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Fig. 1: Physical Map of the Black Sea.

Fig. 2: Contemporary Map of the Black Sea Region.






Acknowledgements

The present handbook is the result of a long process of collective reflection and coop-
eration between various researchers and authors. A decisive moment was an interna-
tional workshop that took place in February 2020 in Vienna, where several handbook
authors and researchers working on the history and culture of the Black Sea region
convened and discussed diverse topics relating to the Black Sea as a historical meso-re-
gion. The input of the workshop participants and further researchers involved in the
process of editing the present handbook significantly contributed to the present result,
despite the sometimes difficult circumstances, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The ed-
itors would like to express their deep gratitude to all of them as well as to all further
people involved behind the scenes. While not all can be mentioned by name here due
to limitations on space, special thanks are certainly due to John Heath, who performed
the copy-editing and the linguistic polishing of all the chapters. He also translated two
chapters originally written in German. Paul Vickers translated four further chapters
from German into English. Furthermore, we would like to thank Anja Jahn, Anna Gu-
boglo, Felix Behrens, Laura Loew, and Oleksandra Krushynska for correcting the foot-
notes and bringing all the literature references and the index into their final shape. We
are also grateful to Lidia Glasmann, Lubina Hajduk-Veljkovi¢, Kerstin Heintz, and Mi-
chaela Strauss for their administrative support.

The volume also benefited from the collaboration of researchers and associates of
the DFG Priority Program 1981 Transottomanica. In this context, special thanks are due
to Stefan Rohdewald, Zaur Gasimov, Arkadiusz Blaszczyk, Christoph Witzenrath, Flo-
rian Riedler, Albrecht Fuess, and Alexandr Osipian for their handbook contributions.
The editors would also like to thank the Faculty of History and Cultural Studies and
the Institute for East European History of the University of Vienna, which provided fi-
nancial support for the creation and publication of the handbook.

Finally, we would like to express our gratitude to the Leibniz Institute for the His-
tory and Culture of Eastern Europe (GWZO) in Leipzig, whose generous financial sup-
port has enabled the publication of an Open Access version of this handbook.

8 Open Access. © 2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783110723175-001



A Note on Transliteration and Spelling

The Black Sea region is a place of various cultures, peoples, and religions. As a conse-
quence, the area has been characterized by a multitude of civilizations and languages,
which is also reflected in different variations of designations for places, names, and
terms.

The present handbook uses English forms of the most common place names (e.g.,
Moscow, St. Petersburg, Istanbul). In the case of places without any common English
designation, the name in the administrative language of the time is used, in the original
language. However, names whose “standardized English form” is a direct derivative of
a specific (imperial) administrative language (such as Kiev, Odessa, Bakhchisarai, or
the Dnieper) are problematic here. This is because many English place names originat-
ed in the nineteenth century, when most parts of the Black Sea region and its sur-
rounding lands were under Russian or Ottoman imperial rule, making English
names often a direct transliteration of Russian names. In the editors’ view, the use
of such names no longer seems justified in light of the Russian aggression towards Uk-
raine. Therefore, in the Ukrainian historical context, the handbook generally favors Uk-
rainian designations for landscapes and locations, such as Kyiv, Odesa, or the Dnipro."

Otherwise, this handbook renders place names in their different forms according
to time and perspective to reflect the linguistic diversity of the Black Sea area. Conse-
quently, Feodosiia, for example, can appear in the Ukrainian or Russian form, in the
Crimean Tatar (Kefe), or in the common name in the Middle Ages, Caffa, depending
on the context. For better comprehensibility and classification, other forms relevant
to the context or, in the case of strongly divergent names, the present-day versions
are indicated in parentheses. Given the extremely large geographic and temporal
area covered here, such a flexible approach cannot, of course, preclude a certain blur-
ring and trade-offs in terms of uniformity and consistency. Especially in contexts where
the question of the administrative language of the time cannot be answered unambig-
uously from today’s perspective, or where it changed several times within a larger pe-
riod, the decision ultimately depends on the focus. The same holds for personal names.

Non-Latin names are transliterated according to following systems: Russian names
are transliterated following the Passport 2013 system, Ukrainian names following Pass-
port 2007 and Bulgarian names following Official Bulgarian 2006. Arabic and Persian
names are transliterated following the third edition of the Brill Encyclopaedia of Islam,

1 However, complete consistency could not be achieved, especially since the handbook seeks to ade-
quately represent linguistic diversity, and waters and landscapes often cross state and language borders.
In this sense, for example, the name of the River Dniester, which rises in what is now western Ukraine
and flows through both Ukrainian and Moldovan territory, is not fully Ukrainianized and is predomi-
nantly rendered with the standard English variant Dniester.

2 However, an exception is made here for the relevant distinction between the letters “r’ and “1,”
which, contrary to this scheme, are transliterated as “h” and “g.”
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and Ottoman names are transliterated in line with Redhouse transliteration.® Excep-
tions are made for renowned rulers’ names for which an English counterpart is com-
monly used (as in the case of Catherine II or Nicholas I).

In terms of spelling and transliteration, pre-modern names and designations,
which for a long time did not undergo strict linguistic codification, and more specifi-
cally Turkic personal and place names, which have been documented in various scripts
(Arabic, Cyrillic, and Latin), pose a particular challenge. In addition, the linguistic pe-
culiarities of small minorities have often not been reflected in the literature, and Cri-
mean Tatar terms, for example, have frequently been consistently rendered according
to modern Turkish spelling. Yet various spelling and pronunciation variants were used
by Crimean Tatars, and from around the seventeenth century on, a preference for the
Oghuz variants is evident in southern Crimea, while in the north the Kipchak spellings
were more commonly used. In addition, some Oghuz forms are commonly used in Eng-
lish, such as the dynastic name Giray (which in modern Crimean Tatar is spelled
Geray). The present volume generally renders Tatar names according to the modern
Crimean Tatar Latin alphabet, which in contrast to the modern Turkish alphabet en-
tails some additional letters reflecting specific sounds encountered in Tatar (such as
q or f). Exceptions are made to forms already domesticated in English based on the
Oghuz form, such as Giray, or names found exclusively or predominantly in sources
written in non-Turkic languages.* For names and designations concerning the Golden
Horde, common English forms (such as Genghis Khan or Tokhtamysh) are used. In the
case of Seljuk rulers’ names, which are rendered in various spellings in English, the
book uses the transliteration as indicated in the third edition of the Brill Encyclopaedia
of Islam. Accordingly, the Seljuk rulers are referred to here as Tzz al-Din Kayka'us,
Ghiyath al-Din Kaykhusraw, or ‘Ala’ al-Din Kayqubad.

This approach, of course, cannot satisfy all tastes. However, the editors hope that
the linguistic diversity and complexity can be presented here without confusing the
reader too much. Certainly, it was not the intention of the editors to engage in linguistic
revisionism, nationalistic appropriation, or to offend anyone’s sensibilities in any other
way.

3 An exception is made for the indication of an izafet compound, which is here not adapted to the
vowel harmony and is consistently rendered as an appended “-i.”

4 The editors would like to thank Dariusz Kolodziejczyk and Arkadiusz Blaszczyk for their insightful
comments on the complexities of Crimean Tatar spelling, even if the different views did not agree
on all points. In the end, the handbook’s approach was heavily inspired by Dariusz Kolodziejczyk’s me-
ticulous articulation of these complexities as found in: Dariusz Kolodziejczyk’s, The Crimean Khanate
and Poland-Lithuania: International Diplomacy on the European Periphery (15"-18th Century). A
Study of Peace Treaties Followed by an Annotated Edition of Relevant Documents (Leiden: Brill, 2011),
XXXi-XXXV.
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Ninja Bumann, Kerstin S. Jobst, Stefan Rohdewald and Stefan Troebst
Introduction:

Historical and Cultural Perspectives on the
Black Sea Region

When the idea of publishing a handbook on the history and culture of the Black Sea
was born, no one had any idea that at the time of publication the region would be
at the very center of global security concerns. The annexation of Ukraine’s Crimean
Peninsula by the Russian Federation in 2014 brought the Black Sea into the focus of
the media for some time. And in hindsight, the much-vaunted Zeitenwende had already
begun to take shape at this moment. However, when the preparations for this hand-
book began in 2016, the editorial team did not expect the region to become the battle-
field for future world history that is has been since the Russian full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022.

The idea to publish a Black Sea Handbook was mainly based on an increased schol-
arly interest in the region among historians and area specialists that had developed a
few years earlier. In 1995, the journalist and writer Neal Ascherson published the best-
seller Black Sea, which provides an overview of three millennia of history on the Black
Sea coasts and includes anecdotes and personal stories." In 2004, Charles King pub-
lished another popular monograph entitled The Black Sea: A History Similar to Ascher-
son, King recounts the history of the lands surrounding the Black Sea from the Ancient
Greeks to the 1990s on the basis of sources in multiple languages.?

Besides these two popular monographs, the essay “A Framework for the Study of
the Black Sea World, 1789-1915” published in 1997 by the economic historian Eytlp
Ozveren was groundbreaking for the study of the Black Sea region as a historically con-
stituted unit of analysis. Ozveren characterized his so-called “Black Sea World” mainly
on trans-maritime trade and commerce, which formed a cohesive unit.? These findings
were further developed in Ozveren’s 2001 essay “The Black Sea World as a Unit of Anal-
ysis,” in which he proposed to conceptualize the Black Sea region as a historical meso-
region.* This ultimately inspired one of the handbook’s editors, Stefan Troebst, to re-
flect on the conception of the Black Sea region as a “historical meso-region.”® The pre-
sent handbook aims to further investigate the structural features in historical and cul-
tural terms that conceptualize the Balkan-Black Sea-Caucasus space as a specific space.

1 See Neal Ascherson, Black Sea (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995).

2 See Charles King, The Black Sea: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).

3 Eyiip Y. Ozveren, “A Framework for the Study of the Black Sea World, 1789-1915,” Review (Fernand
Braudel Center) 20, no. 1 (1997): 77-113.

4 See Eyiip Ozveren, “The Black Sea World as a Unit of Analysis,” in Politics of the Black Sea: Dynamics
of Cooperation and Conflict, ed. Tun¢ Aybak (London: I.B. Tauris, 2001), 61—84.

5 See the chapter by Stefan Troebst on “The Black Sea Area as a Historical Meso-Region.”

8 Open Access. © 2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
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1 The Black Sea as an Object of Historiography

Following these proposals to analyze the Black Sea as a historical entity, a growing
number of research projects have examined different aspects of this area in the
field of history and cultural studies. For instance, the ongoing project “History of the
Black Sea, 18"-20™ century,” run by the Centre of Maritime History of the Institute
for Mediterranean Studies (IMS) of the Foundation of Research and Technology
(FORTH) in Rethymno, Crete, aims to analyze the economic activities of port cities of
the Black Sea, which formed an integrated regional market.® The project “Knowledge
Exchange and Academic Cultures in the Humanities. Europe and the Black Sea Region,”
conducted by the University of Graz and eleven other research institutions from the
Black Sea region, investigated knowledge and cultural transfers between the Black
Sea region and Western Europe from the late eighteenth century to the present.” Fur-
thermore, the priority program “Transottomanica: Eastern European-Ottoman-Persian
Mobility Dynamics” funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) and under the
chair of Stefan Rohdewald examines the historical ties between the Moscovite Tsar-
dom/the Russian Empire, Poland-Lithuania, the Ottoman Empire, and Persia from
the early modern period to the middle of the twentieth century. The Black Sea region
is thus the main focus of the Transottoman migration society studied across the Em-
pires.8 And in the field of literature, the project “Batumi, Odessa, Trabzon. The Cultural
Semantics of the Black Sea from the Perspective of Eastern Port Cities” implemented at
the Leibniz-Zentrum fiir Literatur- und Kulturforschung (ZfL) explores different imag-
inations of the Black Sea from the perspective of those three Black Sea ports.” Lastly,
there exists a “Black Sea Networks” initiative affiliated with the Columbia University
that aims to connect regions, disciplines, and institutions in order to establish innova-
tive interdisciplinary programs for studying the Black Sea region.*

In addition, some academic journals are specifically dedicated to the study of the
Black Sea (and sometimes include other neighboring regions such as Southeastern Eu-
rope) in the social sciences and humanities. The interdisciplinary Journal of Balkan and
Black Sea Studies, founded in 2018, provides an academic forum for the investigation of
the Balkan countries and the former Soviet republics in historical as well as contem-

6 See “The Black Sea Research Project Web,” accessed July 11, 2023, https:/blacksea.gr/en/.

7 See “KEAC-BSR: Knowledge Exchange and Academic Cultures in the Humanities,” Europe and the
Black Sea Region, accessed July 11, 2023, https:/blacksearegion.eu/.

8 See “DFG Priority Programme Transottomanica,” project number 313079038, as represented on its
website: accessed July 11, 2023, https:/www.transottomanica.de/, and the relevant publications, especial-
ly the series, indicated there.

9 See “Batumi, Odessa, Trabzon: The Cultural Semantics of the Black Sea from the Perspective of East-
ern Port Cities,” ZfL. Leibniz-Zentrum fiir Literatur- und Kulturforschung, accessed June 8, 2020, https:/
wwwzfl-berlin.org/project/batumi-odessa-trabzon-black-sea-semantics.html.

10 See “Black Sea Networks,” Columbia University Slavic Department, accessed June 8, 2020, http:/black-
seanetworks.org/.
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porary context."* A similar focus is pursued by the journal South East European and
Black Sea Studies, which is associated with the Hellenic Foundation for European
and Foreign Policy (ELIAMEP). Since 2001, it has published cross-country analyses
and research on individual countries within Southeastern Europe and the Black Sea
region with a principal disciplinary focus on political science and international rela-
tions, political economy, political anthropology, and late modern and contemporary his-
tory."> And the journal Karadeniz — Black Sea — Chernoe More, established in 2009, is a
quarterly periodical published in English, Turkish, and Russian which aims to produce
and disseminate academic studies in all social disciplines.13 In a similar vein, the on-
line open-access journal Euxeinos. Culture and Governance in the Black Sea Region,
published by the Center for Governance and Culture in Europe at the University of
St. Gallen, Switzerland, has provided political, cultural, and economic perspectives
on social processes in the Black Sea region since 2011."*

Despite this growing number of research projects and initiatives focused on the
Black Sea region, it is striking that it is not usually conceptualized as a historical
meso-region sui generis in such reference works and handbooks."”®> While Russian
and East European studies often divide the eastern part of the Eurasian continent
into subregions such as “East-Central Europe,” “Northeastern Europe,” and “Southeast-
ern Europe,” only a few researchers have rather recently started to speak of a “Black
Sea region” as a specific historical meso-region.

As Stefan Troebst outlines, this heuristic device serves to analyze de-territorialized
units across state, social, and civilizational boundaries. And most recent historical re-
search suggests that such a concept is also applicable for the Balkan-Black Sea-Cauca-
sus space. Eyiip Ozveren, in this regard, speaks of a “Black Sea world” that has the
Black Sea as its center of gravity but encompasses a larger region. It partially overlaps
with other regional conceptions, such as the “Mediterranean world,” the Balkans, Eur-
asia, or the “Danubian world.” The main constituents of the “Black Sea world” are, ac-
cording to Ozveren, circulations of people(s), fauna and flora, merchandise, technolo-
gies, and skills. Jorg Stadelbauer, on the other hand, draws attention to the region’s
distinctive physical geography. The geology and landscapes of the Black Sea area pro-

11 See “Journal of Balkan and Black Sea Studies,” accessed June 10, 2020, https:/dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/
balkar.

12 See “Southeast European and Black Sea Studies,” accessed June 10, 2020, https:/www-tandfonline-
com.uaccess.univie.ac.at/toc/fbss20/current.

13 See “Karadeniz — Black Sea — Chernoe More: Black Sea International Scientific Journal,” accessed
June 10, 2020, http:/www.dergikaradeniz.com/index.php/en/.

14 See “Euxeinos: Governance and Culture in the Black Sea Region,” Center for Governance and Culture
in Europe, University of St. Gallen, accessed August 16, 2023, https:/gce.unisg.ch/en/euxeinos.

15 An exception is The Black Sea Encyclopedia, published in 2015. As it is, however, a cross-disciplinary
reference book structured purely alphabetically, it does not satisfy the need for a historical and cultural
handbook on the region. See Sergei R. Grinevetsky et al., The Black Sea Encyclopedia (Berlin: Springer,
2015).
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duce many contrasts, ranging from different climate zones to mountain ranges juxta-
posed with flat coastlines and significantly shaping the practices of historical actors.

2 The Black Sea from Antiquity to the Twentieth
Century

The history of the Black Sea region usually begins in antiquity, around the eighth cen-
tury BC, with the appearance of written texts—mostly in Greek. As David Braund
points out, this often resulted in neglect of the many non-Greek peoples who inhabited
the coasts as well as the hinterlands of the Black Sea, including the Scythians, Col-
chians, and Thracians, whose histories can be traced mainly through archeology.
Due to its vast reservoir of resources for the surrounding areas as well as the Mediter-
ranean world, the ancient Black Sea region was already characterized by the move-
ment of people and goods. At the same time, security—especially towards the north
—was a key issue. The northern Black Sea was the object of several failed imperial am-
bitions by the Persian, Greek, and Roman empires. In the southern Black Sea area, By-
zantium/Constantinople began to develop as the center of the Eastern Romans, driven
by the economic importance of the transfer of goods and peoples across the Black Sea.

Stefan Albrecht outlines the history of the “Pontos euxeinos” in the Middle Ages as
a “Byzantine Sea.” The successors to Eastern Rome continued to dominate the area in
political and economic terms. Nevertheless, the appearance of new actors—including
Rus from the ninth century onwards, the Crusaders, and the expanding Mongol Em-
pire—gradually challenged the Byzantine dominance. Economic relations expanded
globally, and trade goods moved between the Iberian Peninsula, China, and Mamluk
Egypt, using the Black Sea area as a transit region. The Ottoman conquest of Constan-
tinople in 1453 ended this global circulation of goods and turned the Black Sea into an
“Ottoman Lake.”

For the early modern period, Dariusz Kolodziejczyk describes how the northern
Black Sea region witnessed the influences of various political actors—the persistent
Golden Horde (Ulug Ulus), Lithuania, Nogays and Cossacks, the expanding Ottoman
Empire, and, later, the advancing Russian Empire. He draws attention to the discussion
of whether new political entities claiming Genghisid heritage, such as the Crimean
Giray Khans, can be seen as successors to the Golden Horde, which “survived” in a di-
minished form until the Russian annexation of Crimea in 1783. At the same time, the
Ottoman Empire exercised power on almost all the coasts of the Black Sea by the mid-
sixteenth century, until its influence became challenged in the northern Black Sea
areas by Cossacks and Nogays as new actors from the late sixteenth century on. The
Treaty of Kuc¢uk Kaynarca in 1774 and the Russian conquest of the Crimean Khanate
in 1783, along with the second and third partitions of Poland in 1793 and 1795, brought
the northern Black Sea region under the rule of Russia, which emerged as a major Eu-
ropean power. Kenan Inan, on the other hand, sketches the political and economic de-
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velopments in the southern Black Sea region between 1500 and 1700. While this region
was dominated by the Ottoman Empire, its rivalries in trade and wars with Safavid
Persia in the Caucasus and in Eastern Anatolia still significantly affected daily life
and trade activities along the Black Sea.

Kerstin S. Jobst and Stefan Rohdewald trace the rivalries between the Ottoman and
Russian Empires in the Black Sea region from the sixteenth century to the outbreak of
World War I. With the Russian annexation of the Crimean Khanate along with the
northern coast of the Black Sea in 1783, the shifting power balance was also felt beyond
the Black Sea in Europe and the Near East. Russia’s advance also diminished the Per-
sian-Ottoman antagonism, as the treaties of Gulistan in 1813 and Turkmenchay in 1828
consolidated Russia’s power in the Caucasus and the Caspian Sea region. In the mid-
nineteenth century, the Black Sea became the central theater of war between the Otto-
man Empire and the allied European Great Powers against Russia’s hegemonic ambi-
tions. At the same time, these long episodes of military confrontation were character-
ized by traveling concepts of warfare between the two empires. In fact, the Ottoman
and Russian reforms in military, politics, and society since the eighteenth century
were in many respects mutually influenced. Moreover, the Russo-Ottoman transimpe-
rial ties were fostered by economic and political networks consisting of Armenian and
Greek merchant communities as well as Muslim Tatar and Circassian migrant groups.

The interwar period is presented by Adrian Brisku in a triadic narrative. While he
portrays World War I as a continuation of the previous antagonism and rivalry be-
tween the Russian and Ottoman Empires, the post-World War I period is characterized
by historically unusual friendly relations between the two main successor states—the
Soviet Union and the Republic of Turkey—and a multilateral regime based on interna-
tional law and agreements, such as the Treaty of Lausanne (1923) and the Montreux
Convention on the Regime of the Straits (1936).

Onur Isci highlights the moments of cooperation and conflict across the Black Sea
during and after World War II. As he points out, the war drastically changed the polit-
ical landscape around the Black Sea, as the smaller littoral Black Sea states were caught
in the power struggle between the Soviet Union and Turkey. Ultimately, the Soviet
Union gained two new satellite states (Romania and Bulgaria) and turned the Black
Sea into a “Russian lake” free of Western interference. At the same time, Turkey re-
mained the only littoral state outside the Soviet sphere of influence and joined the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in order to maintain its status free of Soviet
incursions.

The end of the Cold War dissolved this block confrontation in the Black Sea area,
and paved the way for intensified cooperation among the Black Sea littoral states. As a
result, various initiatives and multilateral organizations, such as the Black Sea Econom-
ic Cooperation (BSEC) or the GUAM (later GUUAM), emerged in the 1990s to promote
economic and political exchange. However, Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014
and its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 put a halt to these cooperative
political Black Sea endeavors. With the ongoing war in Ukraine (as of the summer of
2023), the prospects for a unified political landscape around the Black Sea are bleak.
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While we can only speculate about future political and economic cooperation in
the Black Sea, a look into the past from a historical and cultural perspective renders
several structural features visible. More specifically, this handbook focuses on common
ideas and identities, mobility and transfers, as well as violence, conflict, and conflict
resolution, which provide guiding examples for the interconnectedness of the different
Black Sea coasts from their hinterland across the Sea. Where appropriate and possible,
some chapters also consider contemporary developments in the Black Sea region. How-
ever, they were only able to take into account the rapidly changing constellations up to
the completion of the editorial work (2021/22).

3 Ideas and Identities in the Black Sea Region

It is not only in geopolitical terms that the Black Sea can be considered a pivotal region.
The societies living on its shores have developed various shared and unifying, as well
as contrasting and competing identities and ideas. Zaur Gasimov points out that the
relevance of the Black Sea for regional concepts of national security and raison
d’état varies enormously among the different littoral states. Drawing on Ukrainian geo-
political thinking about the Black Sea, Polish-supported Prometheanism, Russian-
backed Eurasianism, and Turanian perceptions of the Black Sea, he emphasizes that
only in Ukraine and Georgia is the Black Sea perceived as central to the countries’ na-
tional security, while in the other geopolitical discourses, it plays a less prominent role.

From the long nineteenth century onwards, national identities emerged as rele-
vant categories of belonging in the Black Sea region. Dennis Dierks links the regional
nation-building processes to intellectual transfers from the “West” and to a symbolical
(re-)alignment of the Black Sea region with “Europe.” After World War I with its ensu-
ing violent ethnic engineering, the nation-state principle was established in all parts of
the Black Sea region. However, since the dissolution of the bloc confrontation, post-im-
perial nostalgia has been on the rise, such as neo-Ottomanism in Turkey or the concept
of the “Russkii mir” (Russian World), propagated by Putin’s Russia as a space of civi-
lization distinct from and (allegedly) superior to the West.

Nikolas Pissis and Hannah Miiller-Sommerfeld discuss the importance of religion
and religious identities. Pissis highlights the diversity of Christian communities in the
Black Sea region, including primarily Orthodox Christians of the major Slavic, Greek,
Romanian, and Georgian ethno-linguistic groups, but also Armenian Monophysite com-
munities, Levantine Catholics, Gagauz Orthodox, Russian Old Believers, German Men-
nonites, and Armenian and Pontic Greek Protestants. At the same time, these diverse
Christian communities evolved collective identities and interacted with one another.
Hannah Miiller-Sommerfeld, on the other hand, presents the diversity of Muslim
and Jewish communities in today’s Black Sea littoral states and their historical back-
ground. She concludes that the heterogeneous and fragmented religious communities
often overlap with ethno-linguistic affiliations. Muslims are predominantly Sunni, and
while they form the majority in Turkey, today they can be found only as religious mi-
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norities in the other Black Sea states. Jewish communities are composed of Sephardic
and Ashkenazi groups, while a peculiarity of the Black Sea region is the presence of the
Turkic-speaking Crimean Karaites, who reject the religious normative meaning of the
Talmud and rabbinic teachings. Despite their ethno-religious plurality and diversity,
Black Sea Muslims and Jews have closely intertwined histories, also due to their histor-
ical political affiliations with the Ottoman Empire on the southern and the Russian Em-
pire, and later the Soviet Union, on the northern coast.

Tangible and intangible places of memory—or lieux de mémoire—play a central
role in a cultural and historical perspective on the Black Sea region; thus, two major
chapters deal with sites of memory and remembrance that connect the peoples and
communities from across the different shores, as well as those that are objects of
“wars of monuments.” Nicole Kancal-Ferrari emphasizes that dominant narratives of
memory sites need to be analyzed alongside silenced memories, as remembering
space involves multifaceted processes of selection, often under the influence of political
aims and goals. Memory sites have, then, meanings and attached memories on multiple
levels—local, national, global, and across diaspora communities. Using selected exam-
ples around the Black Sea (Constanta, Batumi and Azizi, Trabzon, the Sumela Monas-
tery, and Bagcasaray), Kancal-Ferrari highlights the complexities of remembering and
silencing the history of specific spatial sites. Tatiana Zhurzhenko, in turn, describes the
tensions and contests over monuments as well as the political instrumentalization of
memory in the Ukrainian-Russian conflict. She highlights that monuments link narra-
tives about the past to a specific territory and thereby play a significant role in demar-
cating, contesting, and shifting national borders.

