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AND A GREAT SLAUGHTER OF ROMANS OCCURRED:
THE FALL OF TAORMINA IN 902 AND ITS ECHO IN THE
BYZANTINE ECUMENE?2

Abstract: The following paper deals with the fall of Taormina to the Arabs
of emir Ibrahim II of Ifriqtya in 902. The way in which this event was written
about is noteworthy since we usually do not see such qualifications reading this
kind of texts. We examine not only Byzantine histories and chronicles, but other
narratives in Greek from Sicily and Southern Italy, how they wrote about these
events and what kind of language did they use. We especially pay attention to
the use of the ethnonyms Romans and Christians in these writings, uncover-
ing a set of meanings and the salience of Byzantine identity, shifting from the
Sicilian to the Constantinopolitan and general Byzantine perspective. Thus, a
local version of the story of the Arab conquest of Sicily and Southern Italy ech-
oes in other Byzantine narratives, where we see a distinction from the first texts
that mentioned the fall of Taormina, and later authors who either preserved the
initial narrative course of events or failed to do so.

Keywords: history of Taormina, Sicilian history, Arab conquest of
Byzantine Sicily, Byzantine history writing, Byzantine identity, St Elijah of
Enna.

The Arab conquest of Byzantine Sicily was a major historical event, since
it left the Christian Roman Empire without its largest island. It took place in
the turmoil of the 9th century when Arabs also managed to deprive Byzantium
of Crete and many territories in Southern Italy. Chronologically speaking, the
invasion started in 827 and it was over in 965 with the second fall of Rometta,
the last Byzantine stronghold in Sicily. What was started by the Aghlabid emirs
from Ifrigiya (Arab North Africa with its centre in present-day Tunisia), a cen-
tury later was accomplished by the Sicilian Kalbid emirs, protégés of the strong
Fatimid caliphs from Egypt. In the 11th century Byzantium tried to retake Sicily

1 Faculty of Philosophy University of Belgrade, vuk.samcevic@f.bg.ac.rs

2 This study was funded by the Ministry of Science, Technological Development
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Belgrade, Faculty of Philosophy (Contract number 451-03-66/2024-03/200163).
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Fig. 1 detail from Madrld Scylltzes fol. 110va deplctmg the fall of Taormina.

Cn. 1 gerass u3 Madrid Scylitzes fol. 110va xoju npukasyje mag TaopmuHe.

for the last time but failed. With the Norman arrival in Sicily, the Byzantines
lost their once biggest island forever. Nevertheless, the key moment during the
Arab conquest of Sicily occurred during the reigns of Byzantine emperors Basil
I the Macedonian (867-886) and his son and heir, Leo VI the Wise (886-912).
They had the responsibility to hold off the Aghlabids, who were little by little
bringing the whole island to their rule. Although some cities were occupied al-
ready in the first half of the century, Byzantium faced its largest loss when emir
Abi Ishaq Ibrahtm ibn Ahmad (875-902), simply known as Ibrahtm II, took
Syracuse on 215t May 878. Syracuse was significant since it was the capital of
the Sicilian thema and thus the island’s most important city. Another valuable
city that fell to the Arabs was Taormina, on 1st August 902. It is a strategi-
cally significant city East of Etna, on the shores of the Ionian Sea between
Syracuse and Messina. The fall of Taormina in 902 was the real loss of Sicily
for Byzantium, even though, as we have said, it would take the Arabs almost an
entire century to conquer all Byzantine outposts in the island.3

3 The bibliography on the subject of Byzantine presence in Sicily and Arab conquest
of the island is too numerous to be cited here, thus here is a brief list of useful and relevant
titles: V. von Falkenhausen, La dominazione bizantina nell’ltalia meridionale dal IX all’XI
secolo, Bari 1978; J. Shepard (ed.), The Cambridge History of the Byzantine Empire, Cam-
bridge 2008, 395-464, 537-582; S. Cosentino, Storia dell’Italia meridionale (VI-XI secolo)
da Giustiniano ai Normanni, Bologna 2008; A. Metcalfe, The Muslims of Medieval Italy,
Edinburgh 2009; A. Nef, V. Prigent (éds.), La Sicile de Byzance a I’Islam, Paris 2010; M. Di
Branco, K. Wolf, Hindered passages. The Failed Muslim Conquest of Southern Italy, Journal
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What is interesting here is just how was this event viewed in Byzantine
sources. Taormina’s fall gives us an insight into the Byzantine perspective and
the correlation of events linked to the loss of Sicily with the rest of the Empire
and the Byzantine emperors themselves, mainly Leo VI. Byzantine historians
from Constantinople, writing from the capital’s perspective and primarily fo-
cused on the events regarding the emperors, such as Symeon Logothete and
the so-called Theophanes Continuatus, note that during the fall of Taormina in
902 ‘a great slaughter/murder of Romans occurred’.4 This explicit appellation
of Taormina’s inhabitants as Romans3 is rather unusual in such sources. It is
unusual because we are dealing with a reference to a distant, Sicilian, provin-
cial city. When we encounter such passages, the local population or inhabitants
of a provincial town are usually portrayed as ‘men/people’ (Aadg), ‘populace’
(m\iiBog), ‘locals’ (¢yydpror), ‘those [who dwell] inside the city’ (ot &vdov Tiig
noAemg), or something else in a similar fashion. That being said, it is very in-
teresting that Byzantine historians who were not from Sicily or Southern Italy
chose to refer to the Taormina’s inhabitants as Byzantines, i.e. Romans, instead
of applying this name only to the Byzantine army or those who were from the
Empire’s centre and the capital itself.

