 55 (2011), 23–36, p. 26. 
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Appendix 4: Maps 

 
Map 1. A map of the eastern Mediterranean showing the extent of the realms of 
Cilician Armenia and the Second Bulgarian Empire during the reigns of Lewon and 
Caloiohannes. The marked territories represent rough estimates of a fluctuating and 
less clear reality, especially in the case of the Bulgaria of Caloiohannes, whose 
emergent realm was involved in multiple wars in most directions throughout his 
reign. Map drawn by the author. 
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Map 2. A map of Cilician Armenia and its surroundings during the reign of Lewon. 
Map drawn by the author. 
 

 
Map 3. A map of the Balkans during the reign of Caloiohannes, including an outline 
of the Byzantine provinces of Bulgaria and Paristrion. Map drawn by the author. 
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Summary in Swedish 

Mellan det gamla och nya Rom: Armeniska och bulgariska kontakter 
med påvedömet omkring 1204 

 
Avhandlingen undersöker bruket av symbolisk makt i grundandet och fram-
växten av två maktcentra före och under tiden för det fjärde korståget: kej-
sardömet Bulgarien och kungadömet Armenien, ibland känt som det kili-
kiska eller mindre Armenien. Trots det betydande geografiska avståndet och 
övriga olikheter rikena emellan förenas de dels genom att de låg i de västra 
respektive östra gränstrakterna för vad som tidigare varit en bysantinsk sfär, 
dels genom att de vid samma tid knöt band till påvedömet i Rom och gick i 
union med den katolska kyrkan. I Rom finns den tredje av avhandlingens 
centrala aktörer, påven Innocentius III, vars brevväxlingar med härskarna 
Caloiohannes av Bulgarien och Lewon av Armenien utgör studiens viktig-
aste källmaterial. Vid sidan av breven analyseras ett flertal andra källor 
skrivna på latin, grekiska, armeniska och fornkyrkoslaviska i eller om de 
områden som avhandlingen behandlar, såsom historiska krönikor samt teo-
logiska och eskatologiska verk. Att detta närmande till Rom skedde just in-
nan Konstantinopel erövrades av korsfarare och det bysantinska riket föll 
samman kan ge andra perspektiv på samma fall och på de skiftande nivåerna 
av prestige mellan Rom och Konstantinopel, perspektiv som fokuserar på 
utbyten och bruk av idéer snarare än på krig och erövringar.   

Olika typer av anspråk på arv från det antika Rom var centrala i det by-
santinska rikets legitimitetsanspråk men var viktiga också i många andra 
delar av Europa och angränsande områden, då de ofta hämtat inspiration och 
symbolik från Bysans. Detta har i tidigare forskning ibland beskrivits i form 
av ett bysantinskt samvälde, en idé som först presenterades av Dimitri Obo-
lensky men har använts av många forskare sedan dess. Samväldesidén bely-
ser hur många länder i det bysantinska rikets närområde, främst slaviska 
länder i Östeuropa, influerades av dess kultur och hur en typ av löst sam-
manhållen gemenskap bortom gränser bildades. Ett senare begrepp som är 
besläktat med Obolenskys samväldesidé är det bysantinska idealet. Med det 
försöker historikern Christian Raffensperger gå längre bortom det bysan-
tinska närområdet och visa hur bysantinsk kultur blev en kraftfull källa till 
prestige och makt även i Västeuropa. Raffensperger visar också att det inte 
alls behövde röra sig om inflytande som sipprade ut från Bysans, utan om 
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appropriering från de andra härskarnas sida. Raffensperger betonar att det 
bysantinska idealet var lockande för främmande härskare inte på grund av 
Bysans i sig, utan på grund av att Bysans representerade en länk till det an-
tika romerska kejsardömet. Detta faktum framhålls i den här studien som tar 
avstamp i Raffenspergers idé men talar om romerska ideal för att tydliggöra 
den idémässiga kopplingen till det antika Rom. 

Avhandlingen undersöker på vilka sätt Caloiohannes och Lewon uttryckte 
sina maktanspråk, hur de resonerade med påven Innocentius och hur de an-
vände sig av verkliga eller uppdiktade kopplingar till Rom och idéer om 
Rom i sina maktanspråk. Den undersöker även samme påves handlande, hur 
han resonerade med Caloiohannes och Lewon och hur han använde sina 
kontakter med dem. Med utgångspunkt i dessa frågeställningar undersöker 
och diskuterar den också fem mer allmänna problemområden relaterade till 
medeltidsforskning: språk och översättning, etnografi, legitimitet och dess 
användning, kultur och utbyte av idéer samt förenklade distinktioner mellan 
östligt och västligt.  