As Zaal Andronikashvili outlines, the Black Sea region is known for the location of
many well-known myths, including ancient Greek, Hittite, and biblical ones. Especially
the southern, eastern, and northern Black Sea region share many legends and myths
with common meta-plots as well as associations with the Sea and aquatic elements.
Modern literature is also connected to the Black Sea and the coast. Helena Ulbrechtova
and Siegfried Ulbrecht analyze the role of the Black Sea, the Crimean Peninsula, and
the Caucasus Mountains as important motifs in Russian literature since the late eight-
eenth and early nineteenth century. They point out that Crimea and the Caucasus in
particular demonstrate Russia’s coloniality and acculturation processes. Larissa Cyben-
ko depicts the prominent role of the Black Sea and Crimea in Ukrainian folk poetry and
literature. She highlights that while early modern folk poetry was characterized by the
tensions and military conflicts between Ukrainian Cossacks and Crimean Tatars and
Ottomans, modern Ukrainian literature often depicted Crimea as an ethnic, religiously
and culturally heterogeneous, and transnational place that resulted in the acceptance
of the Crimean Tatars as the peninsula’s indigenous population.

Kristina Popova, Nurie Muratova, and Georgeta Nazarska draw attention to the
role of gender alongside ethnic, national, and religious categories by highlighting wom-
en’s activities in education and culture in the second half of the nineteenth and the
early twentieth century. Although, as they argue, feminism emerged relatively late in
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the patriarchal-dominated societies of the Black Sea region, there was a strong pres-
ence of female leadership in the interwar period.

4 Mobility and Transfers in, around, and across the
Black Sea

Throughout history, the Black Sea region is also characterized by different flows and
transfers of peoples, goods, knowledge, and ideas. Trade and economy played a crucial
role in this, as Eylip Ozveren has already emphasized in his conceptualization of a
“Black Sea World” that was also characterized by the sea and its port-cities as a
trade hub.'® More than a quarter of a century later, several research projects have al-
ready begun to analyze the trade connections and merchants’ activities in the Black
Sea in more detail.'” The sea’s role as a hub for trade and economy also went hand
in hand with the flows of people and knowledge, however. At the same time, this mo-
bility and transfer was dependent on the development of transportation networks and
infrastructure.

Migration and human mobility constituted a defining and structural element of
the Black Sea region that can be observed over the longue durée. Istvan Vasary outlines
the nomadic migrations between the fourth and thirteenth centuries. Since the coloni-
zation of the Pontic coasts by Greek settlers, Greek culture and language had been pre-
sent throughout Roman and Byzantine times. However, the migration of nomadic peo-
ples arriving from the east significantly affected the demographic structures on the
northern and southern coasts of the Black Sea. While the north was characterized
by constant incoming nomadic migration, the Greek population and culture preserved
its dominant role in the southern Black Sea region until the arrival of the Seljuks in the
eleventh century. Still, the Mongol-Tatar conquest in the thirteenth century also accel-
erated the already ongoing Turkicization of the northern Pontic coast. Arkadiusz
Blaszczyk highlights that for the period between the thirteenth and the eighteenth cen-
turies too, Crimea and the western Black Sea region were focal points of migration,
originating predominantly in the northeast and the southeast; peoples including the
Seljuks, Turks/Yoriiks, Armenians, Circassians, Jews and Karaites, Mongols/Tatars,
and Nogays were drawn to the shores of the Black Sea for various reasons, the location

16 Y. Eyiip Ozveren, “A Framework for the Study of the Black Sea World, 17891915, Review (Fernand
Braudel Center) 20, no. 1 (1997): 91-99.
17 The project “History of the Black Sea, 18"-20™ century” run by the Centre of Maritime History of the
Institute for Mediterranean Studies (IMS) in Rethymo, Crete, highlights, for instance, the interconnec-
tions of the port cities in the Black Sea. See “The Black Sea Research Project Web,” accessed July 11,
2023, https://blacksea.gr/en/.

Boris Belge’s current research project “Managing Trade: Infrastructure and Economic Practices in
the Port of Odessa (1794-1905)” investigates Odesa’s role for the development of trade and economy in
the Russian Empire. See https:/forschdb2.unibas.ch/inf2/rm_projects/object_view.php?r=4602406.
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of the northern Black Sea on relevant long-distance trade routes as well as on the fring-
es of empires playing a significant role. Andrew Robarts, furthermore, investigates the
migration that took place in the Black Sea region between the eighteenth and twentieth
centuries. As he argues, migration was, on the one hand, significantly shaped by the
introduction of the steamships in the late 1820s, which fostered active migration
along the north-south axis. On the other hand, Russian-Ottoman relations actively af-
fected their state-driven policies toward controlling migratory populations, the largest
groups including Bulgarians, Crimean Tatars, Circassians, and Jews.

Human mobility, however, also included slaves. Christoph Witzenrath outlines that
from antiquity to the nineteenth century, the Black Sea area witnessed a wide variety
of asymmetric dependencies, including slavery, within the various state formations.
The slave trade was an important factor that not only connected the northern and
southern shores of the Black Sea, but was also established beyond the Black Sea up
to Mamluk Egypt. A result of various forms of human mobility was the exchange of
ideas and knowledge. Dominik Gutmeyr-Schnur analyzes the increasingly internation-
alized exchange of knowledge that began in the Black Sea region in the second half of
the eighteenth century. The region began to attract the attention of foreign scholars,
and modern disciplines were developed and institutionalized in the humanities
throughout the region.

All these exchanges and transfers were facilitated by the development of transfer
technologies and infrastructures. At the same time, the routes were one of the most
enduring facts and consequences of trade, migration, and knowledge exchange net-
works. For a region centering on a sea, maritime transportation was certainly signifi-
cant. However, as Florian Riedler points out, before the introduction of steam shipping
—that is, from antiquity to the eighteenth century—land transportation was equally
important, since difficult weather conditions prevented sea travel in winter and some-
times even in summer. With regard to the “long” nineteenth century, Reinhard Nach-
tigal highlights the consequences of the Russian conquest of the northern Black Sea
coast and the South Caucasus, which led to the development of port cities and maritime
infrastructure that increasingly connected the region to other oceans. While these de-
velopments fostered trade and economic expansion, they also led to increased process-
es of migration. Stefan Rohdewald examines the role of energy resources and infra-
structures in the Black Sea region since the late nineteenth century. He highlights
the Transottoman context of Russian-Ottoman and Turkish-Iranian entanglements in
the transportation of oil, and, since the mid-twentieth century, natural gas, which
has a global significance for energy infrastructure. At the same time, energy resources
and infrastructures have played an important role during conflicts and warfare,
stretching from World War I to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.
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5 Violence, Conflict, and Conflict Resolution in the
Black Sea Region

Violence and conflict have been present in the Black Sea throughout its history and
have taken various forms. One such phenomenon is piracy—and as Albrecht Fuess
points out, it has played a role from the beginnings of seafaring and maritime trade.
Piracy began primarily as a coastal business, and there was not always a clear distinc-
tion between pirates and merchant seafarers. Arkadiusz Blaszczyk examines the
groups and bandits operating in the border zones between empires in the early mod-
ern period, including Tatar raiders, Cossack groups, Caucasian pirates, the Celalis of
Anatolia, and the Kircalis of Rumelia.

A general overview of the naval history of the Black Sea is provided by Tuncay
Zorlu. Due to its geo-strategic and economic characteristics, the sea has been a theater
of naval battles throughout history. At the same time, this has facilitated the circulation
and transfer of naval technology and know-how as well as personnel. Mara Kozelsky
focuses in her chapter on the Crimean War (1853-56) and its consequences for the
Black Sea, where this global war started and was concentrated, while it also had signif-
icant impact on the hinterlands. The Crimean War brought about not only a new type
of mass violence, but also advances and innovations in infrastructure, warfare techni-
que, and battlefield medicine, as well as a new role of mass media in military conflict.

The geopolitical conflicts between the Russian and the Ottoman Empire in the
“long” nineteenth century did not always result in direct military confrontations, as
Lora Gerd outlines. Rather, they were also accompanied by “soft power” measures,
such as in the case of Russia’s imperial Church policy. The Holy Synod and the Russian
foreign ministry used diplomatic and cultural means, based on the Orthodox faith
shared with the Greek and Slavonic populations under Ottoman rule, to support
their aspirations of further penetration into the Ottoman Empire.

Violence against populations has not only been a collateral effect of military rival-
ries and conflicts. The Black Sea region also witnessed targeted violence against specific
religious, ethnic, or national groups, resulting in persecutions, mass deportations, and
genocide.

Mariana Hausleitner sheds light on the destruction and murder of the Jewish pop-
ulations around the Black Sea during World War II. However, she also emphasizes that,
due to the different settlement patterns of Jews, the Jewish populations in the various
littoral states had different experiences—ranging from the systematic destruction in
southern Ukraine by the German occupying forces, to the killing of a quarter of a mil-
lion Jews in Romanian-controlled Transnistria through massacres and disease, to the
discrimination against Jews in neutral Turkey.

Various ethnic groups in the Black Sea region were also targeted for ethnic cleans-
ing and genocide before, during, and after World War 1. Mass violence led to the gen-
ocide of Armenians and Pontic Greeks in the Ottoman Empire. On the northern shore,
the Holodomor, a man-made famine under Soviet rule, led to genocidal violence and
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the mass killings of Ukrainians and other ethnic and social groups in the early 1930s.
These genocidal policies continued during World War II within the context of the So-
viet deportations of different ethnic and national groups. Rudolf Mark outlines the do-
mestic reasons for as well as the role of international politics in the deportations of
Crimean Tatars, Greeks, Moldovans, Germans, Italians, Meskhetians, Turks, Khemshids,
and others in the Soviet Union and of Turks and Jews in Bulgaria during and after
World War II. He thereby argues that although deportations cannot be directly equated
with genocide, they often served as a first phase of ensuing acts of genocide.

Conflicts also emerged with the dissolvement of the block confrontation and the
fall of the Soviet Union. Although the latter has often been perceived as rather peace-
ful, especially in contrast with the violent breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, various
“intra state” conflicts emerged in the former Soviet Union, also in the Black Sea region.
Jan Zofka analyzes these conflicts ranging from Moldova to Ukraine and the Caucasus.
Drawing on the military conflicts in Crimea, Odesa, Transnistria, Abkhazia, and Ajaria,
he investigates to what extent these post-Soviet conflicts were connected to the Black
Sea. And although he states that these conflicts were mostly associated with the
decay of the Soviet state, the Black Sea influenced the development of the conflicts
as a site and through maritime infrastructures, but also as an imaginary space. As Alex-
andr Osipian highlights, such conflicts have large impacts on logistics and infrastruc-
ture. Analyzing the Russo-Ukrainian conflict between 2014 and 2022, he concludes
that the military conflict on the Black Sea littoral has not only regional, but also global
impact, for instance with regard to global food security.

6 Approaching the Black Sea Region as a Cultural
and Historical Entity

The diverse chapters in this handbook demonstrate that all the shores of the Black Sea
have been connected in some way by shared ideas and flows of people, goods, and
knowledge. While these connections and transfers may have waxed and waned in
scope and relevance over time, this handbook provides a basis for approaching the re-
gion as a specific “Black Sea world” or a “historical meso-region.” The chapters high-
light various features that connect the different shores across the sea and deep into
the hinterland.

Writing a cultural history of the Black Sea, however, presents several challenges. In
antiquity, the different people who inhabited the region left different kinds of traces.
While we have a variety of textual sources for the Greek colonization of the Black Sea,
we have very few material remains of the non-Greek peoples. As a result, the latter are
largely marginalized in historiography. The availability and accessibility of (textual)
sources is also asymmetrical for the later periods, while archeological findings have
not been sufficiently analyzed yet either. And even for the periods for which we
have fairly detailed archival documentation in various archives and languages, its anal-
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ysis and interpretation often remain unbalanced. These limitations are often due to
language barriers and disciplinary boundaries; for example, historians with a back-
ground in Eastern European or Russian history have tended to focus on the northern
Black Sea region, using Russian, Ukrainian, and other Slavic sources, while Ottoman
scholars have tended to focus on the southern shores. Fortunately, an increasing num-
ber of scholars have overcome these challenges by grasping the interconnections be-
tween the southern and northern shores, often, but not always, based on mastery of
Russian, Ukrainian, and other Slavic languages as well as Turkish and/or Ottoman.'®

The present handbook aims to overcome these hurdles by bringing together au-
thors from different national and disciplinary contexts, resulting in diverse perspec-
tives on the Black Sea region, from antiquity to the present."® The chapters’ authors
are thereby responsible only for their own contributions and do not accept liability
for any statements made in the other chapters of the volume. The editors are certainly
aware that it is not possible to cover every single aspect of the region’s history during
such a long period. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic, precarious academic working
conditions, and other reasons made the completion of some chapters of the handbook
difficult, and in some cases even impossible. Although it was not always viable, the ed-
itors have tried to fill these gaps in some other chapters, while they are aware of the
remaining missing aspects and issues. The editors nevertheless hope that this hand-
book will serve as a basis for the further development of Black Sea studies, which
will hopefully lead to the remaining gaps being filled in more detail in the future.

18 Recent examples include, for instance: Eileen M. Kane, Russian Hajj: Empire and the Pilgrimage to
Mecca (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015); Andrew Robarts, Migration and Disease in the Black Sea
Region: Ottoman-Russian Relations in the Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries (London:
Bloomsbury, 2017); Onur Isci, Turkey and the Soviet Union During Wolrd War II: Diplomacy Discord
and International Relations (London: L.B. Tauris, Bloomsbury, 2020).

19 The editorial work was completed in 2021-2022. The individual chapters could therefore only cover
developments up to that date.



Stefan Rohdewald
Mapping the Black Sea: From the Sea to the
Region and beyond

Maps and images as a whole have their own power in creating reality: Visualizations
are always more than just illustrations or documentations. “Mental maps”* have effec-
tively been constituted by certain visual and/or discursive “frames” and specific map
genres (maritime maps, continental maps, political maps of a state, etc.):

Since the late Middle Ages, maps of the continents became an authoritative frame
for representing the territorial parts of the world: Within the genre of increasingly de-
tailed and large world maps and the genre of continental maps in the atlas depictions
of Asia, widespread since the seventeenth century, the Black Sea as a whole as well as
all areas of its hinterland were included, but of course at such a small scale that hardly
any details are recognizable. Maps of Europe, on the other hand, could include the
Black Sea (as well as the entire Mediterranean), but then nevertheless lacked the Cau-
casian hinterland, not to mention the Caspian Sea.’ Later maps of Asia Minor, especial-
ly if in combination with the Caucasus and the Black Sea, came close to a complete rep-
resentation of our focal region, however.*

Maritime maps, by their very nature, of course early on focused on the Seas: por-
tolan maps were common to the Mediterranean region and mainly depicted coastal
strips and the location of the most important port cities. But in the sixteenth century,
Latin maps also combined the Mediterranean portolan map with the Black Sea and its
shores.® Ottoman maps of the Black Sea and the Mediterranean were strongly based on

1 Maps reproduced in this volume are mentioned here in the main text, while others appear in the foot-
notes only. Ute Schneider, Die Macht der Karten: Eine Geschichte der Kartographie vom Mittelalter bis
heute (Darmstadt: WBG, 2004); Gerhard Paul, ed., Visual History: Ein Studienbuch (Gottingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 2006). This short sketch adapts and enhances Stefan Rohdewald, “Anhang A: Mapping
Transottomanica. Anstelle einer transosmanischen Kartenkunde,” and Florian Riedler, “Anhang B:
Transosmanische Raume, 1500-1900,” both in Stefan Rohdewald, Stephan Conermann, and Albrecht
Fuess, eds., Transottomanica — Osteuropdisch-osmanisch-persische Mobilitdtsdynamiken: Perspektiven
und Forschungsstand (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2019), 247-58.

2 Frithjof Benjamin Schenk, “Mental Maps: Die Konstruktion von geographischen Rdumen in Europa
seit der Aufklarung,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 28 (2002): 493—-514.

3 E.g, Willen and Joan Blaeu, cartographers, Europe 1643-50, accessed November 20, 2023, https:/
sanderusmaps.com/our-catalogue/antique-maps/europe/general-and-large-regions/old-antique-map-of-
europe-by-willem-blaeu-27099.

4 Edward Stanford, cartographer, Asia Minor, Caucasus, Black Sea, 1904, David Rumsey Historical Map
Collection, accessed November 20, 2023, https:/wwwdavidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUM
SEY~8~1~314704~90083576.

5 Mateus Prunes, cartographer, Chart of the Mediterranean, Black Sea, and the coasts of Western Europe
and Northwest Africa, 1559, Library of Congress, accessed December 4, 2023, http:/hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/
85672m.ct002457. A collection of four early modern maritime maps including the Black Sea: “Old Mar-

8 Open Access. © 2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783110723175-003
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these portolan maps common to the Mediterranean.® However, some of these maps
were apparently interested not only in the coastal strips, but also in the rivers flowing
into the sea and their course, which they depicted as reaching deep into the hinterland
and with their own fluvial port cities. Even fortresses and mountains quite far away
from these rivers were recorded.” Maps covering (and often titled) “The Environs of
the Black Sea” or similar were printed from the eighteenth century onwards and
often represented most parts of the hinterland, with a special focus on the expanding
territories of the Russian Empire.?

Political maps of individual empires, for instance of Persia® and also of the Otto-
man Empire' or the earliest Atlas of Russia,'" hardly ever depicted larger neighboring
territories, but regularly included the Black Sea and large parts of the hinterland by
their very nature. Persia, for example, was only exceptionally depicted together with
the Ottoman Empire: The Black Sea and also the Caspian Sea found themselves on
such a map, published ca. 1730, but without really being the focus of interest: in the
upper left-hand corner, instead of the Danube, longitude measures were explained,
and the Ukrainian hinterland too is only partially recorded."” In the combination of

itime Maps of the Black Sea Region,” PeopleOfAr, last modified June 12, 2014, https:/www.peopleofar.
com/2014/06/12/old-maritime-maps-of-the-black-sea-region/. Cf. A. Gordyeyev, Cartography of Black and
Azov Seas: Retrospective up to 1700 (Moscow: self-pub., 2008).

6 On the map by Piri Reis, see Biilent Ari, ed., Piri Reis: Kitab-1 Bahriye/Book of Navigation (Ankara:
Prime Ministry, Undersecretaryship of Navigation, 2002); generally: Pinar Emiralioglu, Geographical
Knowledge and Imperial Culture in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire (New York: Ashgate, 2014);
Ahmed Karamustafa, “Introduction to Ottoman Cartography,” in The History of Cartography, ed. John
B. Harley and David Woodward, vol. 2, bk. 1, Cartography in the Traditional Islamic and South Asian
Societies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 206 -8; Cf. Tiirkischer Portolan (Kiisten des Mittel-
meers, 1062 d.H. [1652]): Bayerische Staatshibliothek Cod.turc. 431, accessed December 3, 2023, http:/nbn-
resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb00009119-0.

7 Southern Greece and the Aegean Sea, Wikimedia Commons, accessed December 3, 2023, https:/com
mons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:16th-century_Turkish_portolan_map_of_the_Black_Sea.jpg.

8 For instance, Didier Robert de Vaugondy, cartographer, Carte des environs de la Mer Noire ou se trou-
vent I'Ukrayne, la Petite Tartarie, la Circassie, la Géorgie et les confins de la Russie européenne et de la
Turquie, dédiée et présentée a Monseigneur le duc de Choiseul, accessed December 3, 2023, https://gallica.
bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1h53039400r.

9 Cyrus Alai, General Maps of Persia 1477-1925 (Leiden: Brill, 2005); Cyrus Alai, Special Maps of Persia
1477-1925 (Leiden: Brill, 2010).

10 Ian Manners, European Cartographers and the Ottoman World 1500-1750 (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 2007); overarching: Palmira Brummett, Mapping the Ottomans: Sovereignty, Territory and Iden-
tity in the Early Modern Mediterranean (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Virginia H. Aksan
and Daniel Goffman, eds., The Early Modern Ottomans. Remapping the Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007).

11 Atlas Russicus, 1745, accessed November 22, 2023, http:/resolver.sub.uni-goettingen.de/purl?
PPN337625352.

12 Reiner and Joshua Ottens, cartographers, Regnum Persicum Imperium Turcicum in Asia Russorum
Provinciae and Mare Caspium, ca. 1730, accessed November 22, 2023, https:/commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:1730_Ottens_Map_of_Persia_(Iran,_Iraq,_Turkey)_-_Geographicus_-_RegnumPersicum-ottens-
1730.jpg.
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a representation of Russia with Poland-Lithuania, the “Little Tartary” and the Black
Sea, the Anatolian coast was only considered without its hinterland.’® Similarly, the
first printed maps by Arab or Ottoman geographers appearing in the eighteenth cen-
tury depicting the Ottoman Empire included the Black Sea and its coastlines."* The
Black Sea was also ‘added’ to a map of the geographically European part of the Otto-
man Empire, albeit without consideration of the Caucasus."> A map on the occasion
of the Crimean War focused in oversized dimensions on the peninsula, but left
other regions behind.'® Even more recent maps of the Black Sea clearly restrict the
view to the maritime and coastal regions; only in a few exceptions is an approach in-
tegrating the hinterland regions recognizable."”

In historical atlases, even after the beginnings of Ottoman or Arab map printing,
maps of Europe, possibly Asia Minor, including the Near East, but mostly excluding Per-
sia, continue to dominate. Representations of “Eurasia”'® have been equally common
since the invention of this historical spatial concept in the interwar period,'® but ex-
ceed our focus by a very wide margin. Maps of the “Middle East” or the MENA region
or even “Eastern Europe”?® mostly bracket each other out to a large extent, often with
the common intersection of Turkey, or the Black Sea region, but again not with a clear

13 Herman Moll, cartographer, Map of Moscovy Poland, Little Tartary and ye Black Sea, 1732, David
Rumsey Historical Map Collection, accessed November 22, 2023, https:/www.davidrumsey.com/luna/
servlet/detail/ RUMSEY~8~1~277424~90050443.

14 Cf. this later rendering regarded as the first map of Arabia in a European language to be compiled by
a Turk: Abu Bakr Ibn Braham, cartographer, Mappa dell'Impero Ottomanno, 1740, accessed November 22,
2023, https:/upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/1b/Abu_Bakr_Ibn_Braham. Mappa_del 1%27Im
pero_Ottomanno._composta_da_Abubekir_Efendi._1740.jpg. First version published in Amsterdam in
1732.

15 Samuel Dunn, cartographer, First part of Turkey in Europe ... to which is added the whole of the Black
Sea, New York Public Library Digital Collections, accessed December 4, 2023, https:/digitalcollections.
nypl.org/items/bbe76f20-857c-0132-d31c-58d385a7h928.

16 Thomas Packer, cartographer, A Panoramic View of the Seat of War; the Crimea & the Principal Towns
& Forts on the Shores of the Black Sea, 1855, Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, accessed December 4,
2023, https:/onb.digital/result/110DEE66.

17 John and Charles Walker, cartographers, The Euxine or Black Sea: From the Russian Gov Surveys.
With Additions by the Surveyors to the European Commission on the River Danube, 1870-73, 1893, ac-
cessed December 4, 2023, https:/goobi-viewer.univie.ac.at/viewer/fullscreen/AC12006251/1/.5.

18 Mark Bassin, “Russia between Europe and Asia: The Ideological Construction of Geographical Space,”
Slavic Review 50 (1991): 1-17; Stefan Wiederkehr, Die eurasische Bewegung: Wissenschaft und Politik in
der russischen Emigration der Zwischenkriegszeit und im postsowjetischen Russland (Cologne: Bohlau,
2007).

19 Within a historical atlas: Georges Duby, ed., Atlas Historique Larousse (Paris: Larousse, 1978).

20 Hans Lemberg, “Zur Entstehung des Osteuropabegriffs im 19. Jahrhundert: Vom ‘Norden’ zum ‘Osten’
Europas,” Jahrbiicher fiir Geschichte Osteuropas 33 (1985): 48—91; Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe:
The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994).
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intention to represent it.** In historical atlases, at most for antiquity, the Black Sea and
also its hinterland are rather firmly established as the focus.?

It is only lately that more cartographic representations of regional concepts
emerge, which aim to consciously represent the Black Sea region as a historical
space analogous to the Mediterranean region,?® or the Caucasus region, “Southeastern
Europe,”** or the “Balkans,”*® but also “Kleineurasien.”*® Of course, maps in handbooks
on the Black Sea as a region also consolidate this trend.*’

In summary: Maps focused exclusively on the Black Sea and its hinterland regions,
that is, not typical maritime maps, remain very rare to this day. However, special the-
matic maps of, for example, the Crimean War or the export of oil and natural gas also
focus on the Black Sea region including the networks using it as transregional hub.
Moreover, within “New” or “Post Area Studies,” the mapping of networks and struc-
tures evolves with new priorities, looking beyond established container spaces. An ex-
ample of this perspective is the “Transottoman” approach to spatiality, conceiving a
Eastern European and Near Eastern shared history of actors, knowledge, and objects
from 1500 to the twentieth century: The Black Sea region (including the Caspian Sea)
figures as the natural center of such a larger interdisciplinary interest, and, thus,
also in a map representing aspects of this broader approach.?®

21 Stefan Stautner, Tiirkei: Europa oder Orient? Reprdsentation der Tiirkei zwischen Europa und Orient
(Berlin: Rhombos, 2004).

22 Pontus Euxinus et quae adjacent, in Atlas Antiquus, ed. Carl Spruner (Gotha: Justus Perthes, 1865), 24,
Wikimedia Commons, accessed December 4, 2023, https:/commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1855_Spru
neri_Map_of_the_Black_Sea_or_Pontus_Euxinus_in_Ancient_Times_-_Geographicus_-_PontusEuxinus-
spruneri-1855.jpg.