In evaluating this question, we can refer to a local chronicle that covers the
Arab conquest of Sicily.6 It is preserved in two languages — Greek (of which we
have two manuscripts, in Paris and in Vatican) and Arabic (in Cambridge, lead-
ing the scholars to name this anonymous work as ‘The Cambridge Chronicle’).

of Transcultural Medieval Studies (Vol. 1, No. 1), (2014), 51-74; L. C. Chiarelli, A History of
Muslim Sicily, Malta 20182.

4 mapeAebn év Zwkehia 10 Tavpopévy OO TV AQpov i) dpeheiq, LaAlov & Tpo-
docia Evotabiov, Spovyyapiov tdv mhoipnmy, kai Kapapdlov ékeice 6vtog, kai Myani tod
Xopdaxtov, yevopuévng moAiis cpayiis T@v Popaiov (Symeonis Magistri et Logothetae Chro-
nicon, rec. S. Wahlgren, Berlin-New York 2006, 133.34); tob 6¢ otéhov év Zikehia Tavpopé-
viov OO TV A@pov TapeAedn kai moldg t@v Popaiov ¢ovog éyéveto (Theophanes Con-
tinuatus, loannes Cameniata, Symeon Magister, Georgius Monachus, rec. I. Bekker, Bonn
1838, 365.3-6); this is also evident later in the work of John Scylitzes: 6 t@v Ayopnvav
6TOA0G TO év Zikelia ¢Eemohopknoe Tavpopéviov, Kai moldg t@v Popaiov £yéveto @ovog
(Ioannis Scylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. /. Thurn, Berlin-New York 1973, 181.19-21).

5 The people whom we today call ‘Byzantines’ are in Byzantine sources always
Romans. For various understandings of Byzantine identity, cf.: H. Ahrweiler, Byzantine
concepts of the foreigner: The case of the Nomads, in “Studies on the Internal Diaspora
of the Byzantine Empire”, eds. H. Ahrweiler & A. E. Laiou, (Washington DC 1998), 1-15;
M. McCormick, The Imperial Edge: Italo-Byzantine identity, movement and integration, in
“Studies on the Internal Diaspora”, 17-52; C. Carras, Greek identity: A long view, in “Balkan
Identities: Nation and Memory”, ed. M.Todorova, (London 2004), 294-326; 1. Stouraitis,
Roman identity in Byzantium: a critical approach, Byzantinische Zeitschrift (vol. 107, no.
1), (2014), 175-220; A. Kaldellis, The Social Scope of Roman Identity in Byzantium: An Ev-
idence-Based Approach, Bolavtiva Zopecta (top. 27), (2017), 173-210; idem, Romanland:
Ethnicity and Empire in Byzantium, Cambridge 2019; J. Haldon, Y. Stouraitis, Introduction:
The ideology of identities and the identity of ideologies, in “Identities and Ideologies in the
Medieval East Roman World”, ed. Y. Stouraitis, (Edinburgh 2022), 1-16.

6 La cronaca siculo-saracena di Cambridge con doppio testo greco, scoperto in cod-
ici contemporanei delle biblioteche vaticana e parigina, per G. Cozza-Luzi e Can. B. Lagu-
mina, Palermo 1890.
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Fig. 2 detail from Madrid Scylitzes fol. 111 depicting the sack of Thessalonica.
Cun. 2 nerasmw u3 Madrid Scylitzes fol. 111V xoju npukasyje noxapy ConyHa.

The versions vary to some extent regarding the providing information, but usu-
ally both have the same passages in these two languages. The Greek manu-
scripts are more concerned about the Christian population in Sicily and their
history regarding martyrs, bishops, etc. For example, in the Greek version, it is
stated that in 845/46 Arabs had slaughtered 9000 Christians.” This form of ap-
pellation for the local, native Sicilian population is of no surprise if we imagine
a chronicle concerning Christians under Muslim rule. However, an examina-
tion of the ethnonyms in the chronicle will lead us to realise that Byzantines
are called all collectively ‘Christians’ in this text. This is the case for example
when the Byzantines captured Arab ships near the coast of the Byzantine thema
of Hellas.8 Far clearer example is in 895/96 when éyéveto &ipfivn pécov tdv
YPLOTIOVOV Kal copaKvey &t ToD Bovlydoev tod aunpd.9 This means that in
the chronicle we do not find any use of the term ‘Roman’ but only ‘Christian’,
since they mean the same thing — Christian Romans, i.e. Byzantines. That being
said, we also see the chronicler’s need to distinguish Sicilian Byzantines from
the rest by calling the first oi tfjg ZikeAiog ypiotiovoi.l0

7 éopdynoav T@V xploTiovev x1Aadeg 0 (ibid., 26); écedyicav Addeg 0 ypiotio-
vot (ibid., 100).

8 Ibid., 32. We have a similar example again in ibid., 34.

9 Ibid., 36.

10 Jbid., 40.
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On the other hand, we can verify this stance if we take a look at the
Arabic version of the same chronicle. In every line of the Greek text where we
encounter ‘Christians’, in the Arabic manuscript we see ‘Byzantines/Romans’
(the Arabic collective form (Riim)), both in the instances where we have Greek
yplotiavoi, or when in the Greek version the subject is not explicitly named but
it is clear from the context who it is.!! This word is used in Arabic to denote
both Byzantines and Orthodox Christians. Similarly, when in the Greek manu-
scripts we have Zapaxnvoi (Saracens, i.e. Arabs) we find in the Arabic version
(Muslims). It means that ethnic and religious designations (Roman/Christian
and Saracen/Muslim) refer to the same group of people and that in a way they
are synonymous, depending only on the language which one will be applied.
Additionally, we know that ‘Christians’ was only used for Byzantines (Sicilian
or other) and not for other Christian groups, because we see the term ®pdryyot
(Franks) in the Greek manuscripts indicating Frankish rulers and their men.12

