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The Byzantine sources as documentary evidence for the 
reconstruction of historical climate 

loannis Telelis & Evangelos Chrysos -. . 

Summary 

This paper prcscnts an attcmpt to cvalualc thc significancc of thc Byzantinc historical 
sourccs to historical climiltoloyy nnd thc potential contribution of clirnatoloyial cvidcncc 
from chcsc sorlrccs to Ihc rcconslruction of thc Mctlicval climatc of ~ h c  Eastcm Mditcr- 
nncan basin. A nct of methodological observations on thc difficulties inhcrcnt in chc vari- 
ouS typcs of thc narrative sourccs and thc trunworthincss of thc climatological information 
dcriving from chcm, is gcncrally outlincd as it ariscs from thc corpus of information dcvcl- 
opcd by a rcscarch projcct still in progrcss at thc Univcrsity of loannina. Thc historical and 
philological clforts ncccssary to approach in a scicntilic way climatological cvidcncc from 
thc By7antinc sourccs arc dcmonslratcd by an cxamplc: in chc wintcr 763164 A.D. the 
Black Sca frozc and big icc-drifts covcrd chc surfacc of chc Bospho~s. up to thc Marmara 
Sca. This cxlraordinary mctcorological phcnomcnon is documcntcd by conlcmprary and 
Latcr Byzantinc chronographcrs whosc trustworthincss is tcstcd and comlatcd with 
accounts from Latin annals and chronicles of chc samc and lalcr pcriods. 

Zusammen hssung 

In dicscm Bcimg wird vcrsucht, dic Bcdcutung dcr By7antinischcn Qucllcn fiir die histo- 
rischc Klimaforschung und fiir dic Rckonslrukdon dcs minclaltcrlichcn Klimas im 
(Istlichcn Mittclmccrraum darzustcllcn. Im Rahnlcn cincs an dcr Univcrsitilt von loannina 
gcgcnwartig lilufcndc~~ Forschungsprojckws ko~ l~ l t c l ~  wcnvollc Inforn\ationcn Ubcr dic 
7ahlrcichcn mcthodischcn hoblcmc. dic mit dcr Auswcrlung Ubcrlicfcrlcr Qucllcn vcrbun- 
dcn sind, und iibcr clic VcrlfiBlichkcit dcr daraus abgclcitctcn Klimainformationcn gcwon- 
nrn wcrtlcn. 1)ic twi tlcr wissc~nscI~:lftlichrn Atlswcr~un~ tlcr I ly~~l~~rinischcn Qucllrn in 
bczug auf dic tlarin cnchaltcnc Klimainlbr~nation gchotcnc, sorglBltigc Anwcrldung hino- 
rischcr und philologischcr Mcthodcn wird anhand cincs Bcispiclcs vcrdcudicht: Im Wintcr 
763164 A.D. frorcn Tcilc dcs Schwarzcn Mccrcs zu und machtigc Eisschollcn lricbcn durch 
dcn Bosporus bis ins Marmaramccr. Dicscs bc~ncrkcnswcrtc mctcorologischc Phaomcn 
wurdc durch zcitgcnUssischc und spiltby7antinischc Chronistcn bcschricbcn. Dic Vcr- 
lillllichkcit dicscr Bcrichtc wurdc gctcstct. inclc~n sic mit zcitgcnOssischcn und sprtcrcn 
lalcinischcn Annalcn und Chronikcn vcrglichcn wurdcn. 



1. Introduction 

In the flourishing international cooperation for the reconsvuction of the European climate 
in historical times (ALEXANDRE. 1987; PI:ISTER, 1988). then has so far bccn no serious 
attempt for making use of Ihc information hidden in Greek Medieval historical sources. 
Only sporadic evidence has becn availablc to scholars from lhc time of NlrUMANN & 
PARTSCH (1885) and the less known Russian geographer, count of  TCIIICIIATCIIIJC' (1864). 
and to later compilators such as EASTON (1928), HENNING (1904) or WEIKINN (1958). who 
usually repeat each other without studying the evidence i~self. The rcason for this is, of 
course, to be found in the Medieval exprcssion "Gram sun1 non leguntur" or in its Amcri- 
can version: "it's Greek to me"! 