23 Combined with the Ottoman Empire: Henri Abraham Chatelain, cartographer, Carte de 'Empire
Othoman Consideree dans les Etats de Cette Puissance, et des Etats qui L’avoisine ou qui luy sont Trib-
utaries ainsi que deux Petites Cartes pour conduire a UHistoire universel, et a U'Histoire d’Alexandre le
Grand dressées sur les instructions les plus nouvelles, ca. 1719, accessed November 22, 2023, https:/up
load.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9¢/1719_Carte_de_1%27Empire_Othoman_Consideree_dans_
les_Etats_de_Cette_Puissance..._a_l%27Histoire_d%27Alexandre_le_Grand.jpg.

24 Cf. the maps for the handbook on the History of Southeastern Europe by the 10S Regensburg: Hand-
buch zur Geschichte Siidosteuropas, ed. Ulf Brunnbauer, Konrad Clewing, and Oliver Jens Schmitt, vol. 1,
Herrschaft und Politik in Siidosteuropa von der romischen Antike bis 1300, ed. Fritz Mitthof, Peter
Schreiner, and Oliver Jens Schmitt (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 38-59 ; vol. 2, Herrschaft und Politik in Stid-
osteuropa von 1300 bis 1800, ed. Oliver Jens Schmitt (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2021), 949-69.

25 Holm Sundhaussen, “Europa balcanica: Der Balkan als historischer Raum Europas,” Geschichte und
Gesellschaft 25 (1999): 626 -53; Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997); Maria Todorova, “Der Balkan als Analysekategorie: Grenzen, Raum, Zeit,” Geschichte und
Gesellschaft 28 (2002): 470 -92.

26 Karl Kaser, Balkan und Naher Osten: Einfiihrung in eine gemeinsame Geschichte (Vienna: Bohlau,
2011), fig. 1.

27 Cf. the illustrative maps in the Black Sea Encyclopedia mentioned in our introduction: Sergei Grine-
vetsky et al., eds., The Black Sea Encyclopedia (Berlin: Springer, 2015).

28 Cf. Rohdewald, “Anhang A: Mapping Transottomanica,” and Riedler, “Anhang B: Transosmanische
Réume.”
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The examples selected here are exemplary not only of visual discourses and struc-
tures that can historically document the evolution of the cartographic imaginability of
a Black Sea region.
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Fig. 3: Map of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea by Mateus Prunes (1559).
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Fig. 6: Map of the Ottoman Empire by Matthdus Seutter, ca. 1730.
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Fig. 9: Map of the Black Sea by Samuel Dunn, 1788.

Fig. 10: Map of the Black Sea during the Crimean War, 1855.
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Fig. 11: Map of the Black Sea in Ancient Times, 1865.
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Fig. 13: Map of Asia Minor, the Caucasus and the Black Sea, 1904.






Stefan Troebst
The Black Sea as a Historical Meso-Region

150 years after the Crimean War, the Black Sea, with the Russian annexation of the
Crimea in spring 2014, returned to the centre of world politics. The Black Sea region has,
once again, become the scene of shifts in the basic order of Europe, reflecting its geopolitical
importance as well as the strong symbolic and affective charge of the Black Sea."

1 Introduction: What is a Historical Meso-Region?

The concept of historical meso-region as an analytical framework for transnational-
comparative research has its genesis in the historical sub-discipline of Russian and
East European history, as it emerged in the German-speaking world. Consequently,
the level of awareness of this middle-range theory has been confined to a narrow
guild. It is a concept, that is to say, a working hypothesis, utilized for comparative his-
torical research. As such, it serves as a heuristic device for analyzing de-territorialized,
yet time-specific, conceptual units that traverse the boundaries of states, societies, and
even civilizations. The aim of this type of comparative analysis is to identify and differ-
entiate clusters of structural attributes over the longue durée. From this perspective, it
is the various combinations of markers of this type, rather than the individual markers
themselves, that make it unique and therefore cluster-specific. A cluster covering a
large geographic space and limited to one or more specific epochs, can be referred
to as a historical meso-region;2 some well-established examples include “East-Central

1 “Batumi, Odessa, Trabzon: The Cultural Semantics of the Black Sea from the Perspective of Eastern
Port Cities,” outline of a research project of the Leibniz-Zentrum fiir Literatur- und Kulturforschung
(ZfL), accessed June 26, 2023, https:/wwwzfl-berlin.org/project/batumi-odessa-trabzon-black-sea-seman
tics.html.

2 Arno Strohmeyer, “Historische Komparatistik und die Konstruktion von Geschichtsregionen: Der Ver-
gleich als Methode der historischen Europaforschung,” Jahrbiicher fiir Geschichte und Kultur Siidosteur-
opas 1 (1999): 39-55; Stefan Troebst, “What’s in a Historical Region? A Teutonic Perspective,” European
Review of History 10, no. 2 (2003): 173-88; Stefan Troebst, “Historical Meso-Region’: A Concept in Cul-
tural Studies and Historiography,” EGO — European History Online, March 6, 2012, http:/www.ieg-ego.
eu/en/threads/crossroads/the-historical-region; Stefan Troebst, “Historical Mesoregions and Transre-
gionalism,” in The Routledge Handbook of Transregional Studies, ed. Matthias Middell (London: Rout-
ledge, 2018), 169-78; Frithjof Benjamin Schenk, “The Historical Regions of Europe — Real or Invented?
Some Remarks on Historical Comparison and Mental Mapping,” in Beyond the Nation: Writing European
History Today (Bielefeld: Zentrum fiir Deutschland und Europastudien, 2004), 15-24; Holm Sundhaus-
sen, “Die Wiederentdeckung des Raums: Uber Nutzen und Nachteil von Geschichtsregionen,” in Siidos-
teuropa: Von vormoderner Vielfalt und nationalstaatlicher Vereinigung, ed. Konrad Clewing and Oliver
Jens Schmitt (Munich: R. Oldenbourg, 2005), 13—33; Maria Todorova, “Spacing Europe: What Is A Histor-
ical Region?,” East Central Europe 32, no. 1-2 (2005): 59-78.

8 Open Access. © 2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783110723175-004
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Europe,” “Northeastern Europe,” and “Southeastern Europe.”® Here too, the specific is

inconceivably removed from its surroundings; one historical meso-region can only be
understood in the context of others. Accordingly, relationality and relational dependen-
cy complement the internal structures of a historical meso-region.

It is only in recent years that historians, art historians, and literary scholars as well
as those in other fields of the humanities and social sciences have made use of the con-
cept of historical meso-regions, thereby rediscovering the Polish historian-in-exile
Oskar Halecki’s seminal book The Limits and Divisions of European History of 1950.*
The early modernist Heinz Schilling can be mentioned as a representative example
in Germany;’ internationally notable examples include the Icelandic expert on compa-
rative civilizations Johann Arnason,® the Swiss ethnologist Christian Giordano,” and the
British sociologist Gerard Delanty.®

3 Klaus Zernack, Osteuropa: Eine Einfiithrung in seine Geschichte (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1977), 20—30 and
88-92; Dietmar Miiller, “Southeastern Europe as a Historical Meso-Region: Constructing Space in Twen-
tieth-Century German Historiography,” European Review of History 10, no. 2 (2003): 393-408; Holm
Sundhaussen, “Was ist Stidosteuropa und warum beschéftigen wir uns (nicht) damit?,” Siidosteuropa-
Mitteilungen 42, no. 5-6 (2002): 93-105; Stefan Troebst, “Vom spatial turn zum regional turn? Ge-
schichtsregionale Konzeptionen in den Kulturwissenschaften,” in Dimensionen der Kultur- und Gesell-
schaftsgeschichte: Festschrift fiir Hannes Siegrist zum 60. Geburtstag, ed. Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leip-
ziger Universitatsverlag, 2007), 143-59; Stefan Troebst, “Nordosteuropa: Geschichtsregion mit Zukunft,”
Scandia: Tidskrift for historisk forskning 65, no. 2 (1999): 153—-68; Stefan Troebst, “Northeastern Eu-
rope?,” Herito: Dziedzictwo, kultura, spotczesnosc¢ | Heritage, Culture & the Present 20, no. 3 (2015):
70-81; Stefan Troebst, “Intermarium’ and ‘Wedding to the Sea’: Politics of History and Mental Mapping
in East Central Europe,” European Review of History 10, no. 2 (2003): 293—321.

4 Oscar Halecki, The Limits and Divisions of European History (London: Sheed & Ward, 1950). See also
Stefan Troebst, “From Halecki to Hann: The Historiography of Historical Regions,” Explorations in Eco-
nomic Anthropology: Key Issues and Critical Reflections, ed. Deema Kaneff and Kirsten W. Endres (New
York: Berghahn Books, 2021), 35-51; Stefan Troebst, “European History,” in European Regions and Boun-
daries: A Conceptual History, ed. Diana Mishkova and Baldzs Trencsényi (Oxford: Berghahn, 2017),
235-57, Diana Mishkova, Bo Strath, and Balazs Trencsényi, “Regional History as a ‘Challenge’ to National
Frameworks of Historiography: The Case of Central, Southeast, and Northern Europe,” in Transnational
Challenges to National History Writing, ed. Matthias Middell and Lluis Roura (Houndsmill, Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 257-314.

5 Heinz Schilling, “Die européischen Méachte und Méchtezonen,” in Konfessionalisierung und Staatsin-
teressen: Internationale Beziehungen 15591660 (Paderborn: Schoningh, 2007), 191-419.

6 Johann P. Arnason, “Interpreting Europe from East of Centre,” in Domains and Divisions of European
History, ed. Johann P. Arnason and Natalie J. Doyle (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010), 139-57.
7 Christian Giordano, “Interdependente Vielfalt: Die historischen Regionen Europas,” in Europa und die
Grenzen im Kopf, ed. Karl Kaser, Dagmar Gramshammer-Hohl, and Robert Pichler (Klagenfurt: Wieser,
2003), 113-35; Christian Giordano, “Stidosteuropa — eine Region eigener Art?,” in Kulturelle Orientierun-
gen und gesellschaftliche Ordnungsstrukturen, ed. Joachim von Puttkamer and Gabriella Schuber (Wies-
baden: Harrassowitz, 2010), 19-39.

8 Gerard Delanty, “The Historical Regions of Europe: Civilizational Backgrounds and Multiple Routes to
Modernity,” Historickd sociologie 3, no. 1-2 (2012): 9-24.
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2 The Black Sea Region as a Histor(iograph)ical
Meso-Region

The concept of historical meso-regions is strongly associated with Eastern Europe and
specifically the Black Sea area, namely in the form of an interdisciplinary and also in-
tercontinental regional frame that at times has been called the “Black Sea World” and
at others “Southeastern Europe” (broadly defined and used as a synonym for the Bal-
kan-Black Sea-Caucasus region).” Most importantly, the restoration of communication
lines in the states and societies surrounding the Black Sea that had been disrupted dur-
ing the decades of East-West confrontation has prompted historians to approach con-
flict and cooperation in the Black Sea region from a meso-regional perspective. Natu-
rally, these historians have looked for precedents in earlier historical writings and in
past writings of related disciplines and have made some interesting discoveries. Thus,
this essay will undertake a historiographical journey through those genres of social
and cultural studies that have now created a veritable research direction. The question
as to whether the spatial concept of Southeastern Europe as developed in political sci-
ence'® is transferable for our purposes (transnational comparative research) to a Bal-
kan-Black Sea-Caucasus space'" can now be answered positively.

The Black Sea region appeared on the European horizon in connection with the
Eastern Question, that is, the international problem posed from the late eighteenth
to the early twentieth century by the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire. It arose
particularly vividly during the Crimean War from 1853 to 1856 and on this basis as-
sumed a prominent role in geopolitical considerations at the turn of the century.
The global importance of this war had been ignored in recent historical scholarship,
until Orlando Figes rescued it from oblivion in his 2010 bestseller Crimea: The Last Cru-
sade, which appeared in print just a few years prior to the Russian Federation’s annex-
ation of Ukrainian Crimea in March 2014."* In general, the pre-imperial age brought
about a global geopolitical discourse on the maritime dimension of great power poli-
tics—with “Russia’s urge to the warm waters” and “Rule, Britannia! Britannia rule
the waves” as prominent slogans. In the nineteenth century, historians followed suit,
and points of culmination were and are the concept of coastal societies like the “Indian

9 Stefan Troebst, “Schwarzmeerwelt: Eine geschichtsregionale Konzeption,” Siidosteuropa-Mitteilungen
46, no. 5-6 (2006): 92—102.

10 See, e.g., Hans-Georg Ehrhart and Albrecht Schnabel, eds., The Southeast European Challenge: Ethnic
Conflict and the International Response (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1999).

11 Stefan Troebst, “Eine neue Stidosteuropa-Konzeption? Der Balkan-Schwarzmeer-Kaukasus-Raum in
politikwissenschaftlicher Sicht. Ein unvorgreiflicher Vorschlag zur Diskussion,” Jahrbiicher fiir Ge-
schichte und Kultur Siidosteuropas 2 (2000): 153 —59.

12 See Orlando Figes, Crimea: The Last Crusade (New York: Lane, 2010). See, however, also the multi-
volume document edition by Winfried Baumgart, Akten zur Geschichte des Krimkriegs 18531856 (Mu-
nich: R. Oldenbourg, 1979-2006).
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Ocean,” the “Adriatic,” or an “Atlantic World”*® as well as the intense and ongoing his-
toriographic debate on the role of seas in globalization processes."*

3 Mackinder, Toynbee, and Rostovtzeff: An Early
Cohort and Its Followers

In 1904, the London-based British geographer Halford Mackinder situated the “geo-
graphical pivot of history” as the overlapping hegemonic spheres of tsar and sultan,
specifically in the south of the Russian Empire and in the Black Sea region."® The dec-
ade of war in the region from 1912 to 1922 also attracted the interest of international
historical scholarship. In 1922, Arnold Toynbee published his antithetically titled book,
The Western Question in Greece and Turkey: A Study in the Contact of Civilizations, in
which he introduced a meso-regional approach under the rubric of the “Near East.” His
“Near East” encompassed both the Balkans and the Caucasus.'® That same year, the
Russian émigré historian of antiquity, Mikhail Rostovtzeff, published his seminal
work Iranians and Greeks in South Russia, which took a much more explicit meso-re-
gional perspective: “I take as my starting-point the unity of the region which we call
South Russia: the intersection of influences arriving by way of the Caucasus and the
Black Sea, Greek influences spreading along the sea routes, and the consequent forma-
tion, from time to time, of mixed civilisations, very curious and very interesting.”17

13 Kurti N. Chaudhuri, Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean from the Rise of Islam to 1750 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Kurti N. Chaudhuri, Asia Before Europe: Economy and Civili-
sation in the Indian Ocean Before the Rise of Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Dieter
Rothermund and Susanne Weigelin-Schwiedrzik, eds., Der Indische Ozean: Das afro-asiatische Mittel-
meer als Kultur- und Wirtschaftsraum (Vienna: Promedia, 2004); Jan-Georg Deutsch and Brigitte Rein-
wald, eds., Space on the Move: Transformations of the Indian Ocean Seascape in the Nineteenth and
Twentieth Century (Berlin: Schwarz, 2002); Marina Cattaruzza, ed., L’Adriatico: Mare di scambi tra Ori-
ente e Occidente (Pordenone: Edizione Concordia Sette, 2003); Eugenio Turri and Daniela Zumiani, eds.,
Adriatico mare d’Europa: L’economia e la storia (Bologna: Silvana, 2002); Predrag Matvejevitch, La Méd-
iterranée et UEurope: Lecons au Collége de France et autres essais (Paris: Favard, 2005); Barry Cunliffe,
Facing the Ocean: The Atlantic and its Peoples 8000 BC — 1500 AD (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001);
David Armitage and Michael ]. Braddick, eds., The British Atlantic World, 1500—1800 (New York, NY: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2002); Juliette Roding and Lex Heerma van Voss, eds., The North Sea and Culture
(1550-1800): Proceedings of the International Conference Held at Leiden 21-22 April 1995 (Hilversum:
Verloren, 1996).

14 Felix Schiirmann, “Raum ohne Ort? Meere in der Geschichtsforschung,” Aus Politik und Zeitge-
schichte 67 no. 51-52 (2017): 41-46.

15 Halford J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” The Geographical Journal 23, no. 4 (1904):
421-44. See also Geoffrey Sloan, “Sir Halford J. Mackinder: The Heartland Theory Then and Now;” Jour-
nal of Strategic Studies 22, no. 3 (1999): 15-38.

16 Arnold J. Toynbee, The Western Question in Greece and Turkey: A Study in the Contact of Civilizations
(London: Constable, 1922).

17 Mikhail Rostovtzeff, Iranians and Greeks in South Russia (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1922), 1.
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To this day, Mackinder, Toynbee, and Rostovtzeff continue to influence how the
Black Sea region is represented in historical studies. For example, in his well-known
book of 1995, The Black Sea, the British historian Neil Ascherson took Rostovtzeff’s
work as his starting point,'® while his German colleague Dan Diner explicitly refer-
enced Mackinder’s “pivot of history” in his history of the twentieth century, Cata-
clysms: A History of the Twentieth Century Diner took Mackinder’s reference literally,
telling the history of the century “from its eastern periphery—from the periphery in-
ward.”*® “Such a vantage point,” Diner continued, “starting from the fringes of the con-
tinent, might be that of a virtual narrator situated on the legendary steps of Odessa,
looking outward South and West.”*® Accordingly, Diner constructs his interpretation,
utilizing the East, that is, East-Central Europe, Southeastern Europe, and the Middle
East, as the geographical focal point for a history of twentieth-century Europe; his
against-the-grain orientation provides a history that is just as consistent and enlighten-
ing as more traditional approaches. With a view to the post-war confrontation between
the Soviet Union and the United States in the Balkans and the Black Sea and Caspian
regions, Diner represents “the recurring Eastern Question as the midwife of the Cold
War.”*" From this perspective, the Cold War was born in the Balkans, namely with the
Greek Civil War from 1946 to 1949. Its birth is marked by President Harry Truman’s
speech on March 12, 1947 in which before a joint session of the US Congress he explic-
itly asked for American assistance for Greece and Turkey to forestall Soviet expansion-
ism—the so-called Truman Doctrine. Here too, the pivot of history is situated in the
Black Sea region. Indeed, the Cold War in Greece and the Megali idea of establishing
a Greek state that would encompass all ethnic Greek-inhabited areas were dialectically
linked.

4 Gheorghe Ion Bratianu—the “obscure Braudel of
the Black Sea”

However, during the interwar years, it was a Romanian who was primarily responsible
for propagating the meso-regional concept of the Black Sea: the economic historian
Gheorghe Ion Bratianu, who in the 1930s and 1940s developed the concept in a two-vol-
ume history titled La Mer Noire et la Question d’Orient. Unfortunately, the second vol-
ume covering the Black Sea region during the Ottoman period remains missing to this
day. (The author was a political prisoner in Stalinist Romania and died in prison in
1956). However, Part One, covering the region’s pre-sixteenth century history as part

18 Neal Ascherson, Black Sea (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995).

19 Dan Diner, Cataclysms: A History of the Twentieth Century from Europe’s Edge (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 2008), 6. For the reference to Mackinder, see Diner, 7.

20 Diner, Cataclysms, 7.

21 Diner, 266.
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of the Byzantine Empire, was published posthumously in 1969 as La Mer Noire des Ori-
gines a la Conquéte Ottomane. Interestingly, it was the Munich-based publishing house
Societas Academica Dacoromana, established by an exiled Romanian, that brought it to
print.?

At the same time as Brdtianu, but without any knowledge of his yet-to-be-published
opus, the French historian Fernand Braudel was also working intensively with the con-
cept of historical meso-regions in general and in relationship to the Black Sea region.
In his well-known 1949 study on the Mediterranean region during the early modern
period, he came to the conclusion that the Black Sea was little more than an “Ottoman
lake,” albeit a “well-guarded” one. He went on to describe it as a “fringe area” of the
“extended Mediterranean” (not unlike the Sahara) and as a “hunting ground of Con-
stantinople.” In short, it was no historic region sui generis.?® The American-Macedoni-
an historian Traian Stoianovich assessed the Black Sea region essentially in the same
light as Braudel. Utilizing Braudel’s concept of the Mediterranean world as his model,
Stoianovich postulated a Balkan world in numerous studies from the 1960s to the 1990s,
including his 1994 monograph The First and Last Europe. In his conceptualization of
the Balkan world(s), the Black Sea figured as a mere backyard.**

22 Gheorghe Ion Bratianu, La Mer Noire des origines a la conquéte ottomane (Munich: Societas Aca-
demica Dacoromana, 1969).

23 Fernand Braudel, La Méditerranée et le monde méditerranéen a 'époche de Philippe II, 2 vols. (Paris:
Colin, 1949). For Braudel’s ancient history of the Mediterranean Sea published posthumously, see Fer-
nand Braudel, Les Mémoirs de la Méditerranée: Préhistoire et antiquité (Paris: Edition de Fallois,
1998). For discussions of Braudel’s work, see Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, The Corrupting
Sea: A Study of Mediterranean History (Oxford, Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2000). This first of two planned
volumes triggered a large response. See Brent D. Shaw; “Challenging Braudel: A New Vision of the Med-
iterranean,” Journal of Roman Archeology 14 (2001): 419-53; Elizabeth Fentress and James Fentress,
“The Hole in the Doughnut,” Past and Present 173 (2001): 203—19. For the authors’ response to this re-
action, see Nicholas Purcell, “The Boundless Sea of Unlikeness? On Defining the Mediterranean,” Med-
iterranean Historical Journal 18 (2003): 9-29; Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, “Four Years of
Corruption: A Response to Critics,” in Rethinking the Mediterranean, ed. William V. Harris (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2005), 348—-75. For a synopsis of the discussion, see Stefan Troebst, “Le Monde
méditerranéen — Siidosteuropa — Black Sea World: Geschichtsregionen im Siiden Europas,” in Der
Stiden: Neue Perspektiven auf eine europdische Geschichtsregion, ed. Frithjof Benjamin Schenk and Mar-
tina Winkler (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2007), 55—-60. Incidentally, it is also often overlooked that
Braudel not only constructed the regions making up the Mediterranean world, but also divided all of
Europe into four regions or isthmuses: the Russian, the Polish, the German, and the French isthmus.
24 Traian Stoianovich, Between East and West: The Balkan and Mediterranean Worlds, 4 vols. (New Ro-
chelle, NY: Caratzas, 1992—95); Traian Stoianovich, Balkan Worlds: The First and Last Europe (Armonk,
NY: Sharpe, 1994). In a recent German handbook on Mediterranean studies, the Black Sea does not fig-
ure at all: Mihran Dabag et al., eds., Handbuch der Mediterranistik: Systematische Mittelmeerforschung
und disziplindre Zugdnge (Paderborn: Fink, 2015).
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5 1989 and All That

The actual breakthrough for a historical meso-regional concept of the Black Sea world,
as noted earlier; was facilitated by the epochal year of 1989. As had happened in earlier
times, it opened the region, making it once again relevant from an economic stand-
point as well as from a geo-strategic perspective.”® One result of the events of that
year was the creation of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), which took
place at Turkey’s initiative in 1992; BSEC’s membership includes neighboring states
as well as others such as Greece and Albania.?® The official language of this multilateral
organization for practical reasons, rather than political, is Russian. Another result of
1989’ was the founding of GUAM in 1996, which in 1999 became GUUAM; the acronym
is short for Georgia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Moldova. If we consider the
geographic relation of Tashkent, Baku, Yerevan, Thilisi, Kyiv, and Chisindu, it becomes
clear that here we are primarily dealing with a transport route for Caspian oil to the
EU via the Black Sea that explicitly circumvents the territory of the Russian Federation.
The likewise Russophone GU(U)AM was temporarily robbed of its raison d’étre by the
proposed Gazprom South Stream Pipeline. However, with the annexation of Crimea by
Russia in 2014 that could change; but it would be without Armenia. The BSEC appears
now to be dead, because its members have only been able to reach a consensus in the
area of economics and ecology.

In the 1990s, the prospect of Romania and Bulgaria gaining membership of NATO
and the EU also generated demand for a regional identity, which especially in Romania
provoked a veritable Bratianu renaissance. Thus, the yearbooks Il mar nero: Annali di
archeologie e storia have appeared in Romania since 1994 and the book series Biblio-
theca Pontica since 1996, both in Italian. The first issue of Il mar nero included the fol-
lowing programmatic statement:

In the course of its one-thousand-year existence, the Black Sea has played a dual role, i.e., a role in
regional history and one in global history. As an area of contact between neighboring civilizations
and peoples, whose contact it has always facilitated, the Black Sea was also a crossroads for move-
ments of major intercontinental trade, civilizations, and ideas. Like the sea, which is the object of
its research, the journal IL MAR NERO serves as the meeting place of scholars who in the East and
the West dedicate their research to this factor in world history.*”

25 See, for example, Yannis Tsantoulis, The Geopolitics of Region Building in the Black Sea: A Critical
Examination (London: Routledge, 2020). This observation is true even for the wider sphere of culture.
For the field of literature, see pars pro toto Katharina Raabe and Monika Sznajderman, eds., Odessa
Transfer: Nachrichten vom Schwarzen Meer (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2009), and for cuisine Car-
oline Eden, Black Sea: Dispatches and Recipes — Through Darkness and Light (London: Quadrille Publish-
ing, 2018).

26 Panagiota Manoli, The Dynamics of Black Sea Regionalism (London: Routledge, 2019).

27 Il mar nero 1 (1994): 7.
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The Bratianu renaissance in Romania should be seen against the backdrop of Buchar-
est’s new Ostpolitik. Thus, the former Romanian President Ion Iliescu advocated in
2003, prior to his country’s accession to NATO, the idea of the Black Sea as a “future
‘European’ sea” that together with the Caucasus would form “Southeastern Europe
proper.”*® In addition to Romania, this “real Southeastern Europe,” according to Iliescu,
would include Bulgaria, Moldova, Ukraine, Turkey, Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan.
Thus, they too should have the prospect of EU accession. Iliescu deliberately excluded
the Russian Federation from his conception of the Black Sea countries. In the academic
sphere, Iliescu’s “real Southeastern Europe” found expression in a political science
journal called Southeast European and Black Sea Studies. The product of a 2001
Greek initiative, this journal is now firmly established in the highly competitive market
of international periodicals. Even within West German political science, a “broad” Ilies-
cu-like concept of Southern Europe is occasionally used.