If we were to read how does the chronicle describe our key events regard-
ing the fall of Syracuse in 87813 and Taormina in 902,14 we would not find any
reference to a potential slaughter of Christians/Romans in these cities. Such
descriptions are to be found regarding mostly Palermo, since it was the capital
of Arab Sicily.!5 When it comes to Taormina and its fall in 902, the chronicle
stops narrating the plunders of the future emir Abd Allah II (902-903) and ex-
plains how the old emir Ibrahim II led a great army, from both Ifriqiya and
Sicily, and took Taormina with no reference to any slaughter of the city’s inhab-
itants.16 Only in the Parisian manuscript we see a corrupted sentence regarding
the defeat of the Sicilian strategos Balsacius/Barsacius!7 by Arabs in 881/882
as ‘eTpant O TOAEUOG POA... EIG TOVPOUEY... Kai Eopay... TOA... 18 but we cannot
entirely comprehend the meaning of the sentence since the later part is omitted
in other versions of the text, even though we can clearly see the verb cpalm and
the adjective moAlC.

It is obvious that the chronicle used extensively this kind of formula for
the murder of the local population, but it is not to be seen in Taormina in 902 and
in general the Greek manuscripts speak exclusively of ‘Christians’. However,
we have seen that it is only a synonym for the Byzantines, no matter if they were
from Sicily or somewhere else in the Empire. We should now turn to Byzantine
historians and chroniclers from Constantinople, who described the fall of the

11 Cf. ibid,, 25, 27, 33, 35, 37.

12 Jbid., 46, 109. This can be corroborated in other Sicilian narrative sources in Greek,
e.g., when we see the difference between ‘our Christians’ (Byzantines) and Longobards: cf.
C. Rognoni, Au pied de la lettre ? Réflexions a propos du témoignage de Théodose, moine e
grammatikos, sur la prise de Syracuse en 878, en « La Sicile de Byzance a I’Islam » , 221.

13 La cronaca siculo-saracena, 32.

14 Jbid., 38-39.

15 E.g., when Abd Allah II reached Palermo from Ifriqiya: émdoOn 1| ndvoppog vmo
100 BorappPeg kat éyéveto cayf peydin (ibid., 38).

16 [bid., 38-39.

17" On Barsacius cf.: Von Falkenhausen, La dominazione bizantina, 79-80.

18 La cronaca siculo-saracena, 104.
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city in a much more dramatic manner than the author(s) of the Sicilian chroni-
cle. We also need to examine the context of the capital’s historians, because they
focused foremost on the emperors and their reigns.

In their narratives, Taormina’s fall, like the Syracuse’s fall 24 years earlier,
was linked to the foundations constructed under the members of the Macedonian
dynasty. Before Syracuse fell to the Arabs, we have a description of how Basil
I was preoccupied with the foundation of his remarkable palatine church, the
so-called Nea (New). Since the Byzantine fleet was engaged in its construction,
it could not make it in time to assist the besieged Syracusans, which led to the
city’s fall and its destruction following the conquest. Although authors differ as
in who was it to blame for such a tragic event and what happened exactly in the
first place, all are unanimous that the succour from Constantinople was not there
in time. On the other hand, the fall of Syracuse had no immediate consequences
for the rest of the Empire — at least that is what we read in the sources, who
manipulate the events’ chronology and place Byzantine army’s successes and
failures before or after the city’s fall.19

We find a similar pattern for the Taormina’s fall. Even though the details
are different in each individual text, their stories have a somewhat identical plot:
while emperor Leo VI was in Constantinople preoccupied with the foundation
or restauration of several notable churches, the Arabs from Sicily conquered
Taormina in 902 and killed a great number of Romans. Afterwards, the Arabs of
Leo of Tripoli20 from the other side of the Mediterranean took Lemnos. At the
end of the narrative course, we see the incident when emperor Leo was wound-
ed by accident in the Constantinopolitan church of St Mocius and it was fore-
told to him that it was a sign that he will reign for 10 more years after which he
would die. Until the last days of his reign, he had to deal with Arabs who were
still threating the Aegean basin.2l The prophecy was fulfilled and the emperor
died in 912. So, the story starts with the emperor’s foundations, it mentions the
fall of Taormina and Lemnos under the Arabs, and it ends with the prediction of
the emperor’s death, while the ‘slaughter of the Romans’ is only attributed for
the fall of Taormina (and not Lemnos e.g.).

We think that the reason for this peculiar passage regarding Taormina is
the result of a narrative course of events, where the fall of this Byzantine city
personifies plausible dangers and actual calamities that befell both the Empire
and the emperor of the Romans himself. The bringers of these calamities were

19 Chronographiae quae Theophanis continuati nomine fertur liber quo Vita Basilii
Imperatoris amplectitur, ed. 4. Kambylis, rec. Thor Sevéenko, Berlin 2011, 69-70; Symeonis
Magistri, 132.12; Theophanes Continuatus, 691.15-16; Ioannis Scylitzae, 158.26-160.68,
262.16-20; loannis Zonarae Epitomae historiarum vol. IV, ed. Ludwig Dindorf, Leipzig 1899,
33.12-25. The two distinct traditions that have originated about these events we can see in
Vita Basilii (or the whole Theophanes Continuatus) and Symeon Logothete, who generally
disagree on their evaluation of the Macedonian emperors (cf. B. CrankoBuh, [Japuepaocku
nampujapcu u yapesu Maxeooncke ounacmuje, beorpan 2003, 19-20).