För att undersöka och beskriva hur avhandlingens tre aktörer formulerade 
och presenterade sina maktanspråk samt hur utbytet och utvecklingen av 
idéer mellan och i deras riken fungerade används teoretiska modeller häm-
tade från både medeltidshistoria, kultursemiotik och sociologi. Fyra centrala 
begrepp är kategori, samhörighet (groupness), repertoar och legitimitet. De 
båda första är hämtade från sociologen Rogers Brubaker och berör förståel-
sen av benämningar på folkslag vilket är centralt i avhandlingen då de flesta 
härskares positioner vid tiden uttrycks genom att de exempelvis leder alla 
armenier eller är kejsare över bulgarerna. Brubaker menar att det är viktigt 
att den typen av benämningar förstås som empiriska data och att existensen 
av reifierade grupper inte tas förgiven. En benämning som bulgar betraktas 
istället som en kategori som av olika aktörer kan ingjutas med samhörighet 
för att uppnå olika typer av politiska och sociala mål, exempelvis att bygga 
sig en maktbas. Begreppet repertoar kommer från kulturforskaren Itamar 
Even-Zohar och grundar sig på en kultursemiotisk förståelse av kulturer som 
olika centra vilka befinner sig i kontakt och konkurrens med varandra. En 
repertoar är där en samling av kulturella uttryck kopplat till ett större eller 
mindre centrum och används för att analysera hur olika centra interagerar, 
hur överföringar sker mellan dem och deras relativa prestige förändras över 
tid. Avhandlingens legitimitetsbegrepp hämtas inte från någon särskild teore-
tisk modell utan används för att beskriva ett tillstånd där någon kan härska 
med hjälp av symbolisk snarare än tvingande makt. Symbolisk och tving-
ande makt ses inte som renodlade kategorier utan båda förekommer i olika 
grad i de flesta sammanhang, men en strävan mot legitimitet är en strävan 
mot att kunna härska i högre grad med hjälp av symbolisk makt, en process i 
vilken såväl samhörighet som bruk och omformning av repertoarer kan vara 
central. 
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Efter att avhandlingens första kapitel beskrivit forskningsläge, syfte, frå-
gor och teoretiska utgångspunkter följer tre analytiska kapitel som i tur och 
ordning fokuserar på Innocentius III, Lewon och Caloiohannes, därefter 
följer ett avslutande kapitel med slutsatser. 

I kapitel två diskuteras samspelet och konkurrensen mellan Innocentius 
III och andra världsliga härskare, främst det tysk-romerska rikets kejsare 
som likt de bysantinska kejsarna gjorde anspråk på arv från det antika Rom 
och dessutom befann sig i ett ömsesidigt förhållande av både beroende och 
rivalitet med påvedömet. Innocentius’ relationer till Lewon och Caloiohan-
nes kontextualiseras genom jämförelser med andra liknande relationer, fram-
för allt till kungen av Aragonien som kröntes och ingick i någon typ av va-
sallförhållande till Innocentius vid samma tid som Lewon och Caloiohannes. 
Relationerna kontextualiseras även i förhållande till de korståg som Innocen-
tius utropade samt rivaliteten till det tysk-romerska riket. Lewons kröning 
hade förhandlats fram av Innocentius’ föregångare och i samarbete med den 
tysk-romerske kejsaren. Genom att knyta Lewon starkare till sig, stärka ban-
den med Armenien och dess kyrka samt investera honom med sitt eget påv-
liga banér såg Innocentius till både att markera mot det tysk-romerska riket 
och att stärka en bas för kyrkans östliga expansion och eventuella kommande 
korståg. Även Caloiohannes investerades med ett påvligt banér och i och 
med att Innocentius själv var involverad i att förhandla fram relationen med 
honom knöt han också ett tätare band till Caloiohannes, så tätt knutet till 
själva personen att kontakterna med Bulgarien ebbade ut efter dennes död. 
Också relationen till Caloiohannes bör förstås i samband med korstågen då 
den intensivaste perioden i deras förhandlingar och relation pågick medan 
det fjärde korståget förbereddes och så småningom nådde fram till Konstan-
tinopel. Innocentius ansträngde sig mycket för att mäkla fred mellan Caloio-
hannes och korsfararna som intagit Konstantinopel, dock utan framgång. I 
slutändan rönte Innocentius’ ansträngningar gentemot Lewon och Caloio-
hannes inte heller särskilt stora framgångar. Det skulle visa sig att han aldrig 
lyckades få någon form av kontroll över dem och båda slutade efter en tid att 
besvara hans brev, troligen nöjda med vad de hade fått och medvetna om att 
de satt i positioner där han inte kunde påverka dem mycket. 