6 Enlightenment from the Bosporus: Y. Eyiip
Ozveren

In the world of historians, the ground-breaking essay “A Framework for the Study of
the Black Sea, 1789 -1915” by the Turkish economic historian Eyiip Ozveren of Ankara’s
Middle East Technical University marked a decisive push in the direction of the meso-
regional concept of the “Black Sea world”; the essay first appeared in Review, a journal
founded by Immanuel Wallerstein in 1976 as the official publication of the Fernand
Braudel Center for the Study of Economies, Historical Systems, and Civilizations at
Binghampton University in New York.>> Ozveren substantiated his view of an interac-
tive Black Sea world using the momentous effects of the 1774 Treaty of Kii¢lik Kaynarca,
which ended the Russo-Turkish War of 1768 —74. Under the terms of the treaty, the sul-
tan was forced to concede to the Russian Empire access to the heretofore Ottoman
mare clausum, including the Bosporus, Dardanelles, and the Danube. According to Oz-
veren, an internal economic dynamic arose that transcended the economic spheres of
both the Russian and the Ottoman Empire, crossing the horders of each. A series of
Black Sea port cities, that is, Trabzon in eastern Anatolia with its proximity to the Per-
sian trading metropolis Tabriz, the new Russian city of Odesa, which served as a gate-
way to the Ukrainian breadbasket, and Braila and Galati on the lower Danube on Otto-
man Empire territory but oriented toward the Habsburg Empire, took advantage of
Istanbul’s loss of absolute control over the Black Sea region to create a new trade re-
lationship. “These ports,” Ozveren concluded now, “could trade among themselves,

28 Konrad Schuller, “Iliescu fiir EU-Beitritt der Tiirkei. ‘Die EU sollte sich nicht als das christliche Euro-
pa definieren’,” Frankfurter Aligemeine Zeitung, September 27, 2003, 6.

29 Y. Eyiip Ozveren, “A Framework for the Study of the Black Sea World, 1789-1915,” (Fernand Braudel
Center) 20, no. 1 (1997): 77-113.
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thereby creating a new triangular trade, escaping control of the once dominant Istan-
bul.”*® The fact that this transnational movement of goods across the borders of the
Ottoman, Habsburg, and Russian Empires in the long nineteenth century was initiated
from below by mercantile actors in the abovementioned ports, rather than by the au-
thoritative seats of power of said empires, Ozveren interpreted as proof of “the unity of
geography.”®' “We now recognize this geography,” Ozveren stated, “as a historically-
constituted unit of analysis, a ‘world’, the reality of which precedes in importance
the actors placed on it.”** For Ozveren, merchants figured prominently among these
actors, more specifically Pontic Greeks, whom he identified as part of the region’s By-
zantine heritage. In keeping with this research direction, he studied other coastal so-
cieties, focusing on their specific trans-maritime interactions and parallels—for exam-
ple, those surrounding the Indian Ocean and more recently the North Sea, and
inquired into the relationship between the constituent elements and the whole. His hy-
pothesis was: “The level of integratedness among themselves of the constituent ele-
ments of the Black Sea world is greater than the integration of each element by itself
to the circuits of the outer world.”® In other words, at least in the sphere of commerce,
Ozveren’s Black Sea world operated as a cohesive unit; accordingly, it was as dominant
in shaping its constitutive elements as the respective competing political units (e. g., Ot-
toman, Russian, Habsburg) to which these elements belonged.

For the period of the Eastern Question, Eyiip Ozveren postulated a historical Black
Sea region, created by means of regional exchanges of goods, and thus also cultural
transfers. These exchanges owed to the ubiquity of professional traders, namely
Greek merchants, as Stoianovich too had claimed earlier.** Ozveren provided historical
back-references for his perspective (for example, Byzantium and the Kingdom of Tre-
bizond and also the Pontus Euxinus of antiquity) and invoked a unifying, almost time-
less, geography. Through the Ottoman re-captioning of the palimpsest “Black Sea,” one
could paraphrase Ozveren, the original ancient text has resonated as a Byzantine text
since Kucuk Kaynarca at the latest. Put differently, even empires cannot permanently
resist the power of economic geography. However, he also stressed that the spatializa-
tion of social and economic processes, that is, the mercantile activities (including their
cultural dimensions) of Pontic Greeks and other merchants in the Black Sea port cities,
turned the concrete space of action into a perceptual and imaginative space. Indeed, a
system formed from a contemporary cognitive map made up of economic centers and
their catchment areas that heretofore had not interacted and which had even taken on
similar structures. For in the entrepreneurial coordinate system of a Trabzon mer-

30 Ozveren, 85.

31 Ozveren, 82.

32 Ozveren, 86-87

33 Ozveren, 89.

34 Traian Stoianovich, “The Conquering Balkan Orthodox Merchant,” Journal of Economic History 20,
no. 2 (1960): 234-313.



40 —— Stefan Troebst

chant, Cairo, also under Ottoman rule, was situated far beyond the horizon, while Rus-
sian Odesa was only a short, albeit dangerous, sea passage away.*®

In a 2001 essay, “The Black Sea World as a Unit of Analysis,” Ozveren utilized his
1997 empirical findings to create a theoretical foundation for his concept of a historical
meso-region.*® In contrast to the Annales approach of Braudel and his student Stoiano-
vich, who classified the Black Sea as a largely passive annex of the Mediterranean Sea
and the Balkans, respectively, Ozveren assigned the region great significance; in fact, he
turned the tables, describing not the Black Sea as an appendage of the Balkans, but the
Balkans as an appendage of the Black Sea: “It is my contention that the Balkans con-
stitute a zone within the Black Sea world, rather than being a meaningful unit of anal-
ysis itself.”*” Ozveren’s primary inspiration is Bratianu, whom he considers “the ob-
scure Braudel of the Black Sea”®® and whose work he comprehensively details and
reviews.

According to what could be called the Ozveren-Bratianu thesis, the meso-regional
features of the Black Sea world consist of two axioms. First, the Black Sea region is
characterized by a north-south opposition, whereby during antiquity, the Middle
Ages, and the early modern era, the innovative impulses originated from the South,
with tsarist Russia encroaching from the north. Second, the Black Sea world has
been defined by long periods of imperial hegemony and mare clausum policy—as en-
forced under Byzantine, Ottoman, and Soviet rule—interrupted by periods of openness
and multilateralism (for instance, in the late Byzantine era with the economic penetra-
tion of Genovese and Venetian traders, during the long nineteenth century, which here
extended to the beginning of World War II, and again since the end of the East-West
conflict).

7 Bratianu 2.0? Charles King

Also following in Bratianu’s footsteps is the American historian Charles King, whose
monograph The Black Sea: A History was published in 2004.*° King’s book is original
insofar as the chapter titles read ‘Black Sea’ in five different languages: Pontus Euxinus,
Mare Maggiore, Kara Deniz, Chernoe More, and Black Sea, thereby clearly indicating
the imperial orientation of each respective epoch: Hellenic antiquity, the Byzantine-
Venetian-Genovese medieval era, the Ottoman early modern era, the “Russian” long

35 The history of Odesa, founded in 1794, is particularly well-researched. Cf. Patricia Herlihy, Odessa: A
History, 1794—1914 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1991), and Evrydiki Sifneos, Imperial
Odessa: Peoples, Spaces, Identities (Leiden: Brill, 2017).

36 Eyiip Ozveren, “The Black Sea World as a Unit of Analysis,” in Politics of the Black Sea: Dynamics of
Cooperation and Conflict, ed. Tung Aybak (London: I.B. Tauris, 2001), 61— 84.

37 Ozveren, 71.

38 Ozveren.

39 Charles King, The Black Sea: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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nineteenth century, and East-West bloc confrontation in the twentieth century. Howev-
er, King’s justification for the Black Sea region as a framework for investigation and a
unit of analysis is much less innovative:

The lands surrounding the Black Sea share a colourful past. Though in recent decades they have
experienced ethnic conflicts, economic collapse, and interstate rivalry, their common heritage and
common interests go deep. Now; as a region at the meeting point of the Balkans, Central Asia, and
the Middle East, the Black Sea is more important than ever.*’

Compared with Ozveren’s highly sophisticated analysis of structural factors, the rather
simple reasoning in Charles King’s The Black Sea appears to be throwback to Rostovt-
zeff’s description of the region as “very curious and very interesting.” King’s Black Sea
world is not based on structural or regional history nor is it limited to a specific time
period. Instead, it is static, timeless, and thus almost essentialist.

Even when King does attempt to identify the region’s structural characteristics, his
analysis remains orthodox, and essentially considers only one factor: insufficient mod-
ernization in the region. The modern territorialized state, the culturally based nation,
and eventually the nation-state, according to his argument, arrive here only in the
twentieth century—much later than elsewhere. In keeping with this negative assess-
ment of the region’s progress, his book ends on a pessimistic note: The integration
of large parts or the entirety of the Black Sea region into NATO and the EU will trigger
a process of migration that will leave the region largely depopulated and consequently
will change its social, economic, and ecological structure.

The gloomy outlook of Charles King, a professor of international affairs and gov-
ernment at Georgetown University in Washington DC, differs sharply from that of
his Turkish colleague Eyiip Ozveren, whose thesis King inexplicably ignores. Ozveren,
in fact, is quite optimistic about the future of the Black Sea world:

Present trends in the region reveal a momentum for the Black Sea to recuperate its losses and as-
sume an important role with respect to both the states and peoples of the region as well as in re-
lation with the global political economy in-the-making by way of blocs along the Eurasian axis.*!

Thus, he sees a “return” to a political polycentrism similar to the regional integration of
the late Byzantine era or of the long nineteenth century as being within the realm of
possibility, so long as one central condition is met: “the effective—and hopefully this
time voluntary—constitution of law and order within the Black Sea world.”**

40 King, see book jacket, back cover.
41 Ozveren, “The Black Sea World as a Unit of Analysis,” 79.
42 (Ozveren.
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8 Conclusion: “a geographical pivot of history”
Once More

The current pax turco-rossica brought about by Presidents Putin and Erdogan most
probably does not provide the law and order Ozveren hopes for. To the contrary, the
Russian-Georgian tensions, the ongoing aggression of the Russian Federation towards
Ukraine in the Donbas region and the Sea of Azov, the unresolved conflicts in the
Dniester Valley in eastern Moldova and in Abkhazia in northwestern Georgia, but
abhove all the Russian Federation’s intervention, occupation, and ultimately annexation
of the Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea in 2014 followed by the full-fledged invasion of
Ukraine by the armed forces of the Russian Federation from the north, east, and
south in 2022 and the ensuing multi-front war of attrition destabilize the region for
the foreseeable future. This holds, in particular, for Moscow’s massive extension of
its exclusive economic zone in the Black Sea in the wake of the annexation of Crimea.
This extension cuts off Ukraine from the resources of offshore natural gas and oil, not
to mention the still untapped deposits of manganese at the bottom of the sea. Also af-
fected is the pipeline project from Baku in Azerbaijan to the EU territory of Romania
via Poti in Georgia. The impact of actors like the European Union with its “Black Sea
Synergy,” the People’s Republic of China with its “New Silk Road,” and a “16+1 Initia-
tive” (sixteen East European countries plus China) or Poland with her concept of a
“Trojmorze” (Three Seas Initiative), aiming at the region between the Baltic, the Adri-
atic, and the Black Seas, will most probably be limited.

The discussion on a Black Sea meso-region, now in full swing, should be of interest
to historians for multiple reasons: First, it directly affects how we construct meso-re-
gional spaces, such as “Southeastern Europe,” “East-Central Europe,” or “Eurasia.” Sec-
ond, it offers possibilities for comparison with other maritime-based meso-regional
concepts, such as “the Mediterranean,” “the Levant,” “the Adriatic” or “the Baltic
Sea”/“Northeastern Europe.” Third, it provides a gateway to a global historical ap-
proach to trans-maritime seascapes and coastal societies, such as the “Atlantic
world,” the “Red Sea,” or the “Indian Ocean.” Moreover, it can serve as the focus region
of “Transottoman mobility dynamics,” whereas the concept “Transottomanica” itself
has been conceived recently as a larger, social relational spatial condensation of con-
crete mobilities of people, objects, and knowledge between and across the Ottoman
Empire, Persia, Muscovy/Russia and Poland-Lithuania (plus the relevant successor
states) from 1500 to the mid-twentieth century, thus systematically opening up the per-
spective on a shared history between and beyond the container spaces of the “Near
East/Middle East” and “Eastern Europe.”*® Finally, a Black Sea meso-region sharpens

43 For an introduction, see Stefan Rohdewald, Stephan Conermann, and Albrecht Fuess, eds., Transot-
tomanica: Osteuropdisch-osmanisch-persische Mobilitidtsdynamiken. Perspektiven und Forschungsstand
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2019). For the numerous publications elaborating and using the
concept, see “DFG Priority Programme Transottomanica,” www.transottomanica.de, and the fundamen-
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our understanding that the historical meso-regions of Europe extend far beyond the
conventional political, geographic, or cultural structures of “EUrope.”

tal volumes of the homonymous series in open access: https:/wwwvandenhoeck-ruprecht-verlage.com/
themen-entdecken/geschichte/osteuropaeische-geschichte/14840/transottomanicav. In this context, see a
special issue on the Black Sea seen from a Transottoman perspective: Lyubomir Pozharliev, Florian Rie-
dler, and Stefan Rohdewald, eds., “Transottoman Infrastructures and Networks Across the Black Sea,”
special issue, Journal of Balkan and Black Sea Studies 3, no. 5 (2020).






Eytp Ozveren
Circle(s) and Circulation(s) as Constitutive of
the Black Sea (World)

From there [the Thracian Bosporus] begins its vast Pontic gulf, with the marshes of
Maeotis (i.e. the Sea of Azov) at its furthest point. This sea has fresher water than the
others because of the great number of rivers, and is foggy and rather shallow. Accordingly
it is called Pontus (i. e. the Black Sea), because it is traversable (cf. pons. gen. pontis ‘bridge’)
and for that reason it supports seals, tuna and dolphins, but no larger sea-creatures."

1 Introduction

Isidore of Seville, writing in early seventh century, approached the Black Sea from the
other end of the Mediterranean, and had no difficulty in describing it as the outermost
extreme, and as a somewhat different, though human-friendly, “nature preserve.” Al-
though he narrated it as if he were traveling by boat, he depended for his account
on ancient works and hearsay. He differentiated the Black Sea from the Mediterranean
as well as the Sea of Azov, suggesting a progression in stages from the south, mirroring
a similar shorter one from the north. The Sea of Azov was to the Black Sea what the
Black Sea was to the Mediterranean.

Braudel’s depiction of the Black Sea reminds us of Isidore: “The far-off Black Sea,
limit of Mediterranean shipping, was ringed round by wild lands, with a few excep-
tions, both un-civilized and de-civilized.”> The Black Sea is “far-off” and associated
with a “limit.” It is nevertheless a mere extension—by its function in relation to Med-
iterranean shipping. This characterization has been influential for all subsequent liter-
ature. The four dissenters from this dominant view who treat the Black Sea as a sea in
its own right are the interwar Romanian historian Gheorghe Bratianu,® myself,* Owen

1 The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, trans. and intro. Stephen A. Barney, W. J. Lewis, ]. A. Beach, and
Oliver Berghof (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 277.

2 Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Phillip II (London:
Collin, 1976), 110.

3 George [Gheorghe] I. Bratianu, La Mer Noire des origines a la conquéte ottomane (Rome: Societas Aca-
demica Dacoromana, 1969).

4 T was inspired, after years of working on the Mediterranean, by the journal Il Mar Nero, the result of
international cooperation with a focus on the Black Sea, the first issue of which had come out in 1994,
the year before I had access to Bratianu’s then rarely available book in the library of the Maison des
Sciences de "Homme, Paris. For a more detailed exposition of my theoretical and historical viewpoint,
see Eyiip Ozveren, “A Framework for the Study of the Black Sea World, 1789—1915,” Review (Fernand
Braudel Center) 20, no. 1 (1997): 77-113; and “Black Sea World as a Unit of Analysis,” in Politics of the
Black Sea, ed. Tung Aybak (London: I.B. Tauris, 2001), 61—84.

8 Open Access. © 2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783110723175-005
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Doonan,’ a Black Sea archaeologist, and Cyprian Broodbank, the author of a contribu-
tion as important as that of Braudel but with a different temporal focus, who ad-
dressed the issue head on under the heading “Mediterranean centres and edges”:

Should the Black Sea be included, another, 461,000 sq. km (178,000 sq. miles) connected via the slen-
der Bosphorus and Dardanelles? Plato, writing when Greek towns ringed its shores, certainly
thought so. But although a close neighbour, and far more than the Mediterranean’s backyard,
the Black Sea has a notably more equable, continental environment, a totally contrastive maritime
aspect (it is effectively islandless, for a start) and partly as a result, a different early history from
the larger basin.®

Unlike the formative phase of oceans in the “deep time” of geologists, the Black Sea was
connected with the Mediterranean, not in pre-human history but in the prehistory of a
more recent vintage, ca. 5500 BC. Hence the unification of the two seas was a cata-
strophic event witnessed by humans in the vicinity of the Black Sea as their settle-
ments along the littoral were inundated and their means of procuring livelihood as
well as their basic food patterns were altered.’

In the following section we first place the Black Sea in a comparative perspective.
We then specify its shape before we delineate the mechanism that supports it, before
proceeding with a series of close-ups on select subjects and objects involved in circu-
lation, only to relate them in order of importance as constitutive of a complex yet spe-
cific dynamics.

2 What is the Black Sea Like?

A distinction is maintained here between “the Black Sea” and “the Black Sea world.”
We must first address what the Black Sea is. Is the Black Sea a mere extension, an out-
growth, a periphery, no different than the other inner seas of the Mediterranean, as
noted by Fernand Braudel? Putting the Black Sea in comparative perspective serves
to support the case for its independent treatment. The Black Sea covers 183,000 square
miles, while the Mediterranean is 960,000 square miles; the Black Sea is, then, about a
fifth the size of the Mediterranean. The Tyrrhenian and the Ionian (subseas of the Med-
iterranean) are much larger than the Black Sea. In juxtaposition, the Ligurian and
Adriatic subseas, as well as the Sea of Marmara, are much smaller. Finally, the Aegean
Sea, where it all began according to textbooks on the history of Western civilization, a

5 Owen P. Doonan, “The Corrupting Sea and the Hospitable Sea: Some Early Thoughts Toward a Region-
al History of the Black Sea,” in KOINE: Mediterranean Studies in Honor of R. Ross Holloway, ed. Derek B.
Counts and Anthony S. Tuck (Providence: Joukovsky Institute of Archaeology Publications Series, 2010),
68—74.

6 Cyprian Broodbank, The Making of the Middle Sea: A History of the Mediterranean from the Beginning
to the Emergence of the Classical World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 55.

7 Charles King, The Black Sea: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 14—15.
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sea of innumerable islands that facilitated the diffusion of peoples, goods, technologies,
ideas, and religions, is surprisingly small, all the more so when the accomplishment
registered on its behalf is reconsidered. It is less than half the size of the Black Sea.
In short, the Black Sea is larger by a considerable margin than several subseas of
the Mediterranean. Then there are the enclosed seas in the vicinity of the Black Sea
that await comparison. The Caspian, with its 170,000 square miles, is only slightly small-
er than the Black Sea. The Aral Sea, considerably shrunk due to environmental destruc-
tion since the 1960s, was even then only 26,500 square miles.?

The Black Sea, the Caspian Sea, and the Aral Sea are descendants of a once much
greater pre-human prehistoric sea that encompassed them. Whereas the Mediterra-
nean is a relic of the ancient Tethys Sea, the Black Sea and its associates have their ori-
gin in the Paratethys Sea. When thus approached as a set of remnant seas, along with
the legendary Pannonian Sea (of which the Lake Balaton in Hungary survives), both
the total area and the size conveyed by the standard maps become comparable to
that of the Mediterranean Sea. In other words, the Greater Black Sea is approximately
the same size as what the ancients called the Great Sea. We indulge in a mental exer-
cise here—but not a farfetched stretch of the imagination—since the term “région pon-
tico-pannonienne”® inspired by zoologists has already expressed it, albeit in a narrower
sense. With this receding horizon in space/time as a backdrop, one is more tempted to
treat the Black Sea as an entity in its own right."’

We now need to identify this entity as part of a specific world. The Black Sea world
is larger than the Black Sea that occupies its center of gravity. The Black Sea world is
defined in relation to the centricity of the Black Sea. The convergence between the two
is highest where the sea is. As we move inland from the littoral, the divergence starts to
irritate the observer as the maritime influence becomes less marked, introducing the
question of boundaries. It is best to think of this space as a set of graded and distorted
concentric circles. Beyond the Black Sea world, there are other meso-level worlds. In
graded zones, two or more worlds overlap. The Black Sea world overlaps in part
with the Mediterranean world, the Balkans, Eurasia, and the Danubian world extend-
ing into Mitteleuropa as expounded in the Danube of Magris, the contemporary writer
known for exploiting the possibilities of the boundary between fiction and documen-
tary. Drawing the boundary between two seas being difficult as it is, demarcating two
worlds is next to impossible, given shifting porous boundaries that defy linear repre-
sentation.

Seas have other attributes than size, such as salinity, depth, natural resources, cur-
rents, winds, whether they have islands or not, principal ports and various aspects of

8 For further details, see Elisabeth Dumont-Le Cornec, Les mers mythiques (Paris: Editions Belin, 2010).
9 Claudio Magris, Danube (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), 221.
10 I benefitted greatly to see that some of my insightful inferences were shared by natural scientists in
the Second International Conference on the “Oceanography of the Eastern Mediterranean and the Black
Sea: Similarities and Differences of Two Interconnected Basins,” Institute of Marine Sciences, Middle
East Technical University, Ankara, October 14-18, 2002.
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the coastline, rivers that flow into them, and climates along with the seasonal varia-
tions they impose upon the environment. The Black Sea has a salinity of 18 percent,
whereas the Sea of Marmara to which it joins by the Bosporus, 36, and the Aegean
37-39 percent. This criterion alone can help us draw the border of the Black Sea at
the Bosporus. Moreover, the Black Sea climate is characterized as “temperate,” that
of Marmara as “Mediterranean”: further supporting evidence for the above choice
of boundary. Finally, the Black Sea, unlike the Mediterranean, receives more than suf-
ficient rainfall on a regular basis. This makes regions more self-reliant economically.
Whereas Mediterranean regions, in a constant state of unstable equilibrium, are forced
to look outwards to make up for their periodic food shortages, their Black Sea counter-
parts could afford to remain introverted.

A distinguishing feature of the Black Sea is its wealth of rivers. The best known is
the highly internationalized Danube, from its origins turning its back to Europe to join
the Black Sea.'* The Dnipro (also known as Dnieper), and the Don enrich the Black Sea,
but have also polluted it badly since the last quarter of the twentieth century. The
smaller Caspian Sea receives the disproportionately significant Volga and the Ural. Al-
together, the Black Sea has some fifty medium-length and thirteen long rivers."* In this
respect, compared with the Mediterranean, the Black Sea world remains unmatched. It
is not only the replenishment of water the rivers provide, but also the vastly expanded
economic “catchment area” penetrating deep into the hinterland that makes all the dif-
ference. Hence when approached as the Black Sea plus its riverine networks, the Black
Sea becomes even more comparable with the Mediterranean.

3 The Circle, When the Center Can Hold,
or Otherwise

Today we tend all too easily to forget that, before modern aviation, it was impossible
for humans to experience a bird’s eye view of the Black Sea. Even so, the ancients were,
by inference from piecemeal evidence, aware that the Black Sea resembled a Scythian
bow with its grip at the Palus Maeotis (the Sea of Azov) and its string coinciding with
the southern shore of the Sea of Pontus (that is, the Black Sea).'* The maps we know
came much later, on the eve of modernity. Those drawn with sailing ships in mind are
quite different from those that take steamships for granted. Whereas the former em-
phasize the trajectories suggested by the directions favored by winds and currents and
go into greater detail along these routes, the latter take abstract geometrical properties,
such as the straight line between two points representing the shortest distance, into
foremost consideration. In the former, the shortest distance between two points can

11 Paul Morand, Entre Rhin et Danube (Paris: Nicolas Chaudun, 2011), 123-24.
12 Refik Baskin, Hey Gidi Karadeniz (Istanbul: Yitik Ulke, 2017), 23.
13 Adem Isik, Antik Kaynaklarda Karadeniz Bolgesi (Ankara: Tirk Tarih Kurumu, 2001), 3.
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be ignored because it is not practically navigable, whereas in the latter it becomes the
most pertinent route to detail. After the Crimean War (1853-56), which introduced an
internationally sanctioned law of the sea with a corresponding regulatory regime to
the increasingly multipolar Black Sea, the necessity of exploratory scientific expedi-
tions for the sake of modern mapmaking induced Russians and Ottomans to work to-
gether, as when in 1860 Colonel Hact Ahmed Vesim of the Ottoman Navy was assigned
the task of drawing the map of the Black Sea coastline in collaboration with the Rus-
sian Admiral Podukov [sic]."*

The very shape of the Black Sea brings to mind a distorted form that resembles
first and foremost a circle. There is something archetypal about the circle. Out of it
can be generated a whole series of geometric forms, including the square. Symmetry
has always attracted as much attention, as it is a property of both, even more of the
circle than of the square. By looking at the shape of seas as represented in maps,
we can single out the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, the latter more so than the
former, as displaying a strong symmetry along the north-south as well as the east-
west axis. There was an even greater degree of symmetry before the Black Sea was
joined with the Mediterranean—that is, when the Sea of Marmara still remained a
lake connected to the Black Sea with a river,'® hence mirroring the Sea of Azov. Alter-
natively, the Black Sea, with respect to the Mediterranean, and the Sea of Azov, in re-
lation to the Black Sea, are like successive phases of an optical illusion moving in a hall
of mirrors. The Straits in the south are also mirrored disproportionately in the Strait of
Kerch, not surprisingly also known as the Cimmerian, as distinct from the Thracian,
Bosporus in the north,'® controlling the entrance to the Sea of Azov. Moreover, the
alignment of ports around the circumference of the Black Sea raises a symmetric pat-
tern to new heights. The archetypal shape of the Black Sea hence seems to have devel-
oped over time into a quadrilateral, and more specifically a trapezoidal. Corners and
straight lines have been worn out in a transformation that owes as much to geology as
to the advances in mapmaking. In this elongated process, curvilinearity has become
more pronounced and, for a contemporary observer with a penchant for abstraction,
it would not be farfetched to imagine the original form as a circle that deformed into
an ellipse as perceived by the ancients.