In 1987 D. MLTAXAS. thc melcorologist at thc Univcrsity of loannina, joincd a Europcan 
community project (contract EV-0028-GRm) on "The rcconsuuction of pas1 Muliccr- 
ranean climalc in historical timc". His intcrcst lo closc thc just mcntioncd gap in climato- 
logical scholarship with his conuibution to h c  projcct causcd him to scck the coopcration 
of the Historical Departrncnt at the samc Univcrsity. In this dcparlmcnt, though wc had so 
far no experience in this type of research, wc acccptcd his proposal for the following rca- 
sons: 

(a) an increasing awareness of the climatological problcms of our times (greenhouse cffcct 
etc.) and the wish or the obligation to support any attcmpt tackling thcsc problems; 

(b) our expectation that through this coopcration and thc aucmpi to reconstruct thc histori- 
cal climate, we may find answers to somc crucial historical qucstions such as thc ups : 
and downs in thc dcvclopment of thc Mcdicval socicty. the political changcs, and the 
matcrial culturc, for which thc wrrativc historical cvidcncc is not sufficicnt for provid- 
ing dcfinicc answcrs. For insmcc wc lack sufficicnt cvidcncc t cxplain h c  dcclinc of 
the Late Antique economy and culturc in thc sixth ccntury or the imprcssivc wcalth we 
mcct in the ninth ccntury in Easlcm and Wcstcrn Europe; 

(c) last but not Icast: in many aspccts historical research has rcachcd a deadlock. After hcr 
devotion to the study of the role of personages in historical developments. due to given 
political patterns, historia as a scientific discipline tumcd hcr hcad towards thc study of 

, 
political suuctures, stales, and stakhoods. Thcn came MAW who dcmonsmted the 
necessity of studying Lhe economic and social aspects influencing the historical phe- 
nomena. In the last decades we grew more inkrested in analyzing the position of the in- 
dividual in  history and studicd thc bchaviour and thc mentality of thc avcragc citizcn. 
Now one has ihc feeling that we should s m  facing more consciously qucstions con- 
cerning the impact of nature on political, social and cconomic developments - questions 
we have forgottcn to ask in thc past. 
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I. I Thc rcscarch project at the University o f  loannina 

Rcsponding to D. METAXAS' invitation two graduate students of the Byzantine Department 
(Mr. TEI.ELlS and Mrs. MOYSIDou) were appointed to undenake the task of reading lhor- 
oughly all Ihe Byzantine sources from 300 to 1500 A.D. in original Greek, which promised 
to offcr information of climatological value. The project was enlarged by asking F. 
NO'mKA. University of ALhens. to provide us with material from marginal notes in Greek 
manuscripts - she has made a compilation of approximately 5.000 Greek manuscrip notes - 
and. finally, wc gained the cooperation of Dr. RADICA of the Serbian Academy of Sciences 
at Belgrade, who has studied the Early Slavonic sources up to 1500 A.D. 

Until now wc havc studied and excerpted around 60 large historical works. I I church histo- 
rics, 80 chronicles, 5 geographical surveys. and around 50 Saints' Lives. As a result of this 
effort, approximately 600 concrete pieces of meteorological and parameteorological evi- 
dcncc and about 700 furlher accounts mierring to this evidence have been obtained so far. 

We still have to read and study a number of sourccs: approximately 150 Saints' Lives and a 
number of collections of correspondence. We also intend to study in a special section the 
thcorclical cosmological and agricultural treatises which, even i f  not providing concrete 
meteorological evidence, will nevenheless help to elucidate the sensitivity and knowledge 
of the Byzantines about the impact of nature on man in Medicval times. Due to reasons of 
acadcmic discipline ow learn has not studied yet any documentary sources for the period 
alkr 1500 A.D. with the exception of some secondary works and compilations, although 
wc expect that thc material from this later preinstrumcncal pcriod will certainly provide us 
with much morc useful information especially for thc Little Ice Age (GHOVIJ, 1988). 

Ncvcrthclcss, wc hopc that soon we shall bc ablc to exccrpt all ohcr Grcck sources of the 
Classical. Medieval and Postbyzantine dmes with the support of the new "Thesaurus 
Linguae Graecae". available as a computer programme callcd IBYCUS, d c v c l o ~  at the 
Univcrsity of California at Irving. Wc hopc hat with somc hundred keywords and the 
proper "Find Command" all references to natural phcnomcna will be at our disposal thanks 
t a software programme called "Pandora". (This will soon bc our Pandora box!) 

1.2 Melhodological aspects concerning documentary cvidence o f  climatological 
valuc from Ihc Byzanlinc narrative sourccs 

As for thc rccons~uction of historical climate we cannot claim that the results of our re- 
search arc satisfactory so far. Thc direct mctcorological cvidcnce providing data on 
changcs in temperature or humidity, adequate for quantification in tcrms of standard mcteo- . 
rological variables and for consuucdng meteorological time series to inuoduce long-term 
fluctuations, i s  very scarce and fragmentary. More often we have accounts on parameleu- 
rological phenomena such as famines. epidemics etc., usually not offering any explanations 



about possible climatological causes. Thus, we must underline that our information docs 
not go much beyond thc gcncral observations made by INGRAM el al. (1978: 332): "Most 
historical information is not so rcadily quantifiable in terms o f  meteorological variablcs, as 
the data are discontinuous, non-homogcncous. and show a marked bias towards thc 
recording of extreme events." 