20 On Leo of Tripoli, cf. A. Kazhdan (ed.), The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium vols.
I-11I, New York-Oxford 1991, 1216.

21" Theophanes Continuatus, 364-366, 376-377, 704.3-707.18; Symeonis Magistri,
133.33-38, 133.62; loannis Scylitzae, 180.14-183.36, 191.3-8; loannis Zonarae, 42-45.
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Arabs, coming from different directions towards Byzantine territories. After the
falls of Taormina and Lemnos, it was feared that, as the sources testify, Leo of
Tripoli might attack Constantinople itself, but alas he was stopped at Hellespont
and thus he turned towards Thessalonica, that he sacked on 315t July 904. In
Thessalonica we also find a great slaughter and bloodshed, however the sack
of this very important Byzantine city was not described with more detail than
Taormina by the Constantinopolitan writers, nor were the Thessalonians char-
acterised as Romans.22

It seems then that there is something special about the case of Taormina
and the description of its fall — which was described in the same way as the
Cambridge Chronicle labelled other events concerning slaughters of Sicilian
Christians.23 Yet we have two very important cities, provincial and ecclesiasti-
cal centres, taken by Arabs in a quarter of a century (878-904), and Taormina
stands aside as a Roman tragedy, greatly differing from Lemnos, even though at
a first glance they both seem similar. We could say that Taormina was important
for it represented the loss of Sicily, and although this may be true, it is from our
later perspective that we can claim this, since it was not a Byzantine manner to
view things as such — mostly because the centre of the province — Syracuse —
and its fall was seen as the real loss of the island among later Byzantine histori-
ans.24 Also, Taormina does not have a narrative text describing its own fall and
sacking, as the other two very important cities for the story of Arab conquests
during the first Macedonian emperors — the so-called Letter of Theodosius the
Monk?25 and John Caminiates’s Capture of Thessalonica.26 In other words, the
story of Taormina among Constantinopolitan authors was constructed on the ba-
sis of the idiom employed by the local Cambridge Chronicle and other Sicilian
and South Italian texts, but for a different occasion, i.e. Taormina in 902.

I find crucial for understanding these (rather important) nuances another
local Byzantine text from Italy, written sometime in the 10th century. It is the
anonymous Vita of St Elijah the Younger, written by one of his disciples after
the saint’s death.27 St Elijah of Enna, also known as St Elijah the Younger, was
a Sicilian and South Italian Byzantine monk from the 9th and 10th century. He
was born John Rachites around 823 in Enna, a city in central Sicily, and he was
a youth when African Arabs started invading the island. He was even taken
hostage and brought to Africa. Later in his life John/Elijah travelled to the Holy
Land, parts of the Balkans by the Ionian Sea, and Italy. He died on his way
to visit emperor Leo VI, in Thessalonica on 17th August 903. After his death,
his disciples returned his body to the monastery he had founded in Salinae in

22 Theophanes Continuatus, 368.1-5, 705.13-708.3; Symeonis Magistri, 133.40; To-
annis Scylitzae, 184.7-15.

23 Cf. pp. 3-4.

24 E.g. in the 11th century (cf. V. R. Samcevié, The Most Noble Part of the Empire:
The Image of Italy and Sicily in 11th-Century Byzantine Historiography, Collection of Papers
of the Faculty of Philosophy LIV (3), (Kosovska Mitrovica 2024, 213-236).

25 Cf. Rognoni, Au pied de la lettre, 205-228.

26 Joannis Caminiatae De expugnatione Thessalonicae, rec. Gertrud Bohling, Berlin-
New York 1973; cf. Kazhdan, The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, 1098-1099.

27 Vita di Sant’Elia il Giovane, ed. Giuseppe Rossi Taibbi, Palermo 1982.
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Calabria (today Seminara in the province of Reggio Calabria). St Elijah of Enna
had, according to his vita, a gift of foresight, so he is often compared in the
text to the prophet Elijah from the Old Testament, and his prophecies are very
important in his vita for they are one of the greatest of his miracles. He is not
to be confused with St Elijah Spelaeotes, another 10th century Byzantine saint
from Calabria who dwelled in a cave close to Melicucca, near Salinae. The
two homonymous saints have been in later tradition mistakenly regarded as
the same person, although St Elijah Spelaeotes was younger than his namesake
from Enna and, according to the vita of St Elijah Spelaeotes, they even met.28

In the vita of St Elijah of Enna, we can trace this connection of Sicily and
the rest of the Byzantine ecumene, during the events after the fall of Syracuse
until the fall of Thessalonica. Just how closely were these two incidents seen,
we can observe by realising that the text claims that even prior to 886 (i.e. from
at least 880 to 886 — years prior to that are not mentioned in detail, since only
around that time Elijah returned from the Levant to Sicily) the Byzantine em-
peror was Leo VI and not his father Basil 1.29 Already this mistake in the vita
(which is renowned for its historical accounts)3? indicates how the later occur-
rences from the reign of Leo VI influenced the author to place all the incidences
with Arabs in Sicily and Southern Italy to the reign of the same emperor, Leo
VL

Since St Elijah of Enna was like his namesake from the Kingdom of
Israel, he too was foretelling his contemporaries the tragedies that were about
to befall them for their sins. While he was in Taormina, Elijah warned the citi-
zens that the Arabs will take their city; later while he was in Amalfi, he saw in
a vision that the Arabs of Ibrahim II took Taormina following a great slaughter
of Christians, as he had foreseen.3! So, the text periphrastically says that many
Christians were murdered, i.e. many Romans. A similar pattern in the vita can
be found for the previous year, when Ibrahim’s son Abd Allah II took Reggio
in 90132 (which is, as we have seen, mentioned in the Cambridge Chronicle but
not in other Byzantine sources). Taormina, taken by the old emir Ibrahim II in
902, was of greater significance than the raid of his son in 901 when he con-
quered a city in Italy — at least that is what we can deduct from the information
given to us by Byzantine historians.

