Economic Mobility of Eastern Anatolia
in the Byzantine Period
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The Byzantine Empire, whose capital was the city of Constantinople (fig. 1) during the
Middle Ages, dominated the three continents, Asia, Europe and Africa, geographically
the most important strategic regions of the world from its foundation to its collapse.'
Since the time of Emperor Justinian L? the borders of the country, which has been
expanding since the time of the Middle Ages, has gained enemies in every period (fig. 2).
From Antalya to the south, to Egypt, to the Caucasus and Armenia to the east, to the
south to southern Italy and Spain, which was reached during the reign of Basileios
(fig. 3).> Although the borders have expanded to the Tigris Valley in the east of Anatolia,
they have never been fixed.*

It entered a period of rapid pause with the Imperial dynasty of the Komnenos. Only
the northwest of Anatolia, Thrace, part of Macedonia and the Straits remained of the
Eastern Roman Empire. The Empire was erased from the stage of history by the conquest
of Constantinople by the Ottoman Empire in the middle of the 15" century.

Economy

One of the two major sources of the economic system of the Byzantine Empire was the
Roman Empire and the other one was Anatolia. The Anatolian peninsula was a transit
trade zone that connects Asia to Europe and consists of regions with natural resources
and different climates. In this respect, the Byzantine Empire was located in the region
where the Silk and Spice roads reached the Mediterranean by connecting east-west
economies. The state has advantageously used this position and has managed to have
a say in world trade in every period. Even when the government’s control over the
economy loosened, private enterprises came to the forefront.

Important commercial points around Anatolia during the Byzantine Empire are:
from land, in Tabriz in Iran, in Baghdad in Iraq, in Damascus in Syria; from the sea,
there were Alexandria in Egypt, the island of Cyprus in the Mediterranean, Crimea in
the north of the Black Sea, and the ports of Sinop, Samsun and Trabzon. These main
points were connected by three main routes. The first one is the east-west route, the
second is the north-south route, and the third is the diagonal route that connects the
southeast with Istanbul. While the loss of Italy, the Balkans and Armenia in the periods
of the disintegration of the Empire did not affect it economically, the weakening of trade
with Syria, Egypt and Africa for political reasons seriously damaged the economy of the
Byzantine Empire.’
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Fig. 1: Constantinople City.

Themas (fig. 5),° which was estimated to have emerged during the period of I
Justinian (527-565 AD), when it was first established, expressed the provinces where
the armies were established, but later assumed the role of controlling the economic
and political administration.” These commanders were workers at the time of war and
peasants in peacetime. Sivil Strategos "was a semi-civilian governor. In this context, the
val Limitanei ra (Border governor), which was placed in the Roman border regions of
the Themas, was similar to the military system of the land.?

The security of the Byzantine Empire and the dominance of the small regions provided
the opportunity to recognize the dominance of small states.” The conquests changed
the region’s strategic and political geography, and the outpost and garrison system
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(border guard) were monitored along the eastern border. Herakleios’ Armeniakon
covers the region of Armeniak, eastern Anatolia. The Armeniakon command occupied
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Fig. 4: Climate and Landforms os Eastern Anatolia.

the eastern and northern regions of Anatolia.”’ In fact, the region has generally placed
its commercial role as a buffer zone and its military role in the military — administrative
aspect.” This administrative system, which emphasized the political importance of the
Eastern Anatolia Region in particular, was to provide control. In addition to the ongoing
economic links between the east and the west, these traces were also important in the
transition to the Holy Land.*

The Byzantine Empire in the Mediterranean, Aegean and Marmara regions, which
are in the west of Anatolia and on the seaside, economy is generally active. He was
able to maintain his sovereignty in the political and military spheres. This feature of
the Eastern Anatolia Region due to difficult climate and ground shapes could not use
enough. The fact that Sasanis and the Arabs started to be influential in the region was the
most important factor in this, it became a transit area and fell into a passive situation.”
But the political problems and conflicts between the Byzantine Empire and Arab thread
did not enitrely complete the existing trade. Struggle with Sasanis, in particular, forced
the Byzantine trade between Asia and Europe from the north of Eastern Anatolia to
different commercial links with the Goktiirks and the Khazars in Central Asia.

Using the Byzantine political and military power, it pursued the policy of maintaining
all commercial products in its own geography. He tried to achieve this by using his
strategic position effectively in every period. Starting from the end of the 7" century, all
European trade was passing through Constantinople, a capital port that fulfilled its duty
as a transit port and terminal."* The capital was Europe’s richest and largest city from
the 7% century to the 13" century.” The Eastern Anatolia Region has always assumed
the same role as the highway in this period and after.

Although it was not as influential as Rome, it used commercial means and chose to
collect more taxes. This tax collection system was based on the right to work in the right
direction of the soil and labor, although it was not successful in later and was carried
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Fig. 5: Development of the Byzantium Themes.

out in scattered ways.' The most important factor was the loss of land under the control
of the Byzantine Empire.”

The geography of the Eastern Anatolia Region has not always shown itself in
the same way everywhere, and has created differences in the forms of land, climate,
vegetation, variety and quantity of production (fig. 4). However, these products were
mainly produced by agriculture and animal husbandry, reflecting the characteristics of
the region. Special craft branches such as forging, leatherwork and carpentry, which are
specialized in rural areas of the region, are also seen. In this period, the mining industry
was at the forefront of the Anatolian economy but we learned from the Armenian and
Arabian sources that it was not used as effectively as the Romans’. In spite of this, the
commercial policy of the Roman world has not been completely eradicated, but it has
contributed to the trade.’®

The hinterland of the agricultural economy along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers was
filled with mountain and lowland settlements and had strategic importance."” Towards
the end of the 4™ century, Armenia was shared between the Byzantine Empire and the
Sassanids (Persians). Karin (Erzurum), Erez (Erzincan) and Elazig were included in the
Byzantine Empire.”” But the empire was not only in conflict with the Sassanid and Arabs
in the east, but also with the Avars in the west, and it affected Eastern Anatolia,?* both
economically and politically.

In the beginning of Byzantine history, rare luxury items were mostly imported from
the east, jewelery from India and Iran, and silk from China.” Such luxury goods were
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state monopoly, especially the workshops where they were working close to the center
where both men and women worked.

Although the most important commercial products of the empire were grain and
silk, the number of goods traded in Istanbul and other provinces of the empire was
quite high. The most important ones are olive oil, wine, salty fish, meat, vegetables,
salt, timber, carpet, wax, ceramic, wood and linen.” In addition, luxury items such as
perfumes and spices, as well as slave trade was intense. Mine, ceramic, textile, glass, silk,
ivory, gold and silver works were evaluated as a secondary production to manufacturing
and craftsman.

This region has been an important transit point between the east and west of the
commercial goods during the Byzantine Empire period, as in every period. It has played
an important role in supplying products from the far east and the east to the capital
Constantinople. The role of the soil and the harsh climate have been important in
assuming this role. But the struggles that took place with the Sassanids and the Arabs
from time to time caused negative results in the region as well as economically. The
Eastern Anatolia Region, which is close to the disintegration phase of the Empire, has
emerged from the sovereignty of the state and lost its importance.

It is to better understand and evaluate the commercial life of the Byzantine Anatolian
Caucasus and the Islamic world in the east; the south coast, the Aegean Islands and the
Greek world with Constantinople.
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