O f  course. there is a numbcr o f  extremc individual meteorological events rccordcd in thc 
Byzantinc and Oricntal sourccs. Onc such cvcnt. like the severe wintcr 763164 A.D. is 
described further below. Howcvcr. thcsc cxtrcmc cvcnts bclong to the category dcscribcd 
by FARMER & WIGI.I:.Y (1983: 180): "Although individual cvcnts such as galcs and lhuntlcr- 
storms may causc consitlcrablc clam:~gc to h:uvcs~s, thcir cffccLq can bc vcry I c r ; l l  ilntl thcir 
scvcrity nccd havc no b r i n g  on h c  gcncral evolution of lhc climaa". 

Although thc study o f  thc available sourccs has not bccn complctcd yct, wc havc comc to 
the conclusion, disappointing though not despairing as i t  may bc. that thc contribution of 
thc Byzantinc, Oricntal, and Slavonic sourccs to thc reconstruction of thc E u r o p n  climate 
for the pcriod bcforc 1500 A.D. is not cxpcctcd to bc substantial but rather sccondary and 

*ICl  WC mcrcly supportivc to thc cfforts of othcr mchods and disciplines. As a mattcr of T. 
shall havc to rcly basically on thc rcsulLq o f  olhcr sorts o f  proxy data rcscarch such as ucc- 
ring evidence, pollcn and sedimcnt analysis ctc. which. contrary to othcr parts o f  Europc, 
havc not bccn sufficiently dcvclopcd in Grcccc and thc othcr Southcastcm E u r o p n  and 
Middlc East countries. 

With regard to our documentary cvidcnce, for a rcliablc use of our information wc havc to 
overcome somc difficulties inhcrcnt in  thc typc o f  thc sourccs providing thcm. Thc By7an- 
tinc narrative sourccs bclong actually to thrcc diffcrcnt litcrary gcnrcs (HUN(;IIR. 1978; 
KH1IMI!ACIII:W, 1958): 

(1)Thc actual historical writcrs such as AMMIANUS MAKCI:.I.I.INUS, ~ )S IMUS,  and 
PRocoPrus or thc latcr Mlc l l~ rn .  PSEI.I.US. ANNA COMNI:.NI:., or IOANNI:.~ 
CANTACUXIINUS; 

(2) thc chronographcrs who writc univcwal chronicles slarting from thc Crcation of thc 
World up to thcir days, such as IOANNIS MAI.AI.AS (sixth ccntury), TIII~~I~IIANI:.~ (ninth 
ccntury) or 1o~NNfs ZONARAS (twelfth ccntury); 

(3) The church historains such as EUSERIUS, SOCRAES, EUAGRIU~ or NICI~PIIORUS 
CALUSTUS XANTI1OPULOS. 

Because of certain norms in litcrary tradition o f  writing historical works, thc authors in 
lhcsc lhrcc diffcrcnt gcnrcs obcy to wcll cstablishd rulcs: thc historians imitatc lhc mtxlcl 
of thc classical Grcck writers, mainly TllucYl~lnr:.s. and thcy arc intcrcstcd in dcmonstrat- 
ing rho initietivea or tho dcedn of thcir hcmn who are unually thoir boncfoc~orn, For thin 
mason thcy arc less intcrcstcd in describing mc~corological phcnomcna which according to 
thcir sophisticated attitudc arc irrclcvant to the political cvcnrs thcy want to dcscrihc. Thc 
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philological study of stcrcotypc cxprcssions describing mctcorological phcnomcna such as 
"scvcrc wintcr". "much snow" ctc. may provc to bc vcry hclpful for thc aqscssmcnt of the 
trustworthincss of this son of cvidcncc. 

Morc uscful arc thc accounts oflErcd by thc chronographcrs. Thcir aim is to dcmonstratc 
the stcady and powcrful incerfcrcncc of God in the dcvclopmcnt of human history under a 
concrctc eschatological scopc. Bccausc of this. thcy arc morc intcrcstcd in recording physi- 
cal phcnomcna (famines, cpidcmics, carthquakcs or mctcorological cvcnts) which thcy pre- 
sent as God's ac~s of educational punishment of His p p l c .  Oppositc to what BEU. & 
CRifl.vlli (1078: 333) obscrvcd concerning thc wcstcm Latin Mcdicval universal chronogra- 
phcrs. namrly tbi~t "lhcy wcrc unilhlc to tlistinpuish f;~rt from Icgrnd, thc ;K.curatc from thc 
crroncous. or to itlcntify contcmpor;lry i111d 11011~~0111~111~n~ri1ry SOII~CCS". wc niust ~~ndcrlinc 
bat  thc Byzantinc and Oricntal chronographcrs arc usually morc trustworthy and do pro- 
vide some rcliablc information; ofcoursc, only i f  i t  is analyzcd carefully. Thc information 
offcrcd by Bynntinc and somc Oricnul chronographcrs is of particular valuc bccausc quite 
oflcn thcy givc us a ralhcr accuratc chronological fralnc on an annual basis, allhough lhcy 
unfortunatcly fail to offcr us morc prccisc datcs. 