However, there was another story in the vita that did not find its way to
the histories written in Constantinople. After Ibrahtm II took Taormina, accord-
ing to the vita, he continued his conquest further into the Byzantine territory,
landing in Italy and besieging Cosenza. The #yrant (as the vita characterises
Ibrahim) did not by his actions only attack Christians, but Christ himself33 (and

28 Ibid.; cf. D. Hester, Monastic spirituality of the Italo-Greek monks, in “Greek
Monasticism in Southern Italy: The Life of Neilos in Context”, eds. B. Crostini and 1. A.
Murzaku, (London-New York 2018), 17-43.

29 Vita di Sant’Elia il Glovane, 480-484.

30 Jbid., xxi.

U Ibid., 1002-1007, 1022-1035, 1047-1059, 1107.

2 Jbid., 847-848, 875-902.

3 Ibid., 1105-1119. Also, this is not the only time that an emir is characterised as

wWwW W
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if we read Christians as Romans, the Roman Empire itself, embodied in the
Christ’s representative on Earth — the emperor). In this kind of context, while
besieging Cosenza and threatening Christendom (who’s political centre was in
Constantinople), Ibrahim II died thanks to the prayers of St Elijah of Enna: “O
v Kovotavtivodmoiv kotainyecHot kakel tedevtav oioviiopevog Bpayyoc,
0] €0yf) Tod Swkaiov kataPindeic, év Kovotavtia tig Trariog dewvde tetelen-
Kev.”34 So, the death of Ibrahim I on 23td October 902 caused by dysentery,
22 days after the beginning of the siege, was credited, in the vita, to St Elijah
— thus the holy man saved Christendom (and the Roman Empire) by the virtue
of his prayer and stopped the tyrant besieging one Italian Constantine city (keep
in mind the Greek form Konstantia for Cosenza), that if it was to be conquered
would finally lead to the fall of the Constantine’s city, i.e. Constantinople.
Employing this paronomasia, the author of the vita clearly indicates the ex-
isting connection inside the Byzantine ecumene — if the enemy of Christians/
Byzantines is not stopped in the periphery, he will continue to the Empire’s cen-
tre. And the starting point for this enterprise was not the fall of Reggio in 901,
nor Syracuse in 878, but the fall of Taormina in 902. Luckily for Christendom
and Romans, St Elijah, by his virtue and miracles, was able to halt the tyrant
already at Cosenza.

This episode of the vita is in accordance with a message of Leo VI sent
to St Elijah, earlier in the text, to pray for the Empire and the whole polity.3>
The topoi of Leo’s admiration for the saint and the praiseworthy depiction of
the same emperor are omnipresent in the text.36 Finally, Leo VI calls St Elijah
to come to Constantinople after the events of 902, where in the vita we see the
same motive of fear that Constantinople is in danger of Syrian Arabs, as in the
Byzantine narrative historical texts — however, while in Thessalonica, travelling
towards the capital, St Elijah tells his entourage that the Arabs would not be
able to make it past the Hellespont, but will sack Thessalonica instead, which
surprised some of them greatly, especially those from Constantinople.37 It was
yet another of Elijah’s visions that came true, but he had died in Thessalonica
before ever reaching the capital, and his remains were translated to Calabria the
following year, just a few months before the Arab sack of the city.38

All these episodes of Elijah’s life portray him as a personification of
Byzantines and their encounter with Arabs, be it the ones from Africa or Syria.
His birthplace of Sicily was conquered by Arabs, he died in a city that was
finally sacked by Arabs, and he never reached Constantinople — as nor did the
‘adversaries of Christians’. He was the one who, always according to his vita,
stopped the Arab emir in Italy from reaching Constantinople. Interestingly

tyrant in the vita, e.g. ibid., 322.

34 Jbid., 1121-1124.

35 "E@Bace 8¢ kai péypt factAémg 1 ovtod enpn’ tadto Lobov 6 pvnuovevbeig sboe-
Béotatog Pacthevg Aéwv é0odpale kal éunvoev adtd drepevyesho tig Paciieiog kol Tod
movtog moltevparog (Ibid., 997-1000).

36 [bid., 480, 1432, 1630-1635.

37 Ibid., 1478-1484.

38 Ibid., 1495-1596.
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enough, we also see in later Arab historians that they portray this intention of
emir Ibrahim II to take Constantinople at one point during his reign, although
he died in the country of the Riam, in a place called Cosenza.3% It seems that St
Elijah and other Byzantines from Sicily and Southern Italy, who often migrated
to the Balkan parts of the Empire running from the Arabs, were the transmitters
of these narratives (such as those from the Cambridge Chronicle or Elijah’s
vita) that at the end, found their way to the texts composed by the authors from
Constantinople. Only for them, the initial threat from Ibrahim II has shifted to
and merged with the activities of Leo of Tripoli. The Sicilian and Italian migra-
tions to the Balkans (especially in Peloponnese and Corfu, but we can trace peo-
ple from Calabria and Sicily even as far as Thessalonica and Constantinople)
are well documented in this vita and can be found in other texts as well.40