I kapitel tre tecknas först en översiktlig historia över armeniska bosätt-
ningar och furstendömen i Kilikien under 1100-talet. Fokus går snart över 
till relationerna med latinska grannar som det närbelägna Antiokia och de 
riddarordnar som hade ägor i och i närheten av Kilikien, samt hur närheten 
till dem påverkade armenierna. Utbredningen av latinska sedvänjor bland 
armenierna såväl som de många försöken till union mellan kyrkor analyse-
ras, främst med hjälp av ärkebiskopen Nersēs Lambronac῾i, en nära allierad 
till Lewon som ledde många förhandlingar och skrev flera verk där han för-
svarade ståndpunkten att den armeniska kyrkan skulle söka samförstånd med 
andra kyrkor. Tydliga skillnader mellan armenisk och latinsk repertoar ana-
lyseras också, det gäller exempelvis bruket av titlar som berör kunglig och 
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kejserlig makt, där den armeniska repertoaren skiljer ut sig markant och 
Lewons kröning under det tysk-romerska rikets beskydd får olika betydelser 
beroende på vilken repertoar som är aktiv, där han på ett latinskt och västligt 
vis tydligt ställs under kejsaren men enligt en armenisk repertoar snarare blir 
hans jämlike. Detta finner en parallell i en urgammal armenisk historia som 
blir produktiv och sprids vid den här tiden, nämligen att den armeniske 
kungen Trdat på 300-talet besökte Rom och mötte kejsaren Konstantin. I en 
anonym skrift som skrivs vid Lewons tid påstås Konstantin ha givit hela den 
östra delen av det romerska kejsardömet i Trdats vård och detta syns vara en 
position som Lewon eftersträvar. Han jämförs med Trdat och han tar i sina 
brev till Innocentius på sig en tydlig ledarroll för kristenheten i området. Han 
är alltid noggrann med att på ett korrekt vis följa kyrkliga lagar och regler 
och kontrasterar hela tiden sig själv med rivalerna i Antiokia och Tempel-
herreorden, vilka han tydligt målar ut som falska och okristliga.  

Kapitel fyra är längre än de båda föregående vilket framför allt motiveras 
av en svårare källsituation angående det bulgariska kejsardömet och ett kon-
fliktfyllt forskningsläge som följd av det. Konflikterna gäller främst den 
etniska bakgrunden hos Caloiohannes och kretsen omkring honom då de i 
källorna främst benämns som vlaker, vilket i forskningen ofta förstås som 
tidiga rumäner. Ett av de stora problemen är att Caloiohannes så sällan själv 
talar, vilket med undantag av något sigill bara sker i hans brevväxling med 
Innocentius, vid dessa tillfällen benämner han dock sig själv som bulgarer-
nas kejsare. En annan del av problematiken omkring kategorin vlak är att 
ordet inte bara är en exonym utan att det dessutom främst används av förfat-
tare med ett stort avstånd till de människor de beskriver och som oftast har 
andra intressen än att beskriva verkligheten på ett korrekt sätt, vilket tidigare 
forskning sällan tagit hänsyn till. En noggrann analys av materialet visar att 
kategorin vlak inte bestämdes etniskt utan användes främst av bysantinska 
författare för att beskriva människor som de såg som barbariska och avvi-
kande men som levde inom rikets gränser, de var alltså ett slags inre främ-
lingar. Denna förståelse gör att det faktum att Caloiohannes och människor 
omkring honom ömsom kallas vlaker, ömsom bulgarer, inte egentligen är 
något problem, det rör sig om olika typer av kategoriseringar av mestadels 
förmodligen samma personer, kategoriseringar som har gjorts av olika för-
fattare med olika intentioner. Där kategorin vlak användes pejorativt och inte 
var något som någon själv identifierade sig med var bulgar istället en kate-
gori som hade starka associationer till makt och kejsardöme och kunde in-
gjutas med samhörighet, och med vars hjälp en presumtiv härskare kunde 
söka legitimitet. När Caloiohannes utropade sig till kejsare över bulgarerna 
hade nästan två sekler passerat sedan ett bulgariskt kejsardöme funnits men 
en analys av det fåtal källor som skrivits i de bulgariska områdena samt av 
tidigare försök till uppror där visar att idén om ett bulgariskt kejsardöme 
levde vidare och att flera upprorsledare försökte appropriera den, troligen 
utan att tidigare ha associerats med kategorin bulgar. Denna förståelse av 
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bulgarer var dock något som i viss mån levde även inom den bysantinska 
repertoaren och noggranna analyser av Caloiohannes’ brev och agerande 
visar att han i väldigt hög grad handlade utifrån en bysantinsk repertoar, om 
än baserad utanför Konstantinopel. När han vände sig till påven vände han 
sig till patriarken av Rom eftersom en kejsare måste krönas av en patriark 
enligt bysantinsk sed. Även om han gjorde uppror mot makten i Konstan-
tinopel vände han sig inte ifrån bysantinska idéer, utan det var med en lätt 
omtolkning av dem som han utropade sig till bulgarisk kejsare. 