Somc uscful informotion is found, thirtlly. in thc writings or thc ccclcsiastical historains 
who stand bctwccn lhc political historians of Ihc Classical typc and ihc chronographcrs of 
thc Mcdicval typc in thcir aims and intentions in litcracy and in cxactncss. 

Furthcrmorc, ~hcrc cxistcd a vast amount o f  Saints' Livcs ( V i m  Sanctorurn) of thc Byiran- 
tinc Church - HALKIN (1957) counted 4,500 published Livcs of Grcck Saints. As a mattcr 
of fact thcsc writings havc minor importance as historical sourccs. Ncvcrthclcss, lhcy arc 
much morc trustworthy whcn thcy mention physical phcnomcna occurring during thcir 
hcrocs' livcs. Rut unfortunatcly, thcy usually ofrcr no chronological rcfcrcncc to thcsc 
cvc111s i~~l(l this (IIIII~II~S~IL'S. 01 coursc. t l lci~ V;IIIIC. I Iowcvcr. I l l is  COIICIIIS~~II is 11ot IIICUIII 10 

support thc dccision of FAKMI:K & WI(;I.I:.Y (1983). who rcjcctcd u priori all Saints' Livcs 
"as lhcir composers wcrc ncccssarily subjcct to ttx) many distortions". 

2. T h e  winter 763164 A.D. (;enera1 description ulrd sources' ovcrvicw 

Onc of thc most astonishing mctcorological phcnomcnon for thc Black Sea. Bosphorus, and 
Consmtinoplc area, occurrcd in 763164 A.D.: thc northern shorcs o f  thc Black Sca frozc 
and largc icc-drifts movcd towards thc south. crosscd thc Bosphorus and crashed against 
the city walls o f  Consmtinoplc, thc capital of rhc R!~antinc Empirc. causing serious dam- 
age. Mcanwhilc thc surfacc o f  thc sca bctwccn h c  Europcan and thc Asiatic coast of lhc 
Bosphorus froxc ant1 was convcrtccl into :I paswhlc dry land. In March ;In cxccptional 
pcriod of drought allcgdly rollowcd causing thc stagnation of springs and rivers. 

This climatological phcnomcnon is documcntcd by two of thc most imporlant Ryzantinc 
chronographcrs (Tlll:.Ol~llANES, 1883: 434-435; NICI:I~IIOKUS, 1880: 67-a), who claim to 
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be eye-witnesses. The same event is dcscribcd by eight funher posterior Byzantine sources 
(cp. Fig. 1 for a stcmma of these sources and table 1 for a list o f  them). The winter of 
763164 is funhermore described as very scvcre by thirty Latin annals and chronicles (cp. 
tablc 1). 

2.1 Classification o f  Ihc historical sourccs 

The historical sourccs providing us with inforhation about this meteorological cvcnt can be 
classified as following, according to thc philological genre they bclong to. the probablc 
comtcmporancity of the authors to thc cvcnt, and the geographical place and time in which 
the authors livcd and wrote (INGRAM ct al. 1981). 

I 

Conccrning thc philological gcnrc of thc sourccs wc should mention that all sourccs arc 
chroniclcs. This can bc cxplaincd by thc filct that thc p c r i d  o f  thc cighth and ninth ccn- 
turles in the Byantine History is covcrcd mainly by chroniclcs and Sainu' Livcs writtcn in 
later timc (KAKAYANNOPU~X)~ & WEISS. 1982: 337: HUNGER. 1978: 331). 

On the other hand, we must svess thc fact that only two out of a tolal of  tcn By.r.antinc 
chroniclcs and additionally two out of thirty Latin annals and chronicles can bc dcsignatcd 
as contemporary to the scvcrc wintcr. 

Such a classification of authors and sourccs into contemporary and later oncs is of great 
importance bccausc we can approach thcir cvidcncc with grcatcr or lcsscr "suspiciousness", 
taking into consideration that thc latcr authors. its a rule, copy in a morc or less faithful way 
the antcrior sourccs, usually without qucstioning and testifying thcir matcrial. Thus, the 

' percentage of cvidcncc rcjcctcd as dcriving from latcr sourccs is high. unlcss thcy can pro- 
vide us with additional information which they gaincd from sourccs lost or unknown to us. 
Unfonunalcly this did not happcn in our cast. Likcwisc. thc question why latcr chronog- 
raphcrs wcrc so vcry intcrcstcd in  rccording this cxccptional cvcnt mily bc uscful for our 
research bccausc it indicated thc impression this extraordinary cvcnt madc on thcm. 