The narratives from Sicilian and Italian Byzantines reached the capital,
and the ongoing menace from the Arabs, both from Africa and Syria, became
one threat for the whole Empire and so the activities of Ibrahtm II and Leo of
Tripoli became segments of the same story, as we can observe in the texts of the
Constantinopolitan authors. At the same time, Leo VI (so important for the vita
of St Elijah) and his destiny are intertwined with the losses to the Arabs, from
Taormina in 902, followed by Lemnos and Thessalonica. Just as many Romans
were slaughtered in Taormina, the incident in the church of St Mocius signified
the emperor’s future end. The fall of Taormina was a danger for Constantinople,
but the advent of Arabs stopped at Thessalonica. That is why we find a different
name for the people of Taormina, and the need for their appellation as such in
the first place, that they were Romans — and not Christians as usually in local
Sicilian and Italian texts. The salient identity in the face of a war with Muslims
is Christian, however if you are writing about the emperor and the Empire, the
Roman identity will be the salient one — both meanings constitute an identity of
the same group, and it is only a matter of circumstances (or context) which one
will become the most salient and thus be exploited.4!

Lastly, we can see this connection of Taormina’s Romans with the fall
of Thessalonica and the threat to Constantinople in later Byzantine narratives,
where some who did not pay attention to this peculiarity of Taormina’s fall (i.e.
that Romans had been killed in the city) fail to see the whole picture and miss
the nuanced undertone. For example, Pseudo-Symeon Magistrus, writing prob-
ably at the end of the 10th century and who mostly found his information in
Theophanes Continautus and Symeon Logothete42 (sources in which the killed
inhabitants of Taormina are Romans), omits this qualification and says only that
the city was handed over to the Agarenes.#3 More than a century later, John

39 Di Branco, Wolf, Hindered passages, 55-56.

40 The best example is in Vita di Sant’Elia il Giovane, 1460-1464; Cf. Theophanes
Continautus, 368.6-16.

41 On the salience of identity and identity meanings, cf. M. Verkuyten, The Social
Psychology of Ethnic Identity, Hove-New York 2004; P. J. Burke, J. E. Stets, Identity Theory,
Oxford-New York, 2009.

42 Kazhdan, The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, 1983.

4 1001w @ Kopd Topadidotar Tavpopéviov toig Ayapnvoig (Theophanes Continu-
atus, 704.6-7).



Huw u Busaniuuja XXI11 523

Zonaras while also omitting to describe the slaughter of Romans in the fallen
Taormina (although he does say that many men perished in both Taormina and
Lemnos), in his narrative about Leo VI even misses out the opportunity to men-
tion the fall of Thessalonica in 904.44

On the other hand, John Scylitzes, who was also writing his history many
years after the Arab conquest of Sicily, by keeping the original narrative from
the 10th century was able to transfer (intentionally or not) the original concept
of Roman disaster at Taormina,45 all the way to the capital (and the emperor),
finally resulting in the fall of Thessalonica. This idea of transfer of the original
meaning and its importance can be confirmed by taking a look at a manuscript
of Scylitzes’s history with illustrated miniatures — Biblioteca Nacional, Vitr. 26-
2, simply known as the Madrid Scylitzes.#6 On fol. 110V we can see a scene of
Arabs taking Taormina (Tavpopéviov - Ayapnvoi) (fig. 1) and bellow a scene of
Leo VI in St Mocius with no caption. These two scenes were probably regarded
as the most important in this part of the text, and thus we can visually relate the
fall of Taormina with the incident at St Mocius’s church that both symbolised a
turmoil for the Empire. Even though in the caption above the scene of Taormina
there is no mention of Romans (which is present in the text itself), the cap-
tion for the scene of the sack of Thessalonica on fol. 111V writes Ayapnvol — 1
Ogooarovikn — aiypdrotor Popaior — otéhog Ayapnvav (fig. 2). In the case of
Taormina Romans are present in the text but not in the caption, and in the case
of Thessalonica it is vice versa4’ — the captions’ author48 wrote resumes of the
main text, trying to make the meaning of the narrative as clear as possible and
thus there are no Romans in the caption for Taormina, but he found it suitable
to mention them for Thessalonica, since the word was missing from the main
text. In this way the Roman character of the chain of events from 902 to 904 and
their significance for the Roman emperor and the Empire remain obvious. The
information preserved in the 11th century by John Scylitzes thus found its way
to a manuscript from the late 13th century (which was, lest forget, later found
very near Taormina).49

In Scylitzes’s example we can observe the echo of the initial narrative
found in the primary sources from the 10th century, who were themselves influ-
enced by the same ideas and idioms found in Sicilian and Italian Byzantine texts
(i.e. the Cambridge Chronicle and the vita of St Elijah of Enna) but modified
to fulfil the needs of their respective genre and purpose. The view on the fall of
Taormina is thus a product of different narratives and their retelling or rewrit-
ing, which was in some cases missed but in others preserved. In another place
of his history, when he starts again writing about the position of Byzantine Italy

44 Joannis Zonarae, 42-45.
45 Joannis Scylitzae, 181.19-21.

46 Cf. A. Grabar, M. Manoussacas (éds.), L illustration du manuscrit de Scylitzés de
la Bibliotheque Nationale de Madrid, Venise 1979.

47 TIn the text itself in Ioannis Scylitzae, 184.7-15.
48 Cf. Grabar, L’illustration du manuscript, 13-15.

49 Ibid., 3. The manuscript was kept in the Greek monastery of St Saviour in lingua
phari (Messina) until it was taken to Madrid in 1712.
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under the Arab threat, John Scylitzes mentions the fall of Syracuse in 878 as
the moment when the Byzantines lost Sicily, and from there on, he narrates the
history of Byzantine-Arab relations in Southern Italy.50

The fall of Taormina in 902 was not itself the key moment, but it could
have not been omitted in various Byzantine texts because it was a bridge
for the construction of a narrative switching from the South Italian to the
Constantinopolitan perspective. Syracuse, Reggio Calabria, and Thessalonica
were far more important Byzantine cities, although as we have demonstrated,
Taormina’s case remained unique. It had all the necessary characteristics to con-
nect a distant Sicilian city to the capital and the emperor. All the things that we
read in the Cambridge Chronicle or the vita of St Elijah, and that are missing
from the Constantinopolitan histories and chronicles, left their imprint in this
small piece of information about Taormina in 902.