What concerns us here is the etymological connections between “circle,” the noun,
“circular,” the adjective, and “to circulate,” the verb, which lead us to yet another noun,
“circulation.” We should note in passing the formal affinity between the circle and the

14 idris Bostan, Istanbul'un 100 Denizcisi (Istanbul: IBB Kiiltiir A.S. Yayimlari, 2014), 235. We have not
been able to track down this name. Deciphering foreign names in Ottoman script involves guesswork
and the source cited here may involve a misreading of the original document. It is highly likely that
we are faced here with a member of the famous Butakov dynasty of Imperial Russian naval command-
ers. Admiral Grigorii Ivanovich Butakov (1820-82) is the most plausible candidate given his term of
service (1856—60) and his innovative record in general, and his scientific credentials in particular.
15 Ali Pasiner, iki Denizin Sulart (Istanbul: Remzi Kitabevi, 2001), 13.

16 King, The Black Sea, 16.
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sphere, the latter being a tridimensional projection of the former. It is worth recalling
that Eratosthenes, the polymath librarian of Alexandria, believed that the world was
spherical, and thereby contradicted the commonly held conviction that it was flat. If
we conventionally speak of spheres of circulation, it is because the sphere by its
very nature imposes a circular form as well as a cycle—associated with rotation or rev-
olution—and facilitates travel, transfer, transmission, and ultimately circulation at
large. Time itself moves literally in a cycle on the surface of the clock. We relate this
progression so strongly to the clock that we project from the clock to the world at
large the very specification of clockwise or anticlockwise movement as two fundamen-
tal categories of classification where motion is concerned.

We spoke above of centricity and gravitation as responsible for holding the Black
Sea in shape. As we approach towards the center, centripetal forces intensify whereas
in the reverse direction centrifugal forces increasingly dominate. Centricity in the
Black Sea was imposed twice from Constantinople/Istanbul. First, it was with the
founding of the city under the Romans as an imperial capital (330 AD) overly depend-
ent on overseas provisioning. The Roman Empire was the only political entity that es-
tablished its sovereignty all around the Mediterranean and converted it to a “mare nos-
trum.” This was exceptional and provided its heirs with a model. The Eastern Roman
Empire, inspired by Rome, also looked to the Mediterranean. As its power over the
Mediterranean declined, the Black Sea escaped from its hold. Secondly, with the
post1453 conversion of the Black Sea into an “Ottoman lake,” non-Ottoman merchant
shipping and trade was prohibited until the late eighteenth century.'” Even so, the Otto-
man Empire was also Mediterranean-looking.'® In short, Black Sea was second-best as
far as both empires were concerned. This was because it did not suffice to sustain an
empire; though potentially rich, it was difficult to bring to its knees, the regular en-
forcement of law and order being comparatively costly given its Eurasian frontier
across the steppes.'® Be that as it may, the above first attempt was unsuccessful but
left its legacy, whereas the second was effective. In both instances, albeit to different
degrees, economic organization favoring the capital city’s provisioning needs was im-
posed from above. Regional specialization took shape accordingly, with the deepening
economic division of labor.

Each of the two instances of top-down domination was preceded and followed by a
period when more spontaneous horizontal forces originating from multiple ports were

17 This was not as absolute as the literature suggests, at least until the Cossack raids started towards
the end of sixteenth century. See Halil inalcik, “The Question of the Closing of the Black Sea under the
Ottomans,” Archeion Pontou 35 (1978): 108—10. In any case, it gave a stimulus to Ottoman local maritime
traffic as well as land-based caravans.

18 So was the Russian Empire, as its advent toward the south changed the Black Sea as of the late eight-
eenth century.

19 The only empire to originate from within the Black Sea was the lesser Empire of Trebizond, and in
terms of calling, function, scale and scope, it did not measure up to the model. Hence its record supports
our argument.
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allowed to negotiate a moveable center. This relatively more bottom-up alternative ar-
rangement relied on a political multi-polarity of rival empires and states, caught in a
singular economic division of labor, fostered by trade across the sea. There have been
three historical examples of this mode of organization: (1) the Black Sea before and
during the Ancient Greek colonization, (2) the penetration of Italian city-states into
Black Sea trade via partnership with local powers, imperial and otherwise, and (3)
the modern experience—albeit with a long Cold War interregnum more resembling
the antithesis via bizonal application**—by way of modern trade and shipping. Each
of these three instances coincides with exogenous forces at work to incorporate the
Black Sea into a greater (world) market and its corresponding international political
economic regime. This comes at the cost of Istanbul’s monopoly and reduces its role
to that of a strategically located intermediary that is advantageously positioned but
by no means unrivalled (by Trebizond, Caffa, Odesa, Constanta, Batumi, Varna, etc.). Ei-
ther way, the periodically renegotiated centricity of the Black Sea is defined vis-a-vis
the division of labor.

If the Black Sea world survives as a “meso-region,” it is because neither of the two
rival arrangements has so far been able to eliminate its nemesis completely from the
scene. If the first arrangement succeeded for good, it would imply a Black Sea world
completely cut off and enclosed upon itself, whereas with the opposite, we would wit-
ness a complete disintegration and absorption of the Black Sea world into the global
system. In between the two extremes, the Black Sea world survives as a meso-region,
indicating that its center is still being sustained to a significant extent by the power
originating from its own division (and integration)** of labor, as well as its (spatially)
circular and (temporally) cyclical mechanisms reinforcing centripetal forces in favor of
preserving its unity.

Modern geology, paleontology, and oceanography contribute greatly to our claim
that the Black Sea was originally cut off from the Mediterranean in much of its pre-
human formative ages. The earliest Black Sea economy, which predated the ancient
Greek colonization and which the colonizers themselves encountered, was also intro-
verted and self-sufficient. Ancient colonizers entrenched themselves in a pre-existing
network of connections only to reorient and consolidate the Black Sea economy to
their benefit. The two opposite coasts along the east-west axis are further apart
than those on the north-south axis (some 700 miles for the former and 160-400
miles for the latter) and their economic activities are similar. Hence it is understand-
able that the connection along this axis has always been weak. Even before the
Greek colonization, locals traded along the north-south axis, connecting Asia Minor

20 It was during the Soviet Empire that a highly exceptional maritime line was opened connecting
Odesa with Batumi along the diagonal. This exception proves the rule of which more will be said below.
21 Division of labor alone would serve disintegration via accelerating centrifugal trends. Because divi-
sion of labor is accompanied by a further round of “integration” that is either automatic through in-
creasing trade or achieved socially through organization, cooperation, provisioning, or planning, the
combined effect is reinforcement of the system.
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with Crimea by the shortest route through the open sea. For much of history, major
advances in Black Sea navigation, technological or institutional, contributed to the in-
tensification of traffic along this line. It is not only physical proximity and facility that
favored this outcome, but also the complementarity of economic activities at the two
ends, as befitting a consolidation of division of labor in conformity with the expansion
of trade. Institutional and historical factors also mattered; Sinope, an original benefi-
ciary, yielded its place to Trebizond, just as Istanbul successfully overshadowed Trab-
zon as the southern destination. During the nineteenth century, Odesa rose as a major
competitor to Istanbul by becoming the main northern port by a wide margin. The re-
cent rise of Constanta (at the expense of Odesa, no longer serving as a port for Russia)
and Batumi announces a new era insofar as both owe their fortunes not to the expan-
sion of trade and travel between the two, but to their connections with the world at
large.

It should be noted here that nothing like the spectacular “triangular trade”** that
nurtured British economic development ever emerged on the Black Sea. If it did, then
there would have been a self-sustaining circular trade at work. The Black Sea trade
with a focus on Istanbul could be interpreted as vaguely similar to the Amsterdam-cen-
tered Dutch trade in its Baltic preserve, to which the British reacted by building up
their Atlantic “triangular trade” from the seventeenth century on. “Circular” trade
being absent, “circular” navigation along the coastline remained the privilege of mod-
ern cruise ships, emerging as an offshoot of the European travel culture of the Grand
Tour, the Orient Express, and the Danubian cruises, but had its final take with the pop-
ular Soviet cruise companies of the 1960s and 1970s, when they squared the Black Sea
circle by transgressing the Iron Curtain with a stopover in Istanbul.

4 Circulation in the Black Sea as Constitutive
of the Black Sea World

But what else circulates besides ships? Obviously, people(s), but also fauna and flora,
merchandize, technologies, and skills, some of the more prominent being pottery-mak-
ing, baking, shipbuilding, and seafaring. Those that do not circulate are as important as
those that do. For example, when plants circulate, they help transform the landscape,
as was the case with vines, citruses, and tea, which grow in milder or subtropical cli-
mate micro-regions, as well as those humans who make their living off them, as when
Herodotus “recorded seeing Scythians high on hemp on the shores.”®® When goods did

22 A three-legged trade whereby one pays for imports from one country with exports to another, as was
the case with Britain (exporting manufactures and shipping services), West Africa (slaves), and the West
Indies (sugar). This amounts to self-sustaining circular trade.

23 Predrag Matvejevic, Mediterranean: A Cultural Landscape (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1999), 59.
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not circulate, they brought either the needy to their feet directly, or their business-
minded merchants. There exists a related set of documents in the Archives of the
Chamber of Commerce of Marseille, including the correspondence of the Embassy in
Istanbul;** the French were particularly interested in procuring strategic naval sup-
plies from Kherson to their arsenal in Toulon during the closing decades of the eight-
eenth century.

The Black Sea world, at the crossroads of Eurasian routes and its southern connec-
tions, has attracted humans since time immemorial and incoming peoples moved,
more often than not, anticlockwise. The Black Sea was relatively easy to approach
through the vast steppes reaching the northern shore. This proved particularly useful
for pastoralists who moved with their animals in need of pasture. Each new wave that
arrived pushed the previous further. Those who had to surrender their lands under
pressure sought refuge in more secure but less fertile places out of the way. There
was a mechanism at work that periodically replenished and rejuvenated the popula-
tion, which lost considerable numbers to the slave trade.?® This lasted until the nine-
teenth century, when Russians could bring migratory movements under control. The
Black Sea was attractive for (re-)settlement because it had many less accessible swamp-
lands, river deltas, and mountainous regions in the vicinity of the sea, where a certain
security could be enjoyed thanks to nature. Because borders were easily trespassed,
there emerged the phenomenon of locally mobile border peoples who provided secur-
ity for the larger states in return for enjoying de facto autonomy. Cossacks come to
mind immediately, but there were others like Crimean Tatars with their khanate play-
ing the buffer state between rival empires. These intermediaries would lose to expand-
ing states in the long run.

Human circulation was not restricted to nomads. Circassians, inhabitants of high-
lands unaccustomed to the sea, who resisted Russian submission by armed struggle,
were forced into exile in the Ottoman Empire, tens of thousands dying on the way
in overcrowded boats. The more submissive Crimean Tatars had to migrate to Dobruja
(Romania) or Sinop, the nearest friendly oversea destination, and spread into Anato-
lia.”® The many human dramas occasioned by World War I only foreshadowed the
human tragedies the more notorious World War II would bring about. However,
there has always been voluntary migration too, be it permanent or temporary. For ex-
ample, during the long nineteenth century, many Greeks moved from Istanbul to Odesa
to set up businesses and did very well. Muslims from Trabzon, Rize, or Artvin on the

24 Chambre de Commerce de Marseille, Archives antérieures a 1801, “Commerce avec la Mer Noire et la
Géorgie,” Liasse, Série H Article no. 79, 1747-1787.

25 Slaves were regularly procured from the territories of nowadays Ukraine and accessible parts of
Russia and the Caucasus. The numbers involved were spectacular. This pillage drained the region of
its surplus population and even more. Slaves were either directed to the palace or put to work as do-
mestics. They were gradually absorbed into Ottoman society and hence left no trace.

26 Paul Robert Magocsi, This Blessed Land: Crimea and the Crimean Tatars (Toronto: University of To-
ronto Press, 2014).
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further end of the Turkish coast moved across the sea to the north, as well as to the
east into Georgia, in search of making a living. Some of the best bakers in Turkey
are now descendants of those who first started their trade in the southern territories
of imperial Russia.

One final example serves as an ironical endnote: The Romanovs, aspiring to be-
come the rulers of the “Third Rome,” sought hard to acquire Istanbul as late as
World War I. As a corollary, the Black Sea would also become a Russian lake. This proj-
ect failed miserably. With the Bolshevik Revolution, the créme de la créme of Russian
society found themselves as refugees in Istanbul.?’” In 1919, a Russian writer appealed to
British public opinion, via a letter to The Times, demanding that Istanbul should be
given to these Russian refugees.”® The Allies disagreed, but with Istanbul under their
occupation, they entertained the idea of imposing an international regime on the
city. They saw the advantage of holding in their hand both the gateway to the Black
Sea and a resident Russian community refurbished by the demobilized White Army,
as the sword of Damocles hanging over Soviet Russia. The most unimaginable candi-
date for forced exile, however, was yet to arrive within less than a decade. He was
Leon Trotsky, commander of the Red Army. He spent some four years (1929-33) in Is-
tanbul, mostly on one of the Princes’ Islands, where he demonstrated his fishing
skills.*

The Black Sea had first attracted Mediterranean fishermen on a seasonal basis be-
cause of its rich fisheries, presumably as early as before the Trojan War. We will never-
theless save this discussion for later. In contradistinction, what attracted the ancient
colonizers was the prospect of grain cultivation and trade, in return for olive oil
from the Mediterranean. With the closing of the Middle Ages, Italian city-states such
as Genoa, Pisa, and Venice resuscitated the Black Sea trade because they could import
food again, in return for their manufactures. This is the “plaque tournante” function to
which Bratianu referred.** It bestowed upon the Black Sea an economic role of far-
reaching significance. Afterwards, with the Black Sea an Ottoman lake, this picture
was substantially modified. Because Istanbul’s population, extraordinary by European
standards, required regular overseas provisioning of foodstuffs, the Danubian
provinces were assigned to specialize in agriculture and animal husbandry. This
they did very well until the Russian penetration. Even so, Black Sea trade continued
to play a major role in Istanbul’s food provisioning as late as World War I.

With the rise of Russia, the composition of trade and regional specialization on the
Black Sea were altered. The center of gravity of grain production shifted clockwise,
with Odesa the major port for exports. It would move further east as the cultivated
area and the marketable surplus expanded and made the region the breadbasket of
the world. By the fin-de-siécle, it was evident to careful observers that oil exports

27 Svetlana Uturgauri, Bogaz’daki Beyaz Ruslar: 1919-1929 (Istanbul: Tarihci Kitabevi, 2015).

28 1. Hakki Sunata, Istanbul'da Isgal Yillart (Istanbul: Tiirkiye is Bankas: Kiiltiir Yayinlari, 2019), 45— 46.
29 Omer Sami Cosar, Trogki istanbul’da (Istanbul: Tiirkiye Is Bankas: Kiiltir Yayinlari, 2010), 85.

30 Bratianu, La Mer Noire, 43.
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were likely to become the new engine of growth. The Soviet Empire slowed down this
trend. After its disintegration, oil and natural gas exports by sea, from an ever greater
energy supply zone, came to determine not only Russia’s but also the Black Sea’s global
role. We wait to see if this will merely renew its fortunes as a plaque tournante, this
time as an energy hub, or accomplish even more. Whereas in the past external actors
intruded to initiate momentum for change by reshaping the division of labor, this time,
local actors of international stature may well call the tune.

5 The Heart and Soul of the Matter

Matvejevic wrote: “If any part of the Mediterranean gear can be considered symbolic, it
is the net.”®! This was even truer of the Black Sea, where a higher ratio of inhabitants
short of arable land depended on sea for their livelihood. The fishing net has always
occupied a unique place in the Black Sea’s scenery. It is paradoxical that a sea in
which life is limited to the upper layer only should be populated by a variety of fish
species such as anchovies, mackerel, sardines, turbot, and tuna.®* Giindiiz Vassaf, a
contemporary Turkish writer, distinguished by his rhapsodic style reminiscent of Mat-
vejevic, lists examples of fish penetrating into the symbols of the region, including By-
zantine coins with engravings of bonitos (sometimes accompanied by dolphins). He em-
phasizes that the only place where the trajectories of whales (named Porphyrion and
alleged to have disrupted the sea traffic periodically for over fifty years during the
times of Empress Theodora) and Black Sea anchovies (hamsi) intersected was the Bo-
sporus.*

The Black Sea has been a destination for many a Mediterranean fisherman and
their fleets by virtue of its fisheries. Even before their arrival, however, the indigenous
population, starting out from their riverine prior experiences, had already developed
their fishing skills, and built up local knowhow concerning the seasons, winds, storms,
and skills of interpreting the sky. Since then, the rhythm of life and the struggle to
make a living off the sea have been subject to the dictates of the fishing calendar, at
least until recently. The cycle and circle thus inserted into the flows through time

31 Matvejevic, Mediterranean, 59.

32 In this respect, the Caspian Sea is also in the same league and with an advantage. It is famous for its
abundance of high-quality caviar, as well as sturgeons, salmon, seal, and other fish species. Whereas the
Mediterranean remains a “desert” in terms of supplies essential for the nourishment of fish, the Black
Sea and the Caspian, especially in the north, are richly endowed with plankton. Black Sea anchovy need
on average 80,000 tons of plankton per day during the summer, about a fifth of the daily produce. The
role of anchovy in the reproduction of the eco-system is considerable. The estimates for the anchovy
stock (1968—89) ranged between 346,000 and 461,000 tons. See Kudret Emiroglu, A. Cemal Saydam,
and Nihal K. Cevik, Hamsi Kurban O Goze (Istanbul: Heyamola Yayinlari, 2008), 14, 74, 98—100.

33 Giinduz Vassaf, Bogazi¢i'nde Balik (Istanbul: YKY, 2016), 53, 61— 62.
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and space have been fundamental in bringing about a uniquely important circulation
that we wish to address below.

Ovid, the Roman poet, banished to Tomis (today: Constanta, Romania) to live
among the “barbarians” while expecting clemency in vain from the emperor in return
for his apologetic poetry is well known. Much less known is the fact that, towards the
end of his life, he was inspired by what he saw with his own eyes on the Black Sea and
in the Danube Delta to write his Halieutica, a fragmentary didactic poem on fishing.**
Magris was also impressed by the Danube Delta and its ability to regenerate itself with
its rich diversity of flora and fauna, including some 110 species of fish.*® The Danube
Delta is not alone in this respect. Until recently, the Sea of Azov, benefitting from the
delta of the river Don, served as the “home of more than a hundred breeds of fish.”3¢

One of the many rivers that join the Danube is the Tisza River (Serbian: Tisa), and
on the small island at its intersection with the Maros River (Romanian: Mures), we are
told, one eats the best fish soup in the world, according to a literary source. Magris
adds that, according to the tradition, two-thirds of the Tisza River consisted of water
and one-third of fish and other aquatic produce.’’ This may involve much exaggera-
tion, as he admits, but contains more than a grain of truth. In the Black Sea world,
freshwater fish rivaled the catch from the sea.*® A compendium of fish in Georgia,
with a coastline share of 315 km, identifies a total of 168 species, of which sixty-one
species inhabit freshwater, seventy-seven inhabit the sea, and thirty are transitory.
Rich diversity and the porousness between categories command our attention.** We
obtain a similar impression from an observant folklorist, Kemal Ozblylk, a native of
Arhavi on the easternmost Turkish coast, which shares the highland-lowland mix char-
acteristic of neighboring Georgia, when he notes how until recently locals opted for the
abundant trout found in the streams, which are now threatened by hydroelectric
power plants under construction.*’

At about the same time as Ovid, Pliny the Elder in his natural history shared in-
formation on tuna that crossed into the Black Sea in spring because this was where
they laid eggs. Fish grew fast from one day to the next because of the less salty waters

34 Cigdem Diirtigken, “Ovidius ve Epistulae ex Ponto Uzerine,” in Publius Ovidius Naso, Karadeniz’den
Mektuplar (Istanbul: YKY, 1999), 14.

35 Magris also notes how the Roma among many other outcasts and refugees found a safe haven in the
delta and adapted themselves to its life cycle just like the conscientiously troubled Lipovans, who be-
came a fishing community making their living peacefully from the river.

36 Neal Ascherson, Black Sea (London: Vintage, 1996), 5.

37 Magris, Danube, 392, 541-51.

38 Both domains combined provide us with a pointer to draw the boundaries of the Black Sea world.
39 We are faced here with the devil in the details. Deeply anchored it in the Black Sea world, Georgia
had nevertheless been, until the nineteenth century, much less sea-looking. Beyond this microcosmic
difference is found a more general attribute of the Black Sea: “Its faunal complex is made up mostly
of Paratethys relictic fauna.” Nargiza Ninua, Bella Japoshvili, and Vera Bochorishvili, Fishes of Georgia
(Thilisi: Tsigni Eri Publishing, 2013), 5.

40 Kemal Ozbiyik, Uzerleri Toz Olmasin: Dogu Karadeniz’de Yas Almak (Ankara: Karina, 2016), 226.
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enriched by rivers, and the safe haven they found from dangerous marine species. He
supplied incredible details of their progress through the Bosporus as they exited the
Black Sea, taking the wind at the back. Because there was a bright white rock reflecting
light sharply on the right bank near Chalcedon on the Asian side, scared tuna shoals
escaped to the European side, where they could be caught easily, and where the fish-
ermen still stand with their rods in hand. Because harsh weather with occasional freez-
ing affects the upper levels of water, there occurs a large seasonal migration through
the Straits to the warmer waters of the Marmara and the Aegean Seas, followed by a
reverse movement in spring. Istanbul benefits greatly from its positional advantage for
easy and abundant spring and autumn catches. Because of pollution in the Black Sea
and overfishing, the size and variety of the fish stock have been declining for some
time.

As distinct from the two-sided traffic separated by an intervening season through
the Bosporus, there exists a “circulation proper” within the Black Sea that commands
our attention by virtue of its uniqueness. It is no coincidence that this circle is largely
identified with anchovies, small in size but great in significance, being the most abun-
dant and characteristic fish of the Black Sea. Anchovies are consumed largely as a basic
food in the region and beyond.*! It is part of common people’s diet, consumed in com-
bination with corn (bread) in places like northeastern Anatolia short of land to grow
wheat. Local cuisine has been incredibly creative in preparing even desserts with
them. At times when the catch exceeded normal levels, it was also used as a fertilizer
in tobacco cultivation, and sometimes even in vegetable and fruit gardens.42 In 1928,
Hamamizade hsan published his extraordinary book in praise of them, his Hamsi-
name, in Trabzon, the most fitting place of all.

Anchovies are most concentrated in the Sea of Azov, where they lay their eggs in
May and June. As the weather gets cooler, they pass to the warmer Black Sea to spend
the winter. They let themselves be carried by the current rather than swimming, hence
the concentration of anchovies in hordes that sometimes hit the shore because of
strong waves. This anti-clockwise migration cycle starts around September, reaches
the Danube Delta, proceeds off the coasts of Romania and Bulgaria, and reaches the
Turkish coastline by November, tracing it via Sinop until Trabzon, where the fish ap-
pear having attained full size by December. Sometime around January, they reach the
southeastern corner. With the weather warming by March, the northward migration
begins. Off the coast of Batumi the anchovy shoals divide into two. One subgroup pro-
ceeds along the coasts of Georgia and Abkhazia before reaching ultimately its original
starting point. This group thus completes the greater full circle anticlockwise. The other
subgroup returns to Sinop, from where it crosses to the Crimean coastline. This trajec-
tory, despite a slight detour, also traced anti-clockwise, amounts to a smaller circle. Yet

41 Turbot (kalkan), almost extinct, or bluefish (liifer) are considered more prestigious and desirable for
consumption.
42 Hamamizade ihsan, Hamsindme (Ankara: Phoenix, 2007), 37-41.
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the original points of departure remain as the final destination in both circles. This is
the “circulation” par excellence characteristic of the Black Sea. According to one esti-
mate dating from the 1980s, about “a million tons of anchovies swam in this circular
pilgrimage” annually:**

One of the remarkable features of Black Sea ecology is the seasonal migrations of several fish spe-
cies that circulate in a[n anti]-clockwise fashion [...] The spirit of [the] Varna convention [of 1959,
when the Black Sea was most divided at the height of the Cold War] reflects the regional structure
of the marine ecology that has encouraged contact and coopetition by fishermen for millennia.**

This circulation was like no other in terms of its spatial as well as its temporal scope, its
completeness, its backward and forward linkages in the economic sense, and, finally,
its anthropological and ecological overall significance. Looking back from where we
are, nothing is likely to measure up to either the resilience or the romance of the fish-
ing cycle, as also manifested in the circulation of songs, stories, symbols, and routines
along the way, while it served to shoulder the increasingly impossible task—under
pressure from centrifugal forces—of the integration of labor as constitutive of the
Black Sea world.