The third panmctcr for thc hislorical and philological scrutiny of our sourccs conccrns 
thcir geographical origin: it is self-cvidcnt that a chronicle writtcn in Conslantinoplc 
UHEOPHANU. 1883: 434-433, is most trustworthy when i t  s p x h  about icc-drills in the 
Bosphorus and also of extrcmc imponancc is thc fact that this indigenous sourcc harmo- 
ni.zcs to a h l i n  annal originating from Ccntrdl Europc ( A n ~ l e s  Hegni Francorurn. 1950: 
22). becausc both speak about the same wintcr at two very different and rcmotc placcs. But 
let us examine our sources morc closely. 

2.2 Thc accounts o f  Ihe contcmporary sourccs 

The two chronographers contcmporary lo thc cvcnt, who offer us information through thcir 
parallel reports, are: TIIEOP~IANLS THE CONI:I:SOR, who was born in Constantinople in 760 

and wrote his Chronicle between 810 and 814 (HUNGER, 1978: 335). NICEPHORUS. later 
patriarch of Conslantinople, who was born in 758 and wrote his Brevarium between 775 
and 787 (HUNGER, 1978 344). Although i t  is accepted that the two writers did not know 
each othcr, so the probability of a mutual copying should be excludcd (KRUMBAC~IER. 
1958: 343). the resemblance in the course of their information and the fact that nothing sig- 
nificant differs, is changed. added or removed by TIIEOP~~ANES remains indisputable. 
TttEo:.onl~NEs (1883: 434435) has the following story to tell about the winter of Lhal year: 

<434> "In the same year i t  was bitterly cold after the beginning of  October. not only in our 
land, but even more so to the east. west, and north. Because of the cold, the nonh shore of 
the Black Sea fmde to a depth of thirty cubits a hundred miles out. This was so from 
Ninkhia to the Danube River, including thc Kouphis. Dniester, and Dnieper Rivers. the 
Nckropcla, and thc remaining promontories all the way to Mcscmbria and Medeia. Since 
~ h c  icc and snow kept on falling. io dcpth increased another twenty cubits. so that the sea 
bccame dry land. I t  was mvellcd by wild men and tame beasts from Khazaria, Bulgaria, 
and thc lands of  other adjacent peoples. 
By divine command, during February of the same second indiction the ice divided into a 
great number of mounlainous chunks. The force of the wind brought them down to 

Daphnousia and Hieron. so that they came through the Bosphoros to the city and all the 
way to Propontis, Abydos, and the islands, filling every shore. We ourselves were an eye- 
witness and, with thirty companions, went out onto one of them and played on it. The ice- 
bergs had many dead animals. both wild and domestic, on thcm. Anyone who wanted to 
could travel unhindcrcd on dry land from Sophianai to the city and from Chrysopolis to St. 
Mamas or Galata. One of thcse iccbcrgs was dashed against the harbour of the acropolis. 
and shattered it. Another mammoth one smashcd against the wall and badly shook it, 
<435> so that the houses inside trembled along with it. I t  broke into three pieces, which 
girdled the city from Magnaura to the Bosphoros, and was taller than thc walls. Al l  the 
city's mcn. women and children could not stop staring at thc iccbcrgs, then went back home 
lamenting and in  tcars, at a loss as to what to say about this phcnomcnon. 
In March of the same year a great many stars were seen falling from the sky, so that every- 
one who saw them suspected this was the end of thc age. Therc was also a bad drought. and 
cven springs dricd up." (TURTI.EDOVE. 1982: 123-124). 

In a few points this text is diffcrcnt from thc parallel tcxt of NlcaPllonus. For instance. 
TIIEOPIIANES gives his own personal rccollcclion of the scvcrc wintcr, remembering that he 
himsclf with thirty o f  his playmates climbcd on thc wp of onc of the icebergs that had 
floatcrl down the Bosphorus (THEOPIIANES, 1883: 434). This dclail lacks. of course, in the 
passage of NlCEHlORUS. Another point more serious and critical.for the assessment o f  the 
trustworthiness and the acceptability of the matcrial presented by TIIEOPI~ANE~, is that o f  
the drought which in March of the next year allcgcdly caused the stagnation of the springs 
(TIIEoPI~ANE~, 1883: 435). 



Table 1 The sources for the severe winter 763164 A.D. 

B y z a n t i n e  L a t i n  

1) Theophanis. ~ h r o n o ~ r a ~ h i a  
2)  Nicephori archiepiscopi 

Constantinoplitani, 
opurcula historica 

3) Georgii Monachi. Chronicon 
4) Leonis Grammatici. 