This leads us to yet again realise the connection and vicinity of the
area usually considered distant, which geographically surely was,5! alas in
terms of ideas and communication, it was much closer — from Sicily, across
Thessalonica, all the way to Constantinople (and thus all over the Byzantine
ecumene). Reading different sources about same events — one local and others
‘from the centre’ — helps us gain further insight into the world of the Byzantine
ecumene and the echo some (at a first glance) minor events left. Analysing local
texts, we begin to understand the narratives of the capital and how the initial
stories started to diverge and evolve. This echo, or echoes, were not just spread-
ing through space, but also through time, so we can find them outside of 10th-
century Sicily.

Byx P. Camuesuh
(®Dunozodeku dakynrer Yausepsutera y beorpany)
U B BEJIUKHU ITOMOP PUMJbAHA: TTAJL TAOPMUHE 902.
N BEIOB OJEK Y BUSAHTUJCKOJ EKYMEHIN

TaopmuHa je Owia BH3aHTHjCKH Tpaj] Ha HCTOKy CuIMIMje, YHjUM Cy OCBajambeM
Apabmann 3 Cesepre Adpuke daktruku ocBojumn Cummmmjy 902. romune, maxo he mo
KOHa4YHOI' OCBajama ocTpBa aohu Tek kpajem uctor crosieha. OHO je moderno jour y mpBoj
nonoBuHM [X Beka, a HajIpeCyJHUjU MOMEHaT je 3a Busantunie 61o kaja cy 878. uaryomiu
TaJalllby CHIWIMjaHCKy TpecToHUNy - Cupaky3y. Jpactuunu ryourak Cununuje ce y
Bu3zanTtuju nokiana ca BiaJaBUHOM NPBUX LapeBa W3 AMHacTHje MakenoHara, Bacunujem
I n JIaBom VI, nok je Taga armabunacku emup 6uo M6paxum II. Crenndruanoct Taopmune
j€ IITO ce KOJ MPECTOHWYKHUX BH3aHTHjCKUX MCTOpHYapa W3 X Beka, Hajupe kox CumeoHa
Jlororera u 13B. Teoganosoe nacmae/maya, HABOAM a CE€ TOKOM apadJbaHCKOT 3ay3HMarba
Taopmune 30M0 ,,BeMMKHM MOKOJb/IoMOp Pumipana“. Kako 6m ce momuio 1o Oosber
pa3symeBama OBe HeyoOW4YajeHe KapaKTepH3aldje CTAaHOBHHKA jEJHOT MPOBUHIIMjCKOT
BU3aHTHCKOT Tpajia, y3 KOHCY/ITOBAE JOKAJHUX M3BOpA HA PUKOM je3HKY HONa3H ce IO
Oosber pazymeBama oBor (eHoMeHa. Hajmpe 13B. Kembpuuke xponuxe, aHOHUIMHOT CIHCa