I det avslutande kapitlet sammanfattas tidigare kapitels slutsatser och rela-
teras till varandra. Dessutom förs resultaten in i den större diskussionen om 
Obolenskys bysantinska samvälde och Raffenspergers bysantinska eller ro-
merska ideal. Studien visar att Lewons Armenien inte kan sägas ha tillhört 
något bysantinskt samvälde då romerska ideal i den mån de alls var använd-
bara där syftade västerut eller till antik historia, inte till Konstantinopel och 
Bysans. Det Bulgarien som Caloiohannes härskade över präglades dock i 
hög grad av ideal från Bysans, vilket ofta kommit i skymundan i tidigare 
forskning på grund av den bulgariska kyrkans union med den katolska. Detta 
sätter ljus på riskerna med skarpa indelningar som katolskt och ortodoxt eller 
östligt och västligt, vilket också det betydligt mer västligt orienterade men 
östligt belägna Armenien blir ett gott exempel på.  

Avhandlingen innehåller även fyra appendix. Det första består av en kro-
nologisk lista och korta sammanfattningar av alla de fyrtioåtta brev som 
skickades mellan Innocentius och personer i Armenien och Bulgarien, vilket 
förutom härskarna Lewon och Caloiohannes inkluderar flera kyrkliga ledare 
och någon gång ytterligare ädlingar. Appendix två innehåller en analys och 
diskussion av de latinska brev som skrevs i Armenien under Lewons tid, 
vilket förutom breven till Innocentius inkluderar åtta privilegiebrev och do-
nationer riktade till andliga riddarordnar samt köpmän från Genua och 
Venedig. Analysen behandlar brevens språk och drar slutsatsen att de la-
tinskspråkiga författarna i Armenien verkar ha varit få men att de var skick-
liga i att använda latin och hade ett språkbruk som framför allt liknade mot-
svarande dokument från de latinska furstendömena i Syrien och Palestina 
varifrån deras lärare troligen kommit. Appendix tre är en prosopografisk 
studie av de personer som kategoriseras som vlaker i källorna fram till 
Caloiohannes’ tid, samtliga i högre ledarpositioner. Dessa är få, endast tolv, 
så materialet är begränsat men tyder på att vlaker inte syns ha kategoriserats 
på någon uppenbar etnisk grund då personerna ifråga bär namn från olika 
språkliga bakgrunder (grekiska, slaviska, kumanska/turkiska och några 
okända) och verkar ha talat många olika språk. Appendix fyra innehåller tre 
kartor för att hjälpa läsaren att orientera sig i de områden som behandlas. 
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“A burdensome matter it is today to abandon the delicate and subtle
customs of the Latin people, i.e. the Franks, and to return to the
dullness of the old Armenians.”
      Thus wrote the Armenian archbishop Nerses, not without a hint of
sarcasm, when defending his endeavour to unite the Armenian Church
with the Roman in the late twelfth century. What this old dullness was
is less clear but it seems that Latin customs had indeed become both
desirable and powerful, for this ecumenical endeavour met with success
and only a handful of years later something similar occured in the
Balkans, when a newly founded Bulgarian empire submitted to the
Roman Church as well.
      The rulers of these realms would not only profess their loyalty to
the Roman Church but would also carry papal banners into battle and
exchange letters with the pope. This study examines how these rulers
used their relationships with the Papacy, as well as how the pope used
his relationship with them. It is a study of ideas and of symbolic power,
of how kingdoms and empires were imagined and expressed. It is a
study of the new and the old, of two new power-centres emerging from
the old peripheries of the crumbling Byzantine Empire, of leaders
weaving together real and imagined histories with new influences in
order to establish and profess their legitimate rule.