Chronographia 
5) Georgii Cedreni, 

Ilistoriarum Compendium 
6) Iwnn is  Zonarae, 

Epitome Historiarum 
7) Michaelis Glyca, Annalium 
8) Ephraemii monachi. 

/mperatorum el Patriarcharum 
9) Constantini Lascari. 

Compendium ll istoriarwn 
10) Chronicon breve 

Einhardi Annales 
Annales Regni Fruncorum 
Annales Loureshamenses 
Annales Peravianorum continuatio 
Annales luvavenres Minores 
Annales Luurissenses 
A n d e s  Luurissenses Minores 
Annales Xantenses 
Anmles .yancti Emmerammi 
Annales Alamanici 
Annales Mettenses 
Annales Breves Fuldenses 
Anriquissimi 
Annales Weissemburgenres 
Annales Fuldenses sive Annales Hegni 
Francorum Orientalis ab Einhardo 
Annaliwn Tilianorum 
Regionis Abbaris Prumiensis 
Chronicon 
Annales Sannalenses Breves 

18j Annales ~anialenses Maiores 
19) Annales ex Annulibus luvavenisihus 

Antiquis Excerpti 
20) Annalcs Altahenses Maiores 
21) Ekkehardi Chronicon Wirzihurgense 
22) Annales Sancti Amandi continuatio 
23) Annales Sangalenses Baluzii 
24) Annales taubacensium conlinuatio 
25) Annales Mellicenses 
26) Sigeberti Chronica 
27) Annalista Saxo 
28) Annales llildesheimenses 
29) Annales Guelferbytani 
30) Annales Nazariani 
3 1 ) LMtpcrti Annales 
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15th arnt. 

Fig. 1 Stcrnrna of the Byzantine sourccs as it regards the accounts of the scvcre winter 763164 A.D. 



2.3 The trustworthiness of the contemporary sources. The hidden chronographer 

Thc question is whcre the two chronographcrs could have collcclcd thcir impressively 
identical and dctailcd information from. Do thcy both narrate some rccollcction of thcir 
childhood, as i t  is explicitly mentioncd by TI~EOPIIANES, and from which source do they 
supplcment their makrial? 

The key to answer these questions is h~dden bchind the year of b i rh  of  the two wriccrs and 
in the conclusions of modcm scholarship conccming the origin of thc writings of 
TIl1ioPlIANlrs and NlcaPlloKus and thcir possiblc common sourccs. 

In the year of the sevcrc wintcr 763164 TIII:OPIIANI:S must have bccn four years old and 
thus, i t  is doublful whether a child of that age could havc k n  allowed by his anxious 
mother to climb with his friends of thc samc agc and walk on top of suangc and dangerous 
objects such as thc iccbcrgs in front of thc coasts of Constantinopic (MANGO. 1978: 16). 
And i f  we accept literally TIIEOPIIANIIS' pcrsonal rccollcction, thc only answcr wc arc ablc 
to give to the question whcrc from hc collcctcd all thosc dctails about the gcographical cx- 
lent of thc freezing, thc dimcnsions of the icc or thc prccise dcpth of thc snow, is that he 
found this information many years later, whcn hc used some unknown oral or written 
sources which must havc bccn the samc rrq thosc which NlClrPllOHUS obviously uscd whcn 
hc wrote his "Brcvarium" (KKUMI{ACIII:.K. 1958: 350: O n x t x ; o ~ s ~ ~ ,  1934: 2129; 
AI.IXANDI~K, 1958: 159). 

Howcvcr, thc pcrsowl rccollccdon of thc scvcrc wintcr lakes a ncw mcaning i f  wc attribute 
thc Chronicle known as that of TIII~OI~~~ANI~S not w T l l l i o l ~ ~ l ~ ~ ~ : ~  but to another author. 
Though this seems strange, it has rcccntly bccn donc in an absolutely pcrsuasivc and con- 
vincing way (MANGO. 1978.1986; SPECK. 1988). 

It is beyond thc scope of this paper to elaborate on dctails about this. I t  should only bc mcn- 
tioned that a bulky dossier of notcs and rccords - a complclc chronographical malcrial - was 
collected by Geou~lus SYNCIJI.I.US (a chronqraphcr of thc carly ninth ccntury). This 
material was uscd by Nlrclrnlouus, who cxtractcd information from it and usul i t  for the 
composition of this chroniclc, and Iatcr it was givcn to TIIIIOI'IIANI:?~. I t  is bclicvcd now that .' 

GEOKGIUS SYNCEI.I.US, who was closc to his dcath in around 81 1. askcd TllliOllllANES to, ' 
transcribe this dossier into a chroniclc which would bc thc continuation of his own 
chronography thut hc cxpcctcd to rcmain unl'inishcd bccausc of his.imminent dcath. How- 
ever, TIIEOPI~ANES never succccdcd in making this composition. What is known as 
THEOPHANES' Chronography is nothing morc than thc text compilcd by the copyist of the 
"archetypus" codcs of his Chronography at thc cnd of the ninth century. But no morc dc- 
tails. 