50 Toannis Scylitzae, 262.16-20.
51 Cf. McCormick, The Imperial Edge, 17-46.
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0 apabJspaHCKoM OcBajary CHLIMIIHje KOjH je cadyBaH Ha TPYKOM M apariCkoM; XpOHHKA HaM
Ipy’ka yBUJ y HAYMH Ha KOjU Cy JIOKAJHW BU3aHTHHIM NHCAIM O OCBajamy OCTPBA, a HAKO
HHCY TOBOPHJIM O TOKOJbY PuMJbaHa y TaOpMHUHH, UIMaMO CIIMYHE OITHCE 32 HEKE CIIy4ajeBe
Ha CHLIIINjH, C M3Y3ETKOM Jia Ce Ty YBEK CIIOMUbY Xpuuthanu ymecto Pummana. Yntamem
XpOHHUKE JI0Na3u ce N0 3aKJbyuka Ja Cy U ,,BusantuHuu u3 Busantwje®, w3 cpenumra
IMapcTBa Takohe xpuirhanu, U a y XpOHHULM xpuwihany 3anpaBo 3Ha4u Pummanu. To Ham
moTBplyje u aparcka Bep3uja Koja Ha aparcKoM yYBeK JINIOBE [Ie CMO UMaiu xpuinhane naje
o6k Pym (PuMmibaHu, npaBoCIaBHU XpUINThaHM), Ka0 U APYTH JIOKAIHH ciucd. MelhyTum,
HaBeJeHOr onuca 3a TaopmuHy Hema y KemOpuukoj XxpoHuuu. IIpecTOHUYKH HCTOPHYAPH
yIJIaBHOM Ipate jeqaH yTBphenu mabnoH npu omucy naga TaopmuHe, yrienajyhu ce Ha To
Kako cy nonekie Beh mucamu o many Cupakyse 878: JlaB VI je 6H0 320KyIUbCH 3UIaeM
3anyxOuna y Ilapurpany, na 61 OHJa HapaTUB HPELIA0 HA TO Ja Cy Y TaopMUHU yOUjeHH
Pumibanu, na cy Apabspanu ocBojuin JInMHOC U j1a ce 'y napurpajackoj upkeu CB. Mokuja
JIECHO jeflaH MHIMCHT HaKOH Kora je napy JlaBy nmpopedeHo 1a je To 3HaMeme 1a he ympern
3a JieceT ronuHa. Y 0BOj HApaTWBHO] KOHCTPYKIH)jHU je nan Taopmune, jeqna Hecpeha koja je
3azecuiia PuMibaHe, Ha MOYETKY HHU3a KOjU CE 3aBPIIHO Ca HAajaBOM CMpPTH yapa Pummwana
— CTOra Cy OHM Ha Taj HauMH y3pOYHO-NIOCIIEANYHO NOBE3aHN Y UCTOPHjCKUM HapaTHBHMA.
Kibyu 3a pasymeBame U CIIOHY H3Mel)y JIOKaJHe CHIMIHjaHCKEe XPOHHKE M HPECTOHHYKHUX
ucropujckux Texcrosa je Kumuje Cs. Hnuje Hosoe. CB. Unuja EHcku, mo3Hat u kao
Cs. WMimja Hosu, je 6mo Bm3anTHjcku cBeranmy u3 IX m X Beka, uMja HaM aHOHHMHA
xaruorpaduja roBopu o oBoj moBezaHocTH CHIMIIMjaHAIla M OCTaNMX BH3aHTHHAIA, Tpe
cBera Bese Koje Cy mocrojanie ca Bu3aHTHjckuM napom JlaBom VI. Ocum mto je myroBao
o xpunthanckoM Meaurepany, CB. Wnja Excku je 6uo y TaopMuHU y K0jOj je Mpopekao
na he jy ocBojutu ApabibaHu HakoH 4era he nohm mo Benmkor mokosba Xxpumthana. To ce
1 OOMCTHHUIIO, a HaKOH To je emup Mbpaxum II ucre rogune Hamao u ornceo KoseHuy y
Uranuju, nocpencreom monutasa CB. Mnuje mupanun je 3aycTaBibeH U TUME je CIAIICHO U
BacKoJIMKo xpumrhancTBo u yntaBo LlapcTso, jep Wnnjun xuBotonucar onucyje Mopaxuma
Kao HEeKora Ko ce urao He camo Ha xpuithane Beh u Ha camor Xpucra, Te J1a je HaMepaBao
na ocsoju u Llapurpan. Ty jacHo Buanmmo Besy mepudepuje ca nentpom llapcrsa, kao n
kaga CB. Umuja omnasm y Llapurpan ma mocetw mapa amu je 'y mehyBpeMeHy yMmpo y
Conyny 903, rae je mpopekao na he Apa6spann JlaBa TpUIoJbCKOT, 3a KOra ce CTpaxoBajo
na he manactu cam Ilapurpan, ocBojuru ColyH a He IPECTOHHILY KaKo Cy CBH MHCIIHIIH.
XKurtnje Cs. Unuje EHCKOr MOKa3yje KaKo Cy JIOKamHu KoHIenTH ca Cummmje u u3 Uranmje
nocnenu o Lapurpana, yjenno npyxajyhu u undopmanuje o MUrpairjamMa BU3aHTHjCKOT
CTaHOBHMINTBA M3 3amagHux Kpajesa LlapcTa Ha Bankan cBe no Bocdopa. EBomymnuja kojy
BUJIMO Y HapaTHBY je IIOJ JApyradyujux norpeba pasimuuTHX TEKCTOBA, 3aBHUCHO O MECTa
Y BpeMeHa HacTaHKa, Te BUIUMO OJljeK MHUIIMjaJHuX ueja koa Buzantunana ca Cunuiuje
n n3 Uranmje xox ocTanux BU3aHTHjcKUX nucana. OmacHoct o M6paxuma II ce mpenena Ha
nenoBame JlaBa TpumoJbCKoT, Koje je pe3yaToBalio He caMo ocBajameM ComyHa 904, Beh u
OINILITOM NPETHOM 110 Busantujy y nozxpydjy Ereja. Taj omjex MOxeMO NpaTuTH U HakoH X
BeKa, Ipe cBera koj JoBana CKMIHIlE M HAPOYUTO y WITYCTPOBAHOM MAJIPUICKOM PYKOIHCY
BeroBe ucropyje. Jpyru nax TeKCTOBH KOju cy 3aHeMapuian Pumipane y TaopMuHM 1 HECY
UX CIIOMEHYJIM, HEKaJl Mallle Y3pOYHO-IIOCISIUYHN HU3, IITO ce Haj0oJbe BUAM Ko JoBaHa
3onape y XII Bexy koju TokoM BiasaBuHe Iapa JlaBa VI Huje Hu ciomenyo noxapy CoiyHa
904. rogune. [Tutame ynorpede eTHOHUMA Pumsanu Wi xpuwhany 3aBUCH o oapeheror
3Ha4YCHa TOI' UACHTUTCTA U ITUTaka KOje 3HA4YCHC he Y KOM KOHTCEKCTY ouTH UCTaKHYTO: U3
yraa 6op6e ca MycIMMaHUMa TO je XpUIThaHCKH, a PUMCKH U3 yIJIa CBEOIIITE BHU3aHTH]CKe
CUTYyalHje U JIuKa camor [apa. Crora Mo)XeMo 3aKJbY4HTH Ja Cy BU3aHTHjcka CUIIIHja, Kao
u Jyxxna Uranuja, nako nposuHnuje reorpadcku ynambene of Llapurpana, ouie y uaejHoMm
1 KOMYHHKAIHjCKOM CMHCITy OJIFICKe IMPECTOHUIM M Ja OJjeKe OHOTa IITO Ce JENIaBajio y
jenHoM ey BuzaHTHje MOXKEMO MPAaTUTH IIUPOM BH3aHTH]CKE €KyMEHE.