43 Ascherson, Black Sea, 6.
44 Doonan, “The Corrupting Sea,” 70.



Jorg Stadelbauer
The Black Sea Region as a Natural Region

Translated by Paul Vickers

Any exploration of the Black Sea area as a site of historical relations and developments
should consider the sea basin and the adjacent coastal area together with its hinterland
in terms of a natural region. Indeed, all of the established societies there, across a va-
riety of temporal and spatial conditions, have encountered this space in such a manner.
That the natural region shaped the practices of historical actors does not imply a geo-
deterministic perspective. Awareness of the Black Sea developed early, with the foun-
dation of Greek colonies in the first millennium BCE demanding and developing spatial
knowledge. With the appropriation of this space, there was no question of pleading ig-
norance—or at least not with any conviction.

1 The Black Sea Basin

1.1 A Complex Geological History and Tectonic Structure

The Black Sea does not, in fact, have a uniform basin. An extensive shelf area consti-
tutes almost one third of the entire area of the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov. Its north-
ern section first acquires a depth of 50 meters (164 feet) only between the Danube Delta
and the western tip of the Crimean Peninsula, some 150 kilometers (93 miles) off the
coast of Odesa. The main basin reaches depths of up to 2,245 meters (7366 feet),
while the steepest continental slope is located off the Turkish coast north of the
Kiire Daglar1 mountain range within the Pontic Mountains (“Pontides”). This deep
sea basin comprises a larger, deeper western subbasin and somewhat more reliefed
eastern subbasin, which are separated by an undersea mountain range formed of
the Andrusov Ridge and the Tetiaev and Arkhangelskii elevations. The Tuapse Trough
is separated from the eastern subbasin by the Shatskii elevation, while there is another
subbasin off the coast near Batumi. The primary consequence of these different depths
is the diverse currents and levels of fishing potential in the Black Sea.

The division into the shelf area and deep sea area is based upon the emergence
and position of the Black Sea along the southern edge of the Eurasian supercontinent
and within the geological-tectonic superstructure of the Eurasian folded mountain belt.
The latter includes the Caucasus Mountains with their northwestern foothills, the Cri-
mean Mountains, and the foothills of the Bulgarian Balkan Mountains, which together
form the northern limits of the deeper sea basin, while the southern limits are formed
by the Pontides. During the transition from the Palaeozoic to the Mesozoic period, a
mountain range existed between the other two ranges that was partially eroded and

8 Open Access. © 2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783110723175-006
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tectonically sunken." The Black Sea is therefore a remnant of the larger Thetys Ocean,
which emerged in the Mesozoic period. During the lifting of the Pontic Mountains se-
vering the connection to the Mediterranean Sea in the late Tertiary period of the Cen-
ozoic Era, the Caspian and Black Seas still formed a large, single inland sea that was
divided by a slight incline north of the Caucasus. Until the Pleistocene period there
was always a connection from the Atlantic via the Mediterranean to the Black Sea,
and from there via the Kuma-Manych Depression to the Caspian Sea. The connection
from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean via the Bosporus and Dardanelles emerged
later; following the course of ancient rivers.

In terms of plate tectonics, it is generally argued that the Anatolian and the Eura-
sian Plate meet in the Black Sea. This is evident in the fault lines that run from west to
east in the northern half of the Black Sea and in the mountain ranges of North Ana-
tolia, as well as in the formation of the Sea of Marmara. The fault line running south-
east to northwest through the Black Sea and the high level of seismic activity on the
southern edge of the Pontides are a result of the Anatolian Plate pushing westwards
against the Eurasian Plate owing to pressure from the Arabian Plate. The Sea of
Azov follows a slight depression at the edge of the Eurasian Plate, which was filled
with water as sea levels rose. Today, earthquakes are indicative of ongoing tectonic
movements. A tremor measuring 5.3 on the Richter scale occurred on October 15,
2016 around 120 kilometers (76 miles) north of the Turkish coast and 230 kilometers
(143 miles) east of the Bulgarian coast without causing significant damage.? Istanbul
is highly susceptible to seismic activity, as the most recent significant earthquake,
measuring 5.7 in September 2019 showed.

There have been diverse opinions regarding the significance of fluctuations in sea
levels and their impact on terrain in the geological past, starting in the Pleistocene, i.e.,
in the prehistoric period. Experts today reject the “deluge hypothesis,” which claimed
that a former inland sea experienced catastrophic levels of flooding when water levels
increased rapidly following rising temperatures in the post-glacial period, some 8,400
years ago, before a gradual and more or less continuous rise in water levels took hold.?

1 For more details of the geology and tectonics of the Black Sea, see Aral I. Okay and Gtiltekin Topus,
“Variscan Orogeny in the Black Sea Region,” International Journal of Earth Sciences (Geologische Run-
dschau) 106 (2017): 569 —92, https://doi.org/10.1007/s00531-016-1395-z.

2 Lukas Rentz, “Starkes Erdbeben im Schwarzen Meer, “ Erdbeben news, October 15, 2016, accessed Jan-
uary 1, 2021, https:/erdbebennews.de/2016/10/starkes-erdbeben-im-schwarzen-meer-spuerbar-in-bulgar
ien-und-in-der-tuerkei/.

3 Igor P. Balabanov, “Holocene Sea-Level Changes of the Black Sea,” in The Black Sea Flood Question, ed.
Valentina Yanko-Hombach et al. (Dordrecht: Springer, 2007), 711-30; Wolfgang Behringer, Kulturge-
schichte des Klimas: Von der Eiszeit bis zur globalen Erwdrmung (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2007), 63—64;
Liviu Giosan, Florin Filip, and Stefan Constantinescu, “Was the Black Sea Catastrophically Flooded in
the Early Holocene?,” Quaternary Science Reviews 28, no. 1-2 (2009): 1-6, https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.quas
cirev.2008.10.012; Helmut Briickner et al., “The Holocene Sea Level Story since 7500 BP — Lessons from
the Eastern Mediterranean, the Black and the Azov Seas,” Quartenary International 225 (2010); Eric Fou-
ache et al., “The Late Holocene Evolution of the Black Sea — a Critical View on the so-called Phanagorian
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According to this argument, in the first centuries of the Common Era, the Black Sea was
around two or three meters shallower than it is today. In the Sea of Azov, the Phana-
gorian regression—which is disputed in research—saw sea levels decrease between
2,800 and 2,500 years ago, with the breadth of the Bay of Taganrog decreasing during
the Holocene by up to half, before the Nymphean transgression saw sea levels rise
again some 2,300 years ago.*

1.2 A Heterogeneous Body of Water

The extent of the body of water in today’s Black Sea basin can be described in rather
dry figures: The entire amount of water in the basin measuring 421,713 square kilome-
ters (163,000 square miles) is calculated to be 530,000 cubic kilometers (127154 cubic
miles).® The inflows come primarily from the East and Central European drainage
basin, totaling some 350 cubic kilometers (84 cubic miles), which are supplemented
by 300 to 400 cubic kilometers (72 to 96 cubic miles) from precipitation. Some 80 per-
cent of the inflows come from the Danube, Dniester, Dnipro, Rioni, and Coruh (Geor-
gian: Chorokhi) rivers that flow into the Black Sea. Evaporation over the sea causes
the loss of some 350 to 400 cubic kilometers (84 to 96 cubic miles) of water from the
sea, while outflow into the Bosporus sees some 600 cubic kilometers (144 cubic
miles) leave the Black Sea, with countercurrents ensuring around half of that amount
flows back into it.® This means that just 0.2 percent of the entire volume of water in the
Black Sea is exchanged annually, with this amount coming primarily from the upper
decameters. Fluctuations in water levels hardly exceed a few decimeters, while there
are no tidal fluctuations.

This limited exchange brings about two clearly discernible “floors” or levels in the
body of water. The transition layer between the two different masses of water, known
as the pycnocline, can be found between 35 and 150 meters (between 115 and 490 feet)

Regression,” Quarternary International 266 (2012): 162—14; Hannes Laermanns, “A Palaeogeographic
and Geoarchaeologic Study on the Colchian Plain along the Black Sea Coast of Georgia” (PhD diss., Uni-
versity of Cologne, 2018).

4 Gennady Matishov, “The History of the Azov Sea and the Northern Azov Sea Area During the Holo-
cene,” in Between Grain and Oil from the Azov to the Caucasus: The Port-Cities of the Eastern Coast of the
Black Sea late 18"—early 20™ century, ed. Gelina Harlaftis, Victoria Konstantinova, Igor Lyman, Anna Sy-
dorenko, and Eka Tchkoidze (Rethymno: Centre for Maritime History, 2020), 18081, 184.

5 Innokentii P. Gerasimov et al., eds., Ukraina i Moldaviia: Prirodnye usloviia i estestvennye resursy SSSR
(Moscow: Nauka, 1972), 161. There are significant disagreements concerning the figures in the literature,
but they cannot be discussed here.

6 Emil V. Stanev, “Understanding Black Sea Dynamics: An Overview on Recent Numerical Modelling,”
Oceanography 18, no. 2 (2005): 58. The data given are long-term averages showing considerable variabil-
ity. Cf. The Commission on the Protection of the Black Sea Against Pollution, ed., “Black Sea State of En-
vironment Report 2009-2014/5” (Istanbul, 2019).
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below the surface.” While the upper level has lower salt content thanks to the inflows
of freshwater from East European rivers, the water with higher levels of salt remains
because of its higher density in the lower, significantly more powerful layer. In the cen-
tral basin, salt content reaches 1.8 percent and 2.2 percent in deeper waters (half the
level of the salinity of the Mediterranean), while the inflows in the north and west re-
duce the concentration of salt significantly along the respective coastlines.® There are
few vertical exchange flows between the layers. The water in the deeper basin experi-
ences hardly any oxygenation, making it the world’s largest source of hydrogen sul-
phide and thus the largest body of anoxic water. It is for this reason that this “lower
floor” is almost entirely deprived of life forms.” Furthermore, the limited force of
the upper layer containing higher levels of oxygen is what makes the water appear
dark, hence the name Black Sea. Between 1955 and 2015, the depth of the pycnocline
shifted, most likely as a result of global climate change, from an average depth of
140 meters to 90 meters (460 to 295 feet), which has had a negative impact on the hab-
itat of fish stocks.'

1.3 A Body of Water in Continuous Motion

The upper layer of water is in continuous motion, driven by winds, the inflows and
outflows of water in the sea basin, and the Coriolis force caused by the Earth’s rotation.
In both subbasins of the Black Sea, as well as in its central part, they form individual
anticlockwise “cyclonic” gyres in the upper levels of the waters, while in the deeper
waters there is a common gyre that drives the seawater into a rim current. Smaller,
“anticyclonic” eddies off the coast of Ajara, over the graben of Novorossiisk, and
west of Crimea, as well as along many points of the Turkish Black Sea coast, flow in
the opposite direction. Off the Georgian coast, a northwest to southwest current pre-
vails north of the Rioni estuary and a south to north current off the Ajarian coast."*
In winter, the current follows just one gyre, while the eddy off the coast of Batumi re-
mains inactive. The formation of eddies in the sea water has an impact on the trans-
portation of materials in the Black Sea. Not only waste on the coast is set in motion

7 Mehmet Berkun, Egemen Aras, and Semih Nemlioglu, “Disposal of Solid Waste in Istanbul and Along
the Black Sea Coast of Turkey,” Waste Management 25 (2005): 853.

8 Gilfem Bakan and Hanife Biiyiikgiingor, “The Black Sea,” Marine Pollution Bulletin 41, no. 1-6 (2000):
27-28.

9 Arthur Capet et al, “Decline of the Black Sea Oxygen Inventory,”abstract, Biogeosciences 13, no. 4
(2016): 1287-97, https:/wwwbiogeosciences.net/13/1287/2016/.

10 Capet et al.,, “Decline”; The Commission, “Black Sea State,” 473.

11 Stanev, “Understanding,” 61.
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and concentrated by the eddies, but also crude oil from exploratory oil wells, which
then threatens sections of coastline.'”

Because the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov have significant inflows from the Dan-
ube, Dniester, Dnipro, Don, Kuban, and Rioni, as well as series of smaller rivers, while
the Mediterranean region experiences a higher degree of evaporation that leads to rel-
atively smaller outflows, the main flow of water from the Black Sea leads into the Med-
iterranean. As a result, the specifically lighter water of the Black Sea lies above the
weaker countercurrent from the Mediterranean.

1.4 A Transitional Climate Zone between Continental Europe and
the Mediterranean Subtropics

The most significant differences in air temperature are evident in January, when it can be
-4°C (24.8°F) at the Don estuary in the Sea of Azov, while off the east coast of Turkey it can
be +7°C (44.6°F). In July, temperatures are more comparable (between 21°C and 25°C/69.8°F
and 770°F), with the highest values off the coast of Georgia. Precipitation is also highest
there, however, as a result of masses of humid air ahead of the Ajarian Mountains. In Cri-
mea, the Crimean Mountains form a regional climate barrier between the dry north and
the Mediterranean south coast. The Sea of Azov can temporarily freeze over between
Kerch and the Ukrainian mainland, as well as on its east coast. Equally, the shallow
sea area between Odesa and the northwest coast of Crimea can experience some surface
freezing during particularly severe winters, a phenomenon that until the late nineteenth
century significantly hindered shipping.'® The average water temperatures in the colder
half of the year reveal a significant gradient, ranging from between 7°C and 75°C (44.6°F
and 45.5°F) in the northwest (the Gulf of Odesa) and 13.5°C (56.3°F) in the southeast off the
coast of Batumi and Trabzon."* The average annual precipitation is 2,440 millimeters (96
inches) near Batumi but only 441 millimeters (17 inches) near Odesa."®

Storms and heavy thundershowers are unique events that depending on their in-
tensity and length can influence the development of the coast and impact shipping.'®

12 Konstantin A. Korotenko, “Effects of Mesoscale Eddies on Behavior of an Oil Spill Resulting from an
Accidental Deepwater Blowout in the Black Sea: an Assessment of the Environmental Impacts,” Peer] 6:
€5448 (2018), https:/doi.org/10.7717/peer;j.5448.

13 Apostolos Delis, “Navigating Perilous Waters: Routes and Hazards of the Voyages to Black Sea in the
Nineteenth Century,” in Linkages of the Black Sea with the West: Navigation, Trade and Immigration, ed.
Maria Christina Chatziioannou and Apostolos Delis (Rethymno: Centre of Maritime History, 2020),
18-19.

14 Stanev, “Understanding,” 68.

15 “Climate Data for Cities Worldwide,” Climate-Data.org, accessed March 9, 2021, https:/en.climate-
data.org/.

16 Ekaterina V. Trifonova et al.,, “Critical Storm Thresholds for Morphological Changes in the Western
Black Sea Coastal Zone,” Geomorphology 143-144 (2012): 81-94, on the basis of studies on the Bulgarian
Black Sea coast.
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Well into the nineteenth century, wind direction determined the routes ships could
take.'” The heaviest storms emerge in the winter half of the year, when there are east-
erly and northeasterly air currents. A catastrophic storm occurred on November 11,
2007 off the south coast of Crimea, causing several freight ships to capsize, including
a Russian oil tanker that broke up and released 2,000 metric tons (2,200 short tons)
of oil into the sea.'®

1.5 Critical Environmental Conditions

As long as the rivers flowing into the Black Sea discharged untreated industrial waste-
water and urban sewage, the water quality deteriorated further. Since 1992, the ripar-
ian countries have been party to the Convention for the Protection of the Black Sea
Against Pollution, which in 2009 was followed by the Strategic Action Plan for the En-
vironmental Protection and Rehabilitation of the Black Sea."® Implementation is organ-
ized by the Commission on the Protection of the Black Sea Against Pollution, which pre-
sented a comprehensive report on the environmental situation. Nevertheless, the
Ukrainian coast off Odesa, the densely populated southeastern coastal area of Crimea,
the area around the Kerch Strait, as well as sections of the Turkish coast near Istanbul,
are highly polluted. Less affected areas are the Russian Black Sea coast near Sochi, as
well as the coastline of Bulgaria. There is evidence of oil spills along the shipping routes
from Istanbul to Odesa, Novorossiisk, and Tuapse.”® Heavy pollution of beaches by plas-
tic waste affects the coast near Istanbul. The economic transition after 1990 in Eastern
Europe involved deindustrialization, which consequently reduced levels of polluted
water inflows. Now, the biggest environmental threat is posed by oil transport. Azerbai-
jan had been planning to export crude oil via the Black Sea to Europe, but Turkey
closed the Bosporus and Dardanelles to oil tankers.!

1.6 A Partial Use of Potential Resources

The Black Sea basin contains several mineral resources: There are proven oil and nat-
ural gas deposits in the elongated basin zone in the north, while further deposits are
assumed to exist in the internal section of the basin. There are also proven deposits of

17 Delis, “Navigating.”

18 Vitaliy A. Ivanov et al., “Atmospheric Modeling for Advanced Warning of Weather Disasters in the
Black Sea Region,” Geography Environment Sustainability 6, no. 4 (2013): 31-32, https:/doi.org/10.24057/
2071-9388-2013-6-4-31-47.

19 The Commission, “Convention on the Protection of the Black Sea Against Pollution,” accessed Janu-
ary 1, 2021, http:/wwwblacksea-commission.org/Official Documents/The Convention/full text/.

20 The Commission, “Black Sea State,” 101.

21 Bakan and Biiytikgiingor, “Black Sea,” 32.
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manganese and chromium off the Turkish coast. However, geological research in the
off-shore area remains in its infancy.

The Black Sea, or at least its upper levels, provides a habitat for fish. The most sig-
nificant species, the European anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus), has different seasonal
migration patterns in the eastern and western halves of the main sea. After catch yields
dropped dramatically in the 1980s due to overfishing, efforts were made to introduce
protective measures. But because fishing in the Turkish areas of the Black Sea serves
growing middle-class demand, with alternative sources of supply unavailable, relative
poverty has forced fishermen to remain in their trade.”® The EU member countries Bul-
garia and Romania are subject to fishing quotas on sprats (Sprattus sprattus) und tur-
bots (Scophthalmus maeoticus).?* In these cases, too, catches are declining. Climate
change-induced warming could further restrict fish habitats and thus fishing.

Since time immemorial, the surface of the Black Sea has served as a transport
space, with coastal routes prevailing. Previously, even long-distance connections fol-
lowed the coastlines, although today they cross the open seas. The connection to the
Mediterranean via the Bosporus, the Sea of Marmara, and the Dardanelles, declared
an international shipping route in 1936, and the Kerch Strait are both of high strategic
relevance. Today ferry connections exist between Georgia on the one side and Bulgaria,
Ukraine, and Russia on the other. A new practice involves using the seabed to lay nat-
ural gas pipelines. After the Blue Stream Pipeline between Beregovaia on the Russian
coast and the Turkish terminal Durusu near Samsun went into operation in 2005, the
South Stream Project was discontinued following the annexation of Crimea in 2014.
However, since early 2020, Russia has been delivering its natural gas to Turkey via
the Turkish Stream Pipeline, a project that was negotiated within a different geopolit-
ical framework.”®

2 The Coasts

The rim of the Black Sea basin is marked by highly diverse sections of coastline. Ter-
rain, water discharge of the rivers, bedrock, and geological-tectonic processes have

22 Mike D. Simmons, Gabor C. Tari, and Aral I. Okay, eds., Petroleum Geology of the Black Sea (London:
Geological Society, 2018).

23 Stdle Knudsen, Mustafa Zengin, and Mahmut Hakan Kocak, “Identifying Drivers for Fishing Pres-
sure: A Multidisciplinary Study of Trawl and Sea Snail Fisheries in Samsun, Black Sea Coast of Turkey,”
Ocean & Coastal Management 53 (2010): 252—69.

24 Council of the European Union, “Council Regulation fixing for 2018 the Fishing Opportunities for
Certain Fish Stocks and Groups of Fish Stocks in the Black Sea,” December 5, 2017, accessed January
27, 2021, https:/data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14897:2017-INIT/en/pdf.

25 Roland Go6tz, “Erdél und Erdgas im Siidkaukasus: Binnenversorgung, Export, Transit,” Osteuropa 65,
no. 7-10 (2015): 365-82; Andreas Heinrich, “Exportoptionen fiir russisches Erdgas nach dem Scheitern
von South Stream,” Russland Analysen 303 (2015): 2-5; “TurkStream,” Gazprom, accessed March 22,
2021, http:/www.gazprom.de/projects/turk-stream/.
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all shaped whether steep cliffs or flat coasts, lowland or upland coasts, coastal bights,
or delta areas emerge.” Let us take a journey along the coast at the Danube Delta and
proceed in a clockwise direction around the Black Sea.

The most extensive delta (4,142 or 5800 square kilometers/1,599 or 2,239 square
miles, depending on the delimitation) is the Danube Delta. It has built up since the
post-glacial period from unconsolidated sediment transported by the Danube and its
central and southeastern European tributaries, accounting for almost half of the sedi-
ment load entering the Black Sea. Narrow elevations trace previous coastlines.”” For
several decades, inland damming of the Danube, creating retention basins, straighten-
ing sections of the river, and sedimentation in the delta lakes have prevented it from
expanding significantly. The Delta includes four wetland areas that are protected under
the Ramsar Convention and it has been designated a biosphere reserve since 1990/1998.
In 1993, it was designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site.2® In Romania, this brought to
an end the practice of draining swamps and lakes, initiated in the 1960s in order to
expand the amount of land available for growing grain. In terms of fauna, the delta
area has the world’s largest populations of white pelicans and pygmy cormorants.
For the local population, the abundance of fish, the use of reeds for thatch, and tourism
are of fundamental economic significance. A conflict flared up when in 2004 Ukraine
announced plans to expand the Bystroe Canal in the north of the Delta for shipping so
that it could avoid Romanian usage fees. It was feared that the ground water level
would decline, water pollution would increase, and bird nesting sites would be disrupt-
ed. Protests meant that the project was abandoned.

The southern Ukrainian rivers end in limans, wide estuaries. They emerged with
the recent tectonic submersion of some sections of the coast and concurrent rising
of the sea level. Sedimentary spits mark the coast between Odesa and the Perekop Isth-
mus, the stretch of land connecting Crimea and the Ukrainian mainland. While a nat-
ural bay provides favorable harbor conditions around Odesa, it is effectively impossi-
ble to establish harbors on the isthmus and navigation channels must be kept
continuously clear.

The Kerch Strait—known in ancient times as the Cimmerian Bosporus—connects
the Sea of Azov with the Black Sea. It has been of great strategic significance since time
immemorial, as it provides access to the southern Russian-Ukrainian steppe regions

26 Ruben D. Kosyan and Violeta N. Velikova, “Coastal Zone — Terra (and Aqua) Incognita — Integrated
Coastal Zone Management in the Black Sea,” Estuarine, Coastal and Shelf Science 169 (2016): A2, http://dx.
doi.org/10.1016/j.ecss.2015.11.016.

27 Max Pfannenstiel, Die Quartdrgeschichte des Donaudeltas (Bonn: Geographisches Institut der Univer-
sitat Bonn, 1950); Fabio N. Gittler; Simona Niculescu, and Francis Gohin, “Turbidity Retrieval and Mon-
itoring of Danube Delta Waters Using Multi-Sensor Optical Remote Sensing Data: An Integrated View
from the Delta Plain Lakes to the Western—-Northwestern Black Sea Coastal Zone,” Remote Sensing of
Environment 132 (2013): 86101, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.rse.2013.01.009.

28 Petre Gastescu, “The Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve: Geography, Biodiversity, Protection, Manage-
ment,” Revue Roumaine de Géographie 53, no. 2 (2009): 139-52.
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from the south and the entrance to the Black Sea from the north. Currents, however, do
not offer a secure passage for shipping. A shipping channel was first cleared in 1874,
while presently the sea route is crossed by a road and rail bridge constructed by Russia
a few years after the annexation of Crimea.

The coast between Novorossiisk and Sochi, as in Abkhazia, is divided by the foot-
hills of the Western Caucasus into coastal yards used for agriculture and tourism. Sea-
sonal floodwaters continuously re-deposit the gravel accumulated by relatively short
mountain rivers.

The Georgian Black Sea coast forms a flat coastal plain between the Kelasuri River
in Abkhazia and the Chorokhi River (Turkish: Coruh) in Ajara, which is being expanded
by the sediments deposited by the rivers forming the delta there. As sea currents close
to the coastline transport loose material, former lagoons lost contact with the sea
again, such as Lake Paliastomi near Poti. The coastal sediment is a highly sought-
after raw material; in the region between Ajara and Abkhazia, some 20 million
cubic meters (70 million cubic feet/2.6 cubic yards) of material were extracted between
the 1960s and 1980s, primarily for construction purposes.?® This section of the coast is
largely unsuitable for harbors. This is why Redut-Kale, founded in 1804 at the mouth of
Kopi River, was abandoned in favor of Sukhumi after the Crimean War had rendered
the largely abandoned fortress obsolete. Batumi benefits from a coastal promontory
which, like a peninsula, closes off the bay with its harbor to the south.

On the Turkish Black Sea coast, only the estuary areas of the rivers Sakarya,
Kizihrmak near Bafra, and Yesilirmak near Carsamba have developed into larger coast-
al yards. Before dams were constructed in the hinterland for hydro-energy production,
these rivers delivered around one third of the entire sediment deposited in the Black
Sea. Now it is only around one sixth, at some 76.2 million metric tons (84 million short
tons) per year. Another challenge for coastal protection measures is abrasion, which is
wearing away the coastline.*® The largest part of the Turkish Black Sea coast is formed
of steep cliffs, where the foothills of the Pontides drop off into the sea. In the past, ban-
dits and pirates could easily find shelter in such surroundings, where the hidden nooks
and crannies provide a location for launching raids or planning slave trading. The
Turkish Black Sea coast is not really suitable for large-scale trading ports. There are,
on the one hand, few promontories that can offer protection from the northerly and
northwesterly winter storms, while on the other hand the hinterland is difficult to
reach over the mountains.®* Trabzon and Samsun both make use of a small bay for
their ports, while the harbor of Eregli was established inside a west-facing bay. Agricul-
ture is limited to the coastal strip. The mountain areas are generally only used for pas-

29 Bolashvili et al., National Atlas of Georgia, 34.

30 Mehmet Berkun, Egemen Aras, and Ummugulsum Ozel Akdemir, “Water Runoff, Sediment Trans-
port and Related Impacts in the South-Eastern Black Sea Rivers,” Environmental Engineering and Man-
agement Journal 14, no. 4 (2015): 781-91.