What i s  hcrc intcrcsting is thc fact that thc pcrson who rcmcmbcrs thc scvcrc wintcr in 
T l l l i o l ~ l l ~~ l i s '  pussuyc untl who stal~tls ns t11c uull~or hchi~~t l   tic rcletivc account ol' 
NICEPIIOKUS is the samc onc: GIK)K<;IUS SYNCIIK~.US. 
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So, lhe question asked about the documenlary or the oral background of the evidence in the 
case of TtlEoPHANEs can be transferred to that of GEORGIUS SYNCELLUS. whose mstwor- 
lhiness should not be disputed. because he spent his childhood in Constantinopie and we 
know, though not cxactly, that he had used local oral and documentary evidcncc in ordcr to 
supplement his chronographical material (HUNGER. 1978: 331 pp.) 

Concerning THEOPHANES' account of the drought after March 764 A.D. (TIIEOPIIANES, 
1883: 435). we note h i t  i t  sounds rather arbitrary. In his passage the drought is cbe l y  
conncctcd with a celestial phcnomcnon which took placc shonly before and made anyone 
who saw it be afraid that this was the end of the age: obviously stars were sccn falling from 
the sky; a fall of meteors. 

I f  we consider that this account of the mekors is also found in thc wxt of NICEPIIORUS, 
howcvcr not rclatcd to any drought but combined wilh othcr historical cvenls at an earlier 
chronological point (NICEPII~RUS, 1880: 65), we can imagine that here we havc to do with 
a false arrangement of the material on the one hand, and with thc insertion of fictitious in- 
formation on the other. For the author of TIIEOPIIANFS' chronicle hardly escaped from the 
very common motive in Byzantine chronographical writings to connect the appearance of 
stars, comets, and meteors to famines, pests, plagues, droughts, and similar mundane mis- 
fortunes (cp. CUMONT& Bou., 1904: 1 50). 

Lct us now comc back to the winlcr 763 and examine thc information of thc two basic ac- 
counts morc closcly. Though the assertion in thc passagcs of TlI~O1'llANIiS and 
N~<:I~I~IIOKUS that "it was bittcrly cold aftcr thc bcginniny of October, not only in our land 
(By.rantinc Empire) but evcn morc so to the east, wcst, and north" sounds cxccssivc, wc 
have found a good number of Latin annals and chroniclcs contcmporary or later to thc 
event, originating from Central Europe. which are in agreement with the Byzantine sources 
and c o n f i  them, so that the chronology of the event and the geographical dimension of 
thc phcnomcnon arc verified by thcse indcpendcnt sources. 

As a matter of fact. both the "Einhurdi Annales" (1826: 145) and thc "Annules Hegni 
Fruncorum" (1950: 22) stay chronologically vcry closc to thc cvcnl and can bc considcrcd 
as uustworthy according to the rigourous comp;lrativc analysis of thc annals and chroniclcs 
from Ccnual Europe of the ninth to thirlcenth centuries, camcd out by FARMER. Wl(il.EY. 
and olhcrs (1983: 205 pp.) from thc Climatc Rcscuch Unit of East Anglia University. 

2.4 Comment on the later accounts 

Furthcr~norc, thcsc conlcmporary primary Byzantinc and Latin chroniclcs scrvcd as sources 
for thc lalcr ones. Dcspilc thcir minor diffcrcnccs. thcsc chronicles rcly on thc primary 
sources of thc ninth ccntury. I t  is not the prcqxr plucc hcrc to put sidc by sidc authors' 
wmcs and statements coming from various Bymntine w d  b t i n  tcxw in ordcr to show lhat 
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thc small diffcrcnccs among thc latcr tcstimonics do not question the trustworthincss of ~ ' lc  
primary information and that they simply owe thcir existence to the rnanncr with which 
each latcr writer uscd the chronographical material that he received from thc antcrior 
sourccs. according to his pcrsonal stylc, his capability o f  recompiling thc tcxLs hc rcad as 
wcll as thc attention he paid whcn hc was copying them. The output o f  thc historical- 
philological comparison o f  thc Byzantinc sources quoting the event is shown in tablc 1. 