31 Wolf-Dieter Hiitteroth and Volker Hohfeld, Tiirkei (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
2002).
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toral livestock farming, unless mineral resources such as coal deposits (Zonguldak) en-
able local development. Resource extraction and the strengthening of the shore in con-
nection with the coast road impair the natural development of the coastline.*?

Between the Bosporus and the Danube the foothills of the Iskander Mountains and
Stara Planina reach the coast. Due to the alternation of flat and steep coasts, this sec-
tion of coastline features numerous landmarks that provide orientation for naviga-
tion.** In terms of vegetation, Cape Emine near the seaside resort of Zlatni Piasatsi
marks the border between the southern, sub-tropical-influenced formation and the
northern formations that belong to temperate climates.** Anthropogenic influences,
such as straightening rivers, resource extraction, establishing ports, roadbuilding
and shoreline reinforcement, have brought about an increase in coastal erosion
while cutting sediment shifts.>

2.1 Crimea—a World of its Own

Crimea is a peninsula that is connected to the southern Ukrainian lowlands only by the
Perekop Isthmus, a strip of land barely above sea level. To the east, the Syvash, a wet-
land of international importance and recognized under the Ramsar Convention, is bor-
dered by several lagoons. Because their only source of freshwater is precipitation, the
salinity is higher than in the Black Sea and Sea of Azov, thus enabling commercial salt
extraction. The north of the peninsula is formed of lowlands that through irrigation
have been turned into fertile farmland, although since the Russian annexation in
2014 it can hardly be used because freshwater supplies from the Ukrainian mainland
have been cut. In the south, the Crimean Mountains culminating in the Roman Kosh
(1,545 meters/5,069 feet) separate the inland area from the south coast that together
with the city of Yalta traditionally formed one of the most popular tourist destinations
in the Black Sea region. The mountain range prevents cold air from penetrating the
region, thus giving the south coast a favorable climate.

2.2 Potential Uses of the Coastal Areas

The economic potential of the coast goes beyond the extraction of sediments. Since an-
cient times, a crucial issue has been finding suitable locations for harbors. Early histor-

32 Bakan and Biiylkglingor, “Black Sea,” 35.

33 Delis, “Navigating,” 11.

34 Rossen Tzonev, Marius Dimitrov, and Veska Roussakova, “Dune Vegetation of the Bulgarian Black
Sea Coast,” Hacquetia 5, no. 1 (2005): 7-32, with a detailed vegetation survey.

35 Veselin Peychev and Margarita Stancheva, “Changes of Sediment Balance at the Bulgarian Black Sea
Coastal Zone Influenced by Anthropogenic Impacts,” Dokladi na Balgarskata akademiia na naukite 62,
no. 2 (2009): 277-84, for Bulgaria.
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ical settlement attached great significance to the location of harbors that could offer a
starting point for connections to the hinterland providing goods for trading. Since then,
it is only the kind of goods that are traded that has changed, as well as the quality and
safety of transport routes. Thus, the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453 caused
a deep rupture in trading relations in the Old World. With the expansion of Russian
rule in the Black Sea area, shipping routes across the Sea regained importance.
Odesa and Istanbul developed into significant trading posts, while their military signif-
icance declined after the Crimean War.

Growth potential with respect to tourism is evident both in the flatland coastal
areas and coastlines marked by cliffs with sand-filled bays. The delta areas attract vis-
itors because of their apparently untouched natural landscapes and vast wealth of
birdlife. Indeed, the Black Sea region is a breeding area for twenty-one species of
bird and a wintering location for another twenty eight.*® Bulgaria has attractive
sandy beaches, including the seaside resorts of Zlatni Piasatsi (Golden Sands) und Slan-
chev Briag (Sunny Beach), which are aimed at international mass tourism. Romania
offers the Danube Delta, Crimea beaches set against the backdrop of the Crimean
Mountains, while the North Caucasus has the pebble beaches of Sochi. Abkhazia can
offer the coastal resorts of Pitsunda, Gagra, and Sukhumi, developed during the Soviet
era, while in Georgia there is Batumi, Kobuleti, and the recent addition of Anaklia. The
Turkish Black Sea coast has numerous smaller destinations that do not share the same
level of international recognition as those on the Mediterranean Riviera. Furthermore,
many coastal cities with historical monuments and modern cityscapes attract tourists.

3 The Hinterland

Whereas in the north and northwest, the coastline is largely formed of lowland areas,
in the east, south, and southwest mountains stretch all the way to the coast, with the
exception of the Colchis alluvial plain in Georgia. The extent of the hinterland depends
on the question being explored. A delineation of a Black Sea region that would be ap-
plicable to all historical periods is therefore hardly possible.*’

In Romania, the hilly region of the Dobruja (Romanian: Dobrogea) separates the
Black Sea coast from the agricultural area of Wallachia. The Danube cuts through
the hilly region at the Prut confluence, before this great European river splits into
the various channels of the delta, while the northern Chilia river forms the border
with Ukraine. Moldova, on the other hand, is marked by the hills located between
the river systems of the Prut and the Dniester.

36 The Commission, “Black Sea State,” 435.

37 For more on this, see Stefan Troebst, “The Black Sea as Historical Meso-Region: Concepts in Cultural
Studies and the Social Sciences,” Journal of Balkan and Black Sea Studies 2, no. 2 (2019): 11-29; Nasuh
Sofuoglu, “Theoretical Approaches to the Black Sea Region: ‘Is the Wider Black Sea Area a Region?’,”
Journal of Balkan and Black Sea Studies 3, no. 5 (2020): 171-90.
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In Ukraine, the coastal plain contrasts with the loess-covered and now cultivated
steppe landscapes that are marked by large rivers. The steppe merges into the hill coun-
try of Podolia and the Dnipro uplands, both of which are wide-open agricultural land-
scapes that emerged from the steppe, although anthropogenic steppe gorges (Russian:
ovrag) limit their usability. North of the Sea of Azov, the hills of Azov (highest peak 324
meters/1,063 feet) separate the coast from the steppe on the lower Dnipro. The Donetsk
Massif and the hills of Azov are tectonic uplifts of the East European platform forming
part of the Eurasian plate. The Donetsk Massif dips down to the coal deposits of eastern
Ukraine. Southeast of the Sea of Azov, the flat terrain of the seabed continues in the
agricultural landscape of the Kuban lowlands with the Taman Peninsula, before turn-
ing into the small hills of the North Caucasus steppe.

The transition to the Great Caucasus occurs near Novorossiisk, with its steepness
and thick forests giving the impression of an impenetrable barrier. Several foothills
reach the coast. The lowland sections in between are crossed by rivers, which usually
have low runoff, but can transport and deposit large amounts of gravel after heavy
rains in the mountains. In southeast Abkhazia, the coastal lowlands are extensive, al-
though the mountains also form a barrier here.

The Georgian lowlands of Colchis and Rioni offer a broad opening into the hinter-
land, although large parts of these areas were only meliorated in the course of the
twentieth century and even today parts remain difficult to traverse. It is for this reason
that the most important areas of settlement and agriculture in Mingrelia and Guria are
located away from the coast on the lower mountain slope. The mountain region, acces-
sible only through a few valleys, continues south of the Coruh in the Pontides. These
mountains are difficult to open up, meaning that the area is cut off from the Anatolian
highlands to the south. It is only in the metropolitan area around Istanbul that the
mountain ranges subside and the low density of settlement is transformed by the
sprawl of the metropolis.

West of the Bosporus and Dardanelles, the low mountains of the Istranca Daglar1
(Bulgarian: Strandzha) emerge. North of Burgas, the climatic divide of the Eastern Bal-
kan Mountains rises up, separating the milder south from the harsher climate of the
north. Heading northwards until the Romanian border, agriculture dominates a loess-
covered tableland that is considered part of Dobruja.

3.1 Fertile Soil and Natural Resources as Development Potential

Extending southwards into Crimea, the Chernozem of the Ukrainian steppe changes
into Kastanozem (“chestnut soil”) under drier climatic conditions. The regional climatic
conditions thus transform a sequence of soil types which have developed a relatively
rich humus horizon over calcareous loess deposits. While the relatively dry summer
conditions prevent minerals from being washed away, the cold winters hinder the bio-
logical and chemical degradation and hence the humus layer can grow. At the same
time, the soil fauna provides significant water storage capacity, with the accumulation
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of lime in dead root tubes enabling the vertical movement of soil water.?® The narrative
of Ukraine as a breadbasket was already familiar in Antiquity, as the region was used
for grain cultivation. Unsuitable agricultural technology damaged the black earth, pri-
marily in the Soviet period, leading to soil erosion and deflation. Further west, in the
Carpathian foothills, podsolization increases. Soil leaching also affects soil formation in
Georgia, albeit under much warmer conditions.

Among mineral resources, the iron ore deposits around Kryvyi Rih and the coal
deposits of the Donetsk area (Donbas) have been known for centuries. Alongside the
manganese deposits of Nikopol, they have formed the basis for heavy industry in
the area since the 1880s. There are some mineral deposits in the hilly hinterland of
Georgia. In Soviet times, coal deposits were developed in Tqvarcheli (Abkhazia),
close to the coastal region. Further to the east are the coal deposits of Tqibuli and
the manganese ore deposits of Chiatura, which were once of global significance.

3.2 Climate and Landscape Development

Any examination of earlier phases of climate change must apply terminology drawn
both from paleoenvironmental research and from archaeology to the postglacial peri-
od, too.

The last period of cooling in the late glacial era, the Younger Dryas, was succeeded
around 10,200 years ago by the warming during the postglacial climate optimum of the
Boreal. During the Atlantic period (between 8,000 and 4,800 years ago), the melting of
ice masses in the North Pole region and in the European mountain ranges had passed
its peak, meaning that that the water flow of many East European rivers receded.
When sedentary cultures developed during the Neolithic Era, forest steppe vegetation
on the loess plateaus and in the mixed forests in the river valleys shaped the southern
Ukrainian hinterland, the Chernozem emerged, and a favorable climate enabled the
development of agriculture.*® During the Chalcolithic Age (6,000 to 5500 years ago),
high levels of humidity led to increased humus formation before the Subboreal period
(around 3500 BC onwards) brought in a dryer climate that reached a peak around 3000
BC. This probably initiated a new period of steppe formation in parts of the North Pon-
tic region. The third century BC was marked by climate volatility, including extended
dry periods and—at its end—a catastrophic drought that resulted in a withdrawal of
the human population from many areas.*’

38 Jorg Stadelbauer, Die Nachfolgestaaten der Sowjetunion: Grofsraum zwischen Dauer und Wandel
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1996), 379 -80.

39 Galyna Pashkevich, “Environment and Economic Activities of Neolithic and Bronze Age Population
of the Northern Pontic Area,” Quaternary International 261 (2012): 175-82.

40 Elke Kaiser, Das dritte Jahrtausend im osteuropdischen Steppenraum: Kulturhistorische Studien zu
prdahistorischer Subsistenzwirtschaft und Interaktion mit benachbarten Ridumen (Berlin: Edition Topoi,
2019), especially 139-43.
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The late Subboreal period, with increased precipitation from around 2000 BC,
marked the start of the Bronze Age. Another period of cooling from around 800 BC
on led to the abandonment of previous settlements in mountain areas. In the seventh
century BC, Greek colonization began from Miletus with the founding of trading ports
and settlement colonies. This was followed by a renewed warming at the turn of the
century, which also coincided with the heyday of the Roman Empire. A rapidly growing
population sought new areas of settlement. Burgundians and Goths had settled in the
south of today’s Ukraine, but by the end of this warmer phase Xiongnu (“Huns”) invad-
ing from Mongolia had overrun these kingdoms, initiating a decline in steppe agricul-
ture.*" Colder winters and a more humid climate preceded the warming of the High
Middle Ages around 1000. This was succeeded around 1350 by the Little Ice Age before
a renewed period of warming emerged in the mid-nineteenth century. Climate change
since then, and particularly since the middle of the twentieth century, is mainly attrib-
uted to the burning of fossil fuels.

3.3 High Biodiversity

The traditional landscape division in Ukraine notes a transition from the dry steppe in
the south to the forest steppe in the north of the country, where forest steppe incorpo-
rates a mosaic of sites with different moisture supply, where steppe-like features pre-
vail under dry conditions and forests predominate in wet river floodplains. As a result
of human interventions, tree coverage in Ukraine is very limited. It is limited in the
south to the pine forests of the lower Dnipro and to deciduous forests of the Crimean
Mountains, while the Carpathian Mountains are densely forested. In the steppe areas,
forests were pushed back by steppe husbandry and agricultural colonization, with the
latter also reducing forest steppe formations through grasses such as feather grass
(Stipa) and fescue (Festuca) to a few remnant sites.

On the Russian Black Sea Coast and in Abkhazia forests stretch right up to the
shore where they have not been cleared for settlements or transport infrastructure.
At the foot of the mountains, there are stands of oak, beech, hornbeam, and chestnut.
Alder and Caucasian wingnut are common in the Rioni lowland. In addition, some
plant species that have survived the ice age, such as the Pitsunda pine (Pinus pithyusa),
Eurasian smoke tree (Cotinus coggygria), and Cretan rockrose (Cistus cretica). Decidu-
ous forests prevail up to an altitude of 1,200 meters (4,000 feet), above which the pro-
portion of conifers increases. Above the tree line (in western Georgia at about
1,700-2,000 meters/5,600-6,600 feet), there are still some beech trees, while above
2,400 meters (7900 feet) Alpine grasslands take over. In Ajara, cultivated vegetation (es-

41 Behringer, Kulturgeschichte, 89.
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pecially citrus fruits) has largely replaced the natural vegetation in the coastal hinter-
land, while beech and chestnut stands dominate in the mountains.*

In Turkey, too, natural vegetation has largely disappeared. In the immediate coast-
al hinterland, tea and citrus plants replaced the original moist forests and hazelnut
plantations the deciduous beech forests. In the subcolchic moist forests, beech trees
prevail alongside other deciduous trees, while in higher altitudes on the mountains
firs, spruces, beeches, and rhododendrons grow in what sometimes resemble primeval
forests. Where land has been turned over to use, vegetation has generally suffered deg-
radation.*® In the western section of the Turkish hinterland, the expansion of the meg-
acity of Istanbul has led to the loss of sub-Mediterranean dry forests with pines and
deciduous oak trees. In Bulgaria, oak forests can be found in the lower levels of the
mountains, beech forests up to 1,800 meters (5900 feet), while the highest altitudinal
belts are occupied by pastureland.

3.4 Landscape Change in the Holocene and Anthropocene

Long- and short-term climate change, together with the resulting changes to inflows
and outflows, are important natural drivers shaping the terrain at river estuaries.
The expanding delta areas, small-scale changes to the coastline, as well as shifts in na-
ture of flora and fauna are all striking consequences of landscape change. However,
even long-term fluctuations in climatic elements such as temperature and precipitation
contribute only marginally to changes at the coast. More significant is human impact,
because clearance and agricultural use lead to soil erosion and sedimentation. Like-
wise, the stripping back of forests and the natural steppe, which have been replaced
by cultivated plants, is anthropogenic. In the catchment of the upper and middle reach-
es of the Danube, deforestation dates back to Roman times, whereas in its lower reach-
es it only occurred in the past millennium.**

4 Conclusion

The Black Sea region is a highly diverse space marked by contrasts and transitions:
from a temperate continental climate to the subtropical; from barely accessible moun-
tain ranges to flat coastlines; from wetlands of particular ecological value to dry areas
bearing little fauna and flora. Whether the area is seen as a single unit shaped by its
proximity to a large body of water, or instead as a neighborhood featuring various
spaces, depends on the perspective adopted. There is no uniform picture of the forma-

42 Bolashvili et al., National Atlas of Georgia, 72—75.
43 Hiitteroth and Hohfeld, Tiirkei, 105-9.
44 Giosan et al., “Anthropogenic Transformation,” 4-5.
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tion and shaping of landscapes that would pertain throughout history; instead, the area
has been altered constantly by climatic changes. In this way, many classifications and
constructs that might seem to have scientific basis are actually a product of mental
imaginaries. Indeed, treating this expansive albeit navigable sea as a spatial unit is it-
self something that is based on mental constructs.
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Antiquity

Our sources for the ancient Black Sea are characterized by great unevenness and
patchiness, as is usual in the study of ancient history in general. Our written texts
are overwhelmingly the creations of Greek culture, not only for the Greek and Byzan-
tine periods, but also for the Roman empire, when the imperial Greek culture of the
eastern Roman empire embraced also the Black Sea world. In consequence our view
of the region throughout antiquity tends to be dominated by Greek concerns of differ-
ent kinds, which are largely perspectives from the Mediterranean world. For we have
few texts from authors of the Black Sea area itself. Accordingly, our sense of the region,
and especially of the many non-Greek peoples there, as well as the region’s broader
connections to its every side, can easily be overshadowed and even diminished by
these written traditions. Since other ancient peoples of the region have left very little
in written form, it is largely through Greek eyes and terminology that their very iden-
tities are usually understood. For example, we know (thanks to Greek evidence) that
the pastoralist Scythians of the northern coastlands and above did not call themselves
Scythians, but Skolotoi." Moreover, like the Scythians, the Colchians of the eastern coast
and the Thracians of the west were loose confederations even at times of their greatest
unity: these dominant ethnic labels are sweeping terms, which conceal and obscure an
extraordinary range of difference in economy, political organization, customs and
much more besides, to the extent that our Greek sources sometimes display their dif-
ficulty and dissatisfaction with the terms that they themselves employ.” For while
Greeks of the Mediterranean might well have scant concern with the close realities
of the Black Sea world, and especially its non-Greek populations, those Greek authors
who had experience of the region or sought to pursue regional idiosyncrasies for other
reasons, struggled to offer a nuanced account of the region.®

1 Herodotus, Histories 4.6, with David Asheri, Alan Llyod, and Aldo Corcella, A Commentary on Hero-
dotus Books I-1V, ed. Oswyn Murray and Alfonso Moreno (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), as
for all matters in Book Four of the Histories.

2 On Thrace, see Zofia Archibald, The Odrysian Kingdom of Thrace: Orpheus Unmasked (Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1998); Julia Valeva, Emil Nankov, and Denver Graninger, eds., A Companion to Ancient
Thrace (Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2016); on Colchis, David Braund, Georgia in Antiquity: A History
of Colchis and Transcaucasian Iberia, 550 BC-AD 562 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994).

3 See Reinhold Bichler, “Persian Geography and the Ionians: Herodotus,” in Brill’s Companion to An-
cient Geography: The Inhabited World in Greek and Roman Tradition, ed. Serena Bianchetti, Michele
R. Cataudella, and Hans-Joachim Gehrke (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 3-20; Tim Rood, The Sea! The Sea!: The
Shout of the Ten Thousand in the Modern Imagination (London: Duckworth Overlook, 2005); David
Braund, “Greek Geography and Roman Empire: The Transformation of Tradition in Strabo’s Euxine,”
in Strabo’s Cultural Geography, ed. Daniela Dueck, Hugh Lindsay, and Sarah Pothecary (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 216 —34.

8 Open Access. © 2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783110723175-007
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With some limited exceptions, it is archaeology that illuminates these non-Greek
peoples for us, while it also casts considerable light upon the Greeks of the Black
Sea too.* However, there is an important disconnect here, with which ancient history
must always live. Archaeology seldom offers a good fit with our written historical sour-
ces. For example, if we wish to know about building practices around the Black Sea,
archaeology will show us much about, say, the wooden dwellings in the marshlands
of the Colchian plain, or about defensive structures in the Taman peninsula. Ancient
texts, however, are seldom concerned with such matters, which crop up for the most
part only in the course of historical narratives, if at all.’ Pottery (easy to break, hard
to destroy) forms the basis of most of our social and economic history of the region,
but it is rare indeed for any ancient writer to say much about it.> Meanwhile, there
is another kind of unevenness which must also be understood. Archaeology has
been far more actively pursued in some parts of the region than in others. On the
southern coast there has been very little archaeology, which may also help to explain
the relatively small number of inscriptions that we have from the southern shores.’
However, we do have a rare eye-witness account of much of this coast, thanks to the
remarkable tale of Xenophon, whose large force of Greek mercenaries made its way
from Mesopotamia to the Black Sea coast at Trapezus (today: Trabzon) and thence
along the coast to Byzantium, and in some cases on into Thrace. These particular in-
stances serve to illustrate the general problem of our patchy data, to which must be
added the full suite of problems in interpretation and exegesis.

The appearance of written texts on the Black Sea region (largely but not exclusively
Greek)® dates from around the eighth century BC and provides the usual starting point
for the history of the region. It is also from that date onwards that archaeology around
the region has been most intensive, substantially driven by efforts to unearth evidence
on the process of Greek colonization there.

4 Cf. Askold L Ivantchik, Am Vorabend der Kolonisation: Das nérdliche Schwarzmeergebiet und die Step-
pennomaden des 8.—7. Jhs. v Chr: in der klassischen Literaturtradition. Miindliche Uberlieferung, Literatur
und Geschichte (Moscow: Paleograph Press, 2005).

5 In fact, these instances did attract some interest: Vitruvius, De architectura 2.1; Tacitus, Annals 12. Our
problems in interpreting dugout dwellings are not at all helped by the written texts on the region: Pierre
Dupont, “I’habitat grec du Point-Euxin: Quelques pierres d’achoppement,” Pallas 58 (2002): 285-99.
6 Cf. the general remarks of Timothy Taylor, “Believing the Ancients: Quantitative and Qualitative Di-
mensions of Slavery and the Slave Trade in Later Prehistoric Eurasia,” World Archaeology 33, no. 1
(June 2001): 27-43.

7 See the papers gathered in Victor Cojocaru, Ligia Ruscu, Thibaut Castelli, and Annamaria-Izabella Paz-
sint, eds., Advances in Ancient Black Sea Studies: Historiography, Archaeology and Religion (Cluj-Napoca:
Mega Publishing House, 2019); Manolis Manoledakis, Peoples in the Black Sea in Ancient Times: Proceed-
ings of the 3rd International Workshop on the Black Sea in Antiquity (Oxford: Archeopress, 2021).

8 Ivantchik, Am Vorabend; Jochen Fornasier, Griechische Kolonisation im nérdlichen Schwarzmeerraum
vom 7. bis 5. Jahrhundert v Chr: (Bonn: Habelt-Verlag, 2016).
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1 The Archaic Black Sea (c. 750-c. 500 BC)

Most of the traders, settlers, and adventurers who made the voyage to the Black Sea in
the archaic period considered themselves Greek, but they came largely from commun-
ities on the eastern coast of the Aegean and less often from the Greek mainland. The
city of Miletus stands out. It prided itself upon the extraordinary number of colonies it
had founded in the Black Sea and elsewhere.” Miletus’ neighbors also joined in, under
circumstances which remain obscure, and they occasionally took the lead, so that Teos,
for example, was recognized as the mother city of Phanagoria in the Crimean Bospo-
rus.'® Important too, though similarly obscure, is the process of secondary foundations,
whereby, for example, the key city of Sinope on the south coast evidently founded a
series of communities to its east, possibly including Trapezus, as some believed in an-
tiquity."* While our ignorance of detail can frustrate, we can see some broad themes
here which serve to characterize the whole region. Among the most important is the
fact that these colonists were themselves from cities of the Aegean which were colonies
from the Greek mainland. While there was some significant colonial settlement direct-
ly from mainland Greece (notably from Megara),'* most Greeks who arrived in the
Black Sea came from cities with an acknowledged mixed heritage, close to and inter-
married with non-Greek populations."® Such origins must have assisted their adapta-
tion to the new environment of the region, especially in the crucial matter of relations
with local peoples.

Around the whole region, these Greek settlements were very much based on the
coast. They commanded natural harbors and defensible locations, but they could
only hope to survive in cooperation with the populations among whom they establish-
ed themselves. For, while Greek infantry was formidable, early settlers were massively
outnumbered by local populations, so that forms of diplomacy were considerably more
important to the success of the colony than the use of force. It is true that in later cen-

9 Vanessa B. Gorman, Miletos, the Ornament of Ionia: A History of the City to 400 B.C.E. (Ann Arbor: The
University of Michigan Press, 2001).

10 Located on the Taman peninsula in the so-called Asiatic half of the Bosporus, later the eastern cap-
ital of the Bosporan Kingdom, on which more below: see Vladimir Kuznetsov and Alexey Zavoikin, “On
the Archaeological Topography of Phanagoria,” in Phanagoreia und dartiber hinaus...: Festschrift fiir Vla-
dimir Kuznetsov, ed. Nikolai Povalahev (Géttingen: Cuvillier Verlag, 2014), 29-52; David Braund, “The
Thessalian Foundation of Phanagoria: Civic Identity Re-visited and Extended,” in Povalahev, Phanagor-
eia und dartiber hinaus, 53—74.

11 Rood, The Sea!; Amiran Kakhidze and Michael Vickers, Pichvnari 1: Greeks and Colchians on the East
Coast of the Black Sea. Results of Excavations Conducted by the Joint British-Georgian Expedition 1998 -
2002 (Oxford: The Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford/The Batumi Archaeological Museum, 2004)
on Pichvnari, with subsequent volumes.

12 Adrian Robu, Mégare et les établissements mégariens de Sicile, de la Propontide et du Pont-Euxin: His-
toire et institutions (Bern: Peter Lang, 2014).