2.5 Summary o f  thc purc data 

Aftcr this analysis. a r6sumC of  thc purc data should bc offcrcd. cnabling thc clirnaalogist 
to makc any quarltifications ncccss;lry Tor thc reconstruction of past Mulitcrr;~nn~n cli~rl;~tc: 

I t  should bc clear from the cvidcncc o f  the contcmprary Bymntinc sourccs which wcrc 
vcrified by conrcmporary Latin ones that a scvcrc wintcr with harsh cold set in alrcady in 
October 763 A.D.. not only at thc northcastcrn parts o f  thc Balkan peninsula hut also in 
Central Europe. Thc Black Sca frozc up to a distancc o f  about 100 rnilcs off thc shorcs and 
to a dcpth of about 13 rn. This happcncd along thc northcrn coasts including thc mouths of 
thc big rivcrs Dnicpcr and Dnicstcr, along thc castcrn coact from thc mouth of thc Sca of 
Azof (Kens) to thc cdgc of thc Caucasus and along thc wcstcrn coasts. from thc mouth of 
thc Danubc to thc shorcs of Eastcrn Thracc. 

Thc snowfall which followcd thc harsh cold caused thc dcvclopmcnt of a ncw thick icc- 
laycr a b v c  thc prcvious onc about 9 m thick. Aftcr this. thc .sea hccamc a passablc frozcn 
surfacc in thc northcm and wcstcrn prLs of thc Black Sca. 

In Fcbruary 764 A.D. thc icc brokc into largc ice-&if& which wcrc pushcd by thc forcc of 
thc winds and thc strcams to thc southcrn (obviously unfrozen) cxtcnsion o f  thc Black Sca. 
floating down through thc Bosphorus and covering the swfacc of thc sca bctwccn thc 
European and the Asiatic coasts to thc Marmara Sca. Thc cold and thc snowfalls that prob- 
ably followed contributed to thc formation of a new frozcn passablc surfacc. 

2.6 Commcnt on thc rcliabiliry o f  thc quantitative information of lhc conrcmpo- 
rary accounts 

Perhap. wc should not lakc thc quantitative clcmcnts o f  the cvidcncc word by word bc- 
cause Medieval chronographcrs are usually fond o f  cxaggcradng. Such a suspicion would 
bc legitimate i f  this froezing o f  thc Black Sea and the Bosphorus had bccn uniquc in 
history. Howcvcr, wc happcn to know of about 15 caws o f  similar frcczings from 7 to 1862 
A.D. (401, 739, 763, 800. 928, 934, 1011, 1232, 1454 A.D.; MIOM, 1980). 1620, 1669. 
1755. 1823, 1849. 1862 (thcsc chronologics wcrc providcd by TclllcllATcIlar:, 1964: 268 
pp.). If wc corrclatc thcsc cvcnts to thc deduction of modcrn climatology for thc rcgion o f  
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thc Black Sca (BoRrsov, 1965: 127 pp.: Mctcorological Officc. 1963: 74 pp.). we shocld 
considcr thc quantitative information coming from the historical evidcnce as approximately 
wuc, providcd that we attribute it to an cxccptional case. 

Of coursc, we should not forget thc cxpcctcd tcndency of the iconophilc chronographers 
NICI:PII~RU~ and TIII:OPIIANFS :S conncct this scvcre winter with thc "dark" political 
circumstances of thcir timc. whcn thc Iconoclast Emperor Consmtinc V was on the 
Byzantinc thronc (LOMBARD, 1902: 94). But thc existcnce o f  this tendency obviously does 
not put undcr disputc thc fact that thc phcnomcnon took place rcally: although thc authors 
may wcll cxaggcratc. Thc icc-drifts sccm to havc appcarcd in the Bosphorus and cmshcd on 
thc walls on Consantinoplc, but thcir s i x  or thc damagc thcy produccd can havc bccn lcss 
cl~cln whi~t thc cl~ronogri~l,llcrs rcconl. 

On thc othcr hand, thc dctails about thc frozcn wild and domestic animals on the iccbcrgs 
should bc evaluated as significant for thc trustworthincss o f  ~ h c  wholc cvidcncc, i f  we takc 
into considcration that such a sight fits hcttcr to a polar or at lcrrst northcrn landscape than 
to a Mcditcnancan onc and. as a mattcr of fact, i t  must have bccn unknown as visual im- 
prcssion to thc Mcditcrrancan man. 

This scvcrc wintcr was pcrhaps cithcr thc carlicst of a scrics of vcry cold wintcrs which in- 
dicatc thc dcvclopmcnt o f  a significantly coldcr climatic rcgimc at thc cnd of thc first mil- 
lcnnium in Europc. or an isolatcd climatic cvcnt as LAMI) (1982: 157) obscrvcs. Anyway it 
did not havc any cffccLs on thc cconomy of  thc pcriod. Our sourccs do not Ict us comc to 
any such conclusion. Nonc thc Icss, i t  is a gtxxl cxamplc to show in  which way historical 
d t ~ u m c n w y  sourccs of viuying gcogri~phical origin can supplcmcnt cach othcr providing 
simultaneous information which can bc analyzd and intcrprctcd in  various manncrs. 
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