13 Naoise MacSweeney, Foundation Myths and Politics in Ancient Ionia (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2013).
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turies these colonies liked to imagine their beginnings in terms of epic conflict and the
defeat (and sometimes enslavement) of any local resistance; it is clear enough that col-
onies had enjoyed good relations with at least part of the local population from the be-
ginning."* Their military strength contributed to their value to local elites, while we can
trace exchange of many kinds. These colonies in effect mediated between local econo-
mies and the produce of the Aegean world. In broad terms the natural products of the
Black Sea world (notably fish, pastoral and agrarian products, and, in a different sense,
slaves, as well as metals, timber, pitch, and more) were exchanged for wines, textiles,
metalware, and other goods that were embraced by local elites as prestige items, by
which they could differentiate themselves from others around them."® For these im-
ports did not fill a void in the regional or local Black Sea economies. Wine had heen
available in the eastern Black Sea, for example, for many centuries before the arrival
of Greeks, and this Colchian wine continued to be traded around the region, while the
arrival of Mediterranean wines in Colchis itself seems to have had little or no impact
on the production of Colchian wine.* Similarly, the Scythian and Thracian peoples pro-
duced their own textiles and other clothing, after Mediterranean textiles became avail-
able, while we know a little of fine wools and silks arriving in the region also from the
Caspian and the east."”

These exchanges were accompanied by cultural osmosis of different kinds.'® The
Greek coastal settlements attracted settlers too from the hinterlands. At Olbia, for ex-
ample, there are indications of such arrivals from the Thracian regions to its west, and
also from the so-called wooded steppe to the north, whose inhabitants tend to be iden-
tified as Scythians by modern scholars, despite their large settlements and agrarian

14 David Braund, “Clashing Traditions Beyond the Clashing Rocks: (Un)Ethical Tales of Milesians, Scy-
thians and Others in Archaic and Later Colonialism,” in Cojocaru et al., Advances in Ancient Black Sea
Studies, 79-108.

15 Vincent Gabrielsen and John Lund, eds., The Black Sea in Antiquity: Regional and Interregional Eco-
nomic Exchanges (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2007).

16 Jennifer Y. Chi, Darejan Kacharava, and Guram Kvirkvelia, eds., Wine, Worship, and Sacrifice: The
Golden Graves of Ancient Vani (Princeton, NJ: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World/Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2008).

17 David Braund, “On the Camels of the Aorsi: Discorides and the Medicine Trade of the Bosporan King-
dom. Part I. The ‘Soldier’s Life’ of Dioscorides,” Vestnik drevnei istorii 81, no. 2 (2021): 394—-407. On silk
finds, see esp. Eliso Kvavadze and Maia Chichinadze, “Palynological Analysis of Organic Materials from
Pichvnari (Including the Earliest Silk in Georgia),” in Wonders Lost and Found: A Celebration of the Ar-
chaeological Work of Professor Michael Vickers, ed. Nicholas Sekunda (Oxford: Archaeopress Archaeol-
ogy, 2020), 102-7 with David F. Graf, “The Silk Road between Syria and China,” in Trade, Commerce, and
the State in the Roman World, ed. Andrew Wilson and Alan Bowman (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2018), 443-530.

18 E.g. Manfred Oppermann, Die westpontischen Poleis und ihr indigenes Umfeld in vorromischer Zeit
(Langenweifibach: Beier&Beran, 2004); David Braund and Sergei D. Kryzhitskiy, eds., Classical Olbia and
the Scythian World: From the Sixth Century BC to the Second Century AD (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007).



Antiquity —— 81

lifestyles."® Our earliest objection to such identification comes with Herodotus, re-
sponding to earlier accounts in the fifth century, and supposing (erroneously, no
doubt) that northern town-dwellers had been displaced from the coast and had once
been Greeks.”” He had perceived that they were not much like the pastoralist Scythians
and had tried to explain their existence in a context of a general belief among Greeks
that the northern hinterland was empty, apart from pastoralists. In fact such towns
were quite numerous in archaic times. Greek wares reached them from at least the sev-
enth century, probably by or along the great rivers of the region. Some mutual aware-
ness between these two settled regions, on the coast and above the steppe, seems very
likely, but we have no direct evidence on any communal relationships between them.
We do hear, however, about the deep penetration of Greeks to the north, and also about
Greek contacts with “Scythians” and others of the deep hinterland.**

Modern study of the archaic period has been dominated by a quest for causes that
is now tired, at best, usually aligned with a desire to label each settlement as a trading-
post (emporion) or colony (apoikia). Most scholars now agree, however, that the colo-
nial processes were far more complex than such simple tagging seems to allow;, where-
by settlers made the most of their respective locations, and developed in concert with
at least a substantial part of the local populations. The role of women was especially
important, not least because we are almost certain that in the early phases of colonies
in the region women were brought into the settlement from indigenous sources, wheth-
er by agreement, trade, or enslavement: the agency of these women is sometimes
glimpsed, for example in religion.?> This was an extended process of adaptation for
Greeks who came into the Black Sea, and faced new environments, crops, climatic con-
ditions, neighbors, and more. Such challenges meant that (by contrast with epic tales of
conquest, driven by the gods) colonists were in fundamental need of support and
know-how from their new neighbors.?® Far too much modern scholarship has centred
upon notions of hostility between settlers and locals, sometimes couched in terms of
conflict between agriculturalists and pastoralists. While there is occasional evidence

19 Further, St. John Simpson and Svetlana Pankova, eds., Scythians: Warriors of Ancient Siberia (Lon-
don: The British Museum/Thames & Hudson, 2017).

20 Herodotus, Histories 4108—-9 on the pastoralist Budini and the settled Geloni, whose town of wood
has sometimes been taken to refer specifically to the huge settlement at Bilsk in eastern Ukraine.
21 See J. D. P. Bolton, Aristeas of Proconnesus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962) on Aristeas of Proconne-
sus, for example. For archaeological evidence, see Galina I. Smirnova, Marina Ju. Vakhtina, Maya T. Ka-
shuba, and Elena G. Starkova, eds., Nemirov Hill Fort on South Bug River (St. Petershurg: The State Her-
mitage Museum/Institute for the History of Material Culture RAS/Neva Book Printing House, 2018).
22 David Braund, Greek Religion and Cults in the Black Sea Region: Goddesses in the Bosporan Kingdom
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of that, as also among the Greek communities of the Aegean too, Herodotus describes
instead a set of relationships which was broadly peaceful and mutually beneficial, as
realities demanded.

2 The Classical Black Sea (c. 500-323 B()

The two classical centuries were a period of prosperity and expansion around the re-
gion. External empires sought to command the Black Sea, even by the end of the sixth
century,®* while we see the development too of larger political entities around some
parts of the coastlands and interior. At the same time, interaction between the colonial
foundations becomes more clear to us, while we see also the power and wealth of some
entities within the region, notably among the Thracians of the west and the Bosporan
Kingdom of the north.?® The latter coalesced through the fifth century, so that its nu-
merous settlements, centred upon the shores of the Crimean Bosporus (the Straits of
Kerch), became a single state, with a common coinage. This state expanded across east-
ern Crimea, the Maeotis (the Sea of Azov), and the Taman peninsula, incorporating a
range of non-Greek peoples, in peace and way, especially from the 430s BC. Spartocus I
established a dynasty there in the late 430s BC, which would rule until its last king died,
around 100 BC.2® While its stability was threatened by internal and external conflicts,
the Bosporan Kingdom emerged as a major power in the Greek world, no doubt with
extended influence too across the interior, especially to its north and east. We hear
most about its relationship with Athens, sustainedly successful, which showed not
only the economic power of its agriculture (grain is often mentioned in the fourth cen-
tury), but also its sheer wealth, some of which can be seen in the archaeology of its
fabulous elite burials.”” By the end of the fourth century the Bosporan kings were
using their riches to build great reputations around the Aegean world and the rest
of the Black Sea, showing themselves as champions of culture, both against piratical
depredations and as supporters of theatre and the arts. They demanded respect as
Greeks, but their Mediterranean cousins tended to perceive them as somehow barbar-
ous and even malign.”®

24 Christopher Tuplin, “Revisiting Dareios’ Scythian Expedition,” in Achaemenid Impact in the Black
Sea: Communication of Powers, ed. Jen Nieling and Ellen Rehm (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2010).
25 Archibald, The Odrysian Kingdom; Viktor F. Gaydukevich, Das Bosporanische Reich (Berlin: Akade-
mie-Verlag, 1971); Jochen Fornasier and Burkhard Boéttger, eds., Das Bosporanische Reich: Der Nordosten
des Schwarzen Meeres in der Antike (Mainz: Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 2002).

26 David Braund, “The Relief and Text of IG II* 1 298: Leukon and his Sons in Athens and Mytilene,”
Annual of the British School at Athens 114 (November 2019): 241-61.

27 Braund.

28 Diodorus, Bibliotheca historica 20.25 with Philip de Souza, Piracy in the Graeco-Roman World (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). On theatre and culture in the Bosporus, see David Braund,
Edith Hall, and Rosie Wyles, eds., Ancient Theatre and Performance Culture Around the Black Sea (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019) on theatre across the region.
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The colonies of the region had all belonged to the Persian Empire by about 500 BC,
despite the apparent failure of Darius’ expedition against the Scythians around 512 BC.
For Persia controlled the Caucasus to the east and northern Asia Minor below, primar-
ily through local strong men. To the west Persia worked hard to dominate the whole of
Thrace and pressed westwards into Macedonia too: the invasion of Xerxes demonstrat-
ed the Persian grip on these northern lands. It was rather harder for Persia to control
the Crimean Bosporus, no doubt, but we see its domination there too in the mid-fifth
century, presumably loosened and perhaps removed with the emergence of the Spar-
tocids.?® Persian imperial ambitions in the region gave special significance to the Bo-
sporan alliance with Athens, which had sent its imperial warships around the Black
Sea in the 430s and probably encouraged and possibly even supported the ascent of
Spartocus I in these same years. The Athenian empire had carried on a war of revenge
and liberation against Persia since the failure of Xerxes’ invasion in 479 BC, so that its
determined entry into the Black Sea came rather late in its campaigning, a second front
against the Persian Empire, which seems swiftly to have given way in this northern out-
post of its extensive realms, in the face of local difficulties and the overwhelming sea-
power of Athens and its allies.*

After supporting a failed coup in Persia, a large force of Greek mercenaries (the so-
called Ten Thousand) escaped Mesopotamia and made its way to the Black Sea as the
fifth century turned into the fourth. By taking this hard route through the little-known
Armenian highlands, they avoided the long and exposed journey through Asia Minor to
the Aegean, whence they had come in more optimistic times. Xenophon the Athenian
has left his version of these events and, most importantly here, a detailed account (the
closing books of his Anabasis) of their passage along the southern coast of the Black
Sea, from Trapezus to Byzantium, and from there up into Thrace and the coastlands
of the western Black Sea. Xenophon’s account is designed to praise and exonerate
him, while meditating on larger themes of command, religion, and ethnic interac-
tions.*! The south coast was in a poor state, he says, with communications by land
very difficult: there is no sign of the Persian Empire here and no indication of any
other larger entity, for Athens had recently been crushed by the Peloponnesian war,
and a brutal civil war that followed. Xenophon shows a region with potential for set-
tlement by his great army, but also makes clear that the mercenaries had no wish to
stay in this challenging area. A risky plan to settle on the lowland of Colchis was
never pursued, while the potential site at Calpe near Heraclea Pontica was rendered
impossible by the hostility of the local population.** The cities of the coast maintained
uneasy relations with their neighbors. At Trapezus there was symbiosis with natives of

29 Vladimir D. Kuznetsov and Alexander B. Nikitin, “An Old Persian Inscription from Phanagoria,” An-
cient Civilizations from Scythia to Siberia 25 (2019): 1-7.

30 Cf. Edith Hall, “The Tragedians of Heraclea and Comedians of Sinope,” in Braund et al., Ancient The-
atre, 45-58.
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32 Xenophon, Anabasis 64.
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the locality, but also sustained hostility with those of the uplands above, in which the
mercenaries involved themselves. At Sinope, there was a reluctance among the civic
elite to engage with the mercenaries at all, but pressure from the local Paphlagonian
king made that inevitable.*® He controlled a large expanse of the hinterland and
might choose to depart from his largely peaceful relations with the city. Athenians
had been settled in the city some thirty years earlier, but Xenophon does not mention
them at all, most likely because that would have put him in a poor light in Greek eyes
(especially in Athens) and was best omitted.**

While the great force gradually broke up in various directions, Xenophon led a
sizeable group into service with the rulers of eastern Thrace. Here lay the major
power of the west coast, the Odrysian Kingdom, which had established itself among
the great powers of the Black Sea.*® It received regular tribute from the Greek cities
of the west coast, with a taste for silver that is apparent in its archaeology. Its elite
had developed a taste also for some parts of Greek culture, fancying themselves part
of the mythical past of Athens in particular. Such was their wealth and power that
even the Athenians were willing to acknowledge such claims, though there was skep-
ticism and mockery too. Xenophon’s account tends to suggest that their claims to cul-
ture were at best superficial and their ways routinely crude and treacherous. The gen-
eral view across Greek culture, which had often associated Thrace with the supply of
low-grade slaves, was that Thracians (including the Odrysians) were rich and vulgar,
with a taste for excess drink that seemed to be supported by their imports of Greek
wine in return for slaves and goods.*®

3 The Black Sea in the Hellenistic World
(323-c. 100 BC)

Philip II of Macedon had brought Greece and much of Thrace under his control from
the middle of the fourth century, and passed it to his son, Alexander the Great, who

33 David Braund, “Dancing around the Black Sea: Xenophon, Pseudo-Scymnus and Lucian’s Bacchants,”
in Braund et al., Ancient Theatre, 470 —89; cf. Maladina Dana, Culture et mobilité dans le Pont-Euxin: Ap-
proche régionale de la vie culturelle des cités grecques (Bordeaux: Ausinius Editions, 2011) on the local
Greek culture embroiled with these tendencies.

34 David Braund, “Pericles, Cleon and the Pontus: The Black Sea in Athens c. 440-421,” in Scythians and
Greeks Cultural Interactions in Scythia, Athens and Early Roman Empire (sixth century BC—first century
AD), ed. David Braund (Exeter: University of Exeter Press 2005), 80—99.
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andre Baralis, Milena Tonkova, and Totko Stoyanov, eds., L’Epopée des rois thraces des guerres médiques
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extended his father’s success in the Danube region and realized his plans to invade
Asia Minor. Alexander himself turned southwards on his invasion, so that the Black
Sea region was largely a spectator, though the Danube regions had taken his armies
as far as Olbia.*” However, his destruction and transformation of the Persian Empire
would have massive consequences for the region, and not only on its southern coast.
After Alexander’s death in 323 the entire region became part of a huge struggle for ter-
ritory and power by his successors and the dynasties they established, most famously
the Ptolemies of Egypt and the Seleucids of Syria.*®

For the Black Sea region as a whole, these Hellenistic years were a long period of
division and uncertainty. The great dynasts certainly had ambitions there, but these
never came to fruition. The early Ptolemies involved themselves directly at Byzantium
for example, and engaged with the Bosporan Kingdom in diplomacy.®® It was in Ptole-
my II’s library at Alexandria that Apollonius Rhodius wrote the most influential ver-
sion of the Argonautic myth, re-purposing the old myths in a framework of Ptolemaic
imperial ambitions that were not at all limited to the eastern Mediterranean. Mean-
while, the early Seleucids forged a massive kingdom across Central Asia and set
about plans for the Caucasus. Seleucus I even considered the construction of a canal
to link the Don and Volga, giving a better route from Central Asia to the Bosporan King-
dom and the Black Sea as a whole.** It was also a Seleucid king who established the
kingdom of Caucasian Iberia, now eastern Georgia, while the greater interest of the dy-
nasty was directed further westwards to the Aegean and Asia Minor. Fragments of the
strong tradition of Heraclea Pontica in local history give us disjointed glimpses into
how all this may have seemed to those who lived on the south coast of the Black
Sea at this time.*" They indicate also the role of other important players in these ex-
tended schemes of conquest and influence, notably Lysimachus of Thrace, whose am-
bitions stretched well beyond the western Black Sea.**

By and large, the cities of the region had to fend for themselves through the Hel-
lenistic centuries, dealing with difficulties as they arose, at peace and at war among
themselves and their non-Greek neighbors. The growing fashion at this time for hon-
orary inscriptions, celebrating the service of the local elites to their cities, give us a
range of vignettes. The arrival of Gauls from the west generated particular trauma
through the third century, as far afield as Olbia, until they were settled and subdued
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in Anatolian Galatia.*® These were years of raids, piracy, and on-going disorder, often
overshadowed by the struggles of the great dynasts. The war of 220 between Byzantium
and Rhodes deserves special notice, because it shows not only the importance of sea-
passage in and out of the Black Sea and the problems faced by cities from Gauls and
others, but also because it caused Polybius, among the more precise historians of an-
tiquity, to offer a rare overview of the goods that passed in each direction between the
Black Sea and the Mediterranean.** From the Black Sea came hides and slaves, plus
honey, wax, and preserved fish in quantity. Into the region came olive oil and wines
of many kinds from the Mediterranean. Grain might be moved in either direction as
occasion suggested. Clearly the list of goods is incomplete, but it gives a sense of prin-
cipal goods exchanged between the regions in the Hellenistic period and most probably
throughout antiquity. We should note in particular that the uncertainties of grain pro-
duction were such that grain could be brought into the region as well as out of it, con-
trary to the notion of many modern scholars that the region was simply a “bread-bas-
ket.”*®

From the closing years of the second century BC Mithridates VI Eupator brought a
new unity to the whole region. From his principal seat of power in Sinope he created
an empire which included all the shores of the Black Sea, while the campaigns of his
generals were taken to have established sound geographical knowledge of much of the
northern interior too.*® He claimed to have inherited the Bosporan Kingdom around
100 BC, and an honorific inscription for one of his key generals (Diophantus) from Cri-
mean Chersonesus shows that he had the military resources to take over the fractured
kingdom and suppress opposition there, internal and external.*’ Colchis and Paphlago-
nia came to him in similar fashion. His administration of the east coast was praised
long after his death. Mithridates presented himself very much as the protector of
the Greeks around the region, especially against threats from non-Greeks who came
into the region under circumstances which are poorly understood. At the same time,
however, he clearly enjoyed substantial support among the more indigenous non-
Greeks around the region, including the most rebarbative of them. However, while
his activities around the lower Danube were uncomfortable for the expanding interests
of Rome, it was in Asia Minor that Mithridates’ imperialism really clashed with Rome
and its allies, notably the rulers of Bithynia. A series of wars followed, in which Mithri-
dates saw only limited success, relying in large part on the resources and manpower
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that he could bring from the Black Sea region, including regions like Caucasian Iberia
at the edge of his sphere of influence. After decades of intermittent warfare from 96
BC, Mithridates was driven to suicide in 63 BC, trying to resurrect his fortunes at Pan-
ticapaeum in eastern Crimea. In consequence, Rome found itself in control of the
whole of Asia Minor and much more besides, including much of the Black Sea.

4 The Roman Black Sea (c. 100 BC through the
sixth century AD)

From its early expansion overseas in the third century, Rome had favored indirect rule
as a mode of empire. While cities came to enjoy substantial autonomy, Rome especially
favored alliances with local monarchs, particularly where an area presented special
difficulties. Accordingly, the Roman response to victory over Mithridates was in large
part to find and support a series of such monarchs around the region, strong enough
to maintain order and meet Roman demands, but not so strong as to present any seri-
ous threat to overall Roman control.*® It was only on the southern coast that Rome saw
immediate profit in annexation and direct rule under provincial governors. Most of the
region was wholly unsuitable for direct government from Rome, because there were no
great treasure stores to be looted (that had been done with Mithridates’ death) and any
steady income from taxation would have been swallowed up in local defense and ad-
ministrative commitments. To the north the Bosporan Kingdom was restored and given
to one of Mithridates’ many sons, Pharnaces II, who soon proved unreliable. Colchis
was entrusted to a monarch named Aristarchus, about whom we know almost nothing.
Thrace and its Greek cities were soon troubled by a king of the Getae named Burebista,
constructed in heroic terms by some Romanian scholars, but in fact a shadowy figure,
largely unknown to us.*

Mithridates’ defeat and the broader conflict of the Mithridatic wars brought a mass
of scholars, poets, and other intellectuals of Hellenistic culture to the centre of power at
Rome, some by force and others in search of new patrons. Among these was the young
Strabo, whose family had been close to Mithridates and who would go on to write our
single most important account of the Black Sea region since Herodotus, completing it at
a great age around AD 25.°° His family had been actively involved in the Mithridatic
administration of the Black Sea, while his home city of Amasia in Cappadocia was
well connected to the southern coastlands. Moreover, he was himself close to Queen
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Pythodoris, a key figure among the ruling royalty of the region in his day.** While an
enthusiastic supporter of Roman rule, Strabo also observes its shortcomings, for exam-
ple in Roman governors’ poor record against endemic piracy in the eastern Black Sea,
in particular, a thorny issue for Roman rule across the region. For Rome was very
aware of the complexities there, obvious in its multiplicity of languages that seemed
strange to Romans, who were comfortable enough with Greek, the lingua franca of
the region into the Byzantine era.

Under the early Roman emperors, from Augustus onwards (ruled 31 BC—AD 14) the
Black Sea region, like the rest of the empire, was steadily taken under close control in a
process of centralization that was driven be several factors. The use of allied monarchs
was fraught with risks, such as the ruler’s sudden death and conflict over succession,
or the unsatisfactory conduct of the monarch himself with regard to Rome. At the same
time, the relationships of the monarch in Rome became concentrated overwhelmingly
on the emperor himself, so that the personal bonds once shared among the Roman
elite were now links primarily to the emperor and to those close to him.** Steadily rul-
ers around the Black Sea were replaced by a Roman imperial administration which
had also expanded to extend the emperor’s direct control of the empire. In AD 46
the last ruler of Thrace died and was replaced by a Roman governor, whose province
was shortly (some fifty years later) divided into two as Upper and Lower Moesia, the
latter occupying the west coast as far as Olbia. The governor of Lower Moesia was also
ready to intervene in the affairs of the city of Chersonesus, across the waters in south-
western Crimea.

On the south coast, provincial control was extended eastwards as far as Colchis,
which became part of Pontus Polemoniacus, itself a part of the great province of Cap-
padocia established early in the reign of Vespasian (ruled AD 69-79). It took its name
from its last king, Polemo II, who left power around AD 64, when he probably died.
Rome took over his fleet and port installations, which were the basis of a new imperial
fleet for the Black Sea, the classis Pontica.>® In this way Rome took direct control of the
problem of piracy, with fortified ports along the coast from Trapezus to Sebastopolis
(today: Sukhumi) and soon onwards to Pityus. The historian Arrian of Nicomedia pro-
vides a detailed account of his inspection of this coast during his governorship of Cap-
padocia in AD 132 in the reign of Hadrian (ruled AD 117-38), who had visited Trapezus
in person. Arrian shows us the continued role for minor monarchs of the Caucasus,
supporting the Roman fleet. By now the eastern Black Sea had become important to
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the whole Roman frontier of the east, especially as a conduit for troops and supplies
southwards to the Euphrates region, while they also linked with Caucasian Iberia in
facing new threats from peoples north of the Caucasus, especially the Alans, who
had organized as a confederation by the 60s AD.>*

The Bosporan Kingdom underwent a series of upheavals after the deaths of Mithri-
dates and Pharnaces II, with a complex series of brief reigns and internal conflicts. A
new stability was achieved by Aspurgus, whose rule was approved by Rome around AD
14, under the new emperor, Tiberius (ruled AD 14-37). Rome would have to intervene
directly there under the emperor Claudius (ruled AD 41-54), to ensure the succession
of his son Cotys I and the removal of another son, Mithridates VIII, who was brought to
Rome and became part of the Roman elite. However, it was only from the time of Ves-
pasian that a stable rule and line of succession was maintained in the Bosporus. Rome
provided financial support for its rulers, but made no attempt to replace them with a
governor. As experience under Claudius had shown, the Bosporus entailed the vast in-
terior of the north and its many parts and problems, so that it was left to monarchy
until its final demise in the later fourth century. Throughout these years, the rulers
of the kingdom proclaimed their allegiance to Rome with a zeal and consistency that
is unparalleled among Rome’s other allies. Already a century earlier, however, in the
250s the kingdom had been unable to resist pressure from its northern neighbors,
who forced their way to the sea and raided as far as Trapezus. Some in antiquity
held the Romans responsible for Bosporan failure here, particularly through their
withholding of the funds needed by the kingdom to manage diplomacy and maintain
a strong army.*> However, Rome had still more profound problems.

The third century saw the Roman Empire at its weakest, rent by internal struggles,
economic pressures and the restored power of Persia, which had a direct impact in the
Black Sea. The emperor Diocletian (ruled AD 284-305) formalized the division of the
empire into east and west. Byzantium re-founded as Constantinople in AD 330, became
the capital of the eastern empire. The Black Sea changed in consequence from a distant
section of the imperial periphery to become an immediate geographical and security
concern of the emerging Byzantine Empire. To the north the Danubian frontier had
long had a string of fortified Roman camps along the southern banks of the great
river, with a very active campaign of diplomacy beyond. The peoples of the north (usu-
ally grouped under the general name of Goths) were a threat, but they could also be
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managed to a significant extent and transformed into Romans.*® It was against Goths
and also Huns that the eastern empire had to contend in the northern parts of the re-
gion as far as the Bosporan Kingdom. Meanwhile, the old Persian interest in the Black
Sea had returned with the emergence of Sassanid Persia, whose kings pursued their
own military and diplomatic agendas from the Caucasian regions and from further
south along the Euphrates frontier, where they had demonstrated in AD 260 that
they could defeat and capture a Roman emperor, the luckless Valerian. A series of un-
easy peace treaties were negotiated, but war with the eastern empire was never far
away. In the sixth century the Persians built a major road into Colchis, where
Roman forces could barely contain them, with the uncertain support of local allies.
It was now that the historians of the eastern empire, notably Procopius of Gaza, not
only narrated these wars in detail, but also offered another version of old descriptions
of the Black Sea, which had a new meaning for the centre of power at Byzantium-Con-
stantinople, in dread of a Black Sea in the hands of the Sassanids.®’

5 Overview: The Black Sea Region in Antiquity

Throughout antiquity the Black Sea region was a major reservoir of resources, not only
for the Mediterranean world, but for all the regions laid out around it. The great rivers
of the region and the vast steppe across its north, above the main Caucasus range, fa-
cilitated movement and exchange across distances t