
1. Byzantine trade in the Black Sea during the Early Byzantine period (4th - 6th c.) 

The Black Sea was a crossroad for international and interregional (entrepôt) trade, connecting Byzantium with Central Europe, Russia, 
the Caucasus, Central Asia and China. Moreover, since the earliest years of its foundation, Constantinople depended on the Black 
Sea as a close and inexhaustible source of grain supply, originally supplementing (until its loss in the seventh century) Egypt, the 
capital’s main source of alimentation.1 

Justinian I (527-565) reinforced trading with Lazica, the Black Sea and the Bosporus, while he founded two new customs posts 
(under the customs post of Constantinople) in Abydos and Hieron, at the entrance of the Hellespont and the Bosporus respectively, in 
order to tax ships sailing to and from the Mediterranean.2 The significance of the Black Sea came to the fore once again when Justinian 
tried, bypassing mandatory Persian mediation in silk trade, to secure a connection with China by a lateral road going through the cities 
of Kherson and Cimmerian Bosporus in the Crimea, as well as through Lazica in the Caucasus. Indeed, during the reign of Justin II 
(565-578) common interests in silk trade and a common enemy, the Persians, would lead the Byzantines to form an alliance against 
the Persian with the Asiatic people of the Turks, who had expanded as far as the northern Caucasus.3 

2. Byzantine commercial centers and trade with the peoples of the Black Sea (7th - 12th c.) 

In the Black Sea the Byzantines maintained close commercial relations with the peoples living in the northern parts of the region. In the 
course of time, the Khazars had taken on an intermediary role in trade between Central Asia and the West, the Pechenegs were 
intermediaries in trade between Kherson and the northern people, while Russian rulers had been empowered by trading with 
Byzantium, founding an intermittent presence in the maritime route linking the mouth of the Dnieper with the Bosporus.4 

The commercial significance of the Black Sea is also attested by the fact that regional trade (extending over areas within 50-300 km.)5 
brought to Constantinople all the products of a hinterland including Bulgaria and the whole western coast of the Black Sea. Bulgarian 
and Russian merchants imported to the capital wax, honey, furs and linen and exported luxury items.6 At the same time 
Constantinople, a centre of entrepôt (beyond a 300-km radius) trade, received from all over the empire, apart from items of 
international trade, such goods as linen fabrics from the Pontos and pork from Paphlagonia or spices that came to it from Syria through 
Trebizond.7 

The Byzantines also held centers of regional trade along the Black Sea coastline. During the ninth and tenth centuries such centers 
included e.g. Debeltos on the western coast of the Black Sea, which had replaced Mesembria as an outlet of the Bulgarian trade and 
place of entry for Byzantine merchandise. The very important city of Kherson,8 in the Crimean peninsula, was a centre of exchange for 
its hinterland, as well as for greater Pontic area: merchants ships from Paphlagonia, Amisos and the theme of Boukellarion brought to 
Kherson wine and grain (the city also had its own merchants). Amastris in Paphlagonia was also an important commercial centre for 
the Pechenegs, living in the northern regions of the Black Sea.9 

Περίληψη : 
The Byzantines had established a strong presence in trade in the Black Sea region, developing commercial contacts with surrounding peoples, while 
various Byzantine cities along the region’s coastline served as commercial centers trading both with the hinterland and outside the region. However, 
after 1204 this commercial activity would pass into Italian hands.
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As regards entrepôt trade, associated with the luxury items of the eastern trade, in the ninth and tenth centuries in the southeastern 
coast of the Black Sea Trebizond was a commercial outlet for the products of the Pontos and certainly for merchandise, textiles and 
spices, coming from Central Asia and Syria on their way to Constantinople.10 In the eleventh and twelfth centuries Trebizond was the 
focus of maritime trade with Kherson and overland commercial routes from Central Asia, the Caucasus and Syria, while it was the 
main trading post for Byzantine silk and brocade textiles exported to Islamic lands.11 

The commercial privileges granted in the eleventh and particularly the twelfth century to the Italian maritime republics (especially 
Venice and Genoa), which dealt a blow to Byzantine trade by allowing Italians to trade under favorable terms, probably did not 
include the Black Sea area. Control by the Byzantine state was particularly tight and did not allow Italian merchants to travel to the 
region.12 The prosperous city of Kherson was, from the eleventh to the fourteenth century, the only Byzantine possession in the 
northern Black Sea, through which the empire controlled southwestern Crimea.13 Its items of trade included pelts, honey, wax, and 
possibly slaves.14 

Products from the Black Sea region were also available at the great interregional and international commercial fair of Thessaloniki, 
conducted every October during the feast of St. Demetrios.15 This fair was described in the twelfth-century anonymous satirical 
dialogue Timarion, where it is reported that the Black Sea merchandise did not reach Thessaloniki directly, but came through 
Constantinople, from where large caravans transported the merchandise to Thessaloniki by way of the Via Egnatia.16 

3. Genoese commercial domination and Turkish advance (13th - 15th c.) 

This situation would change radically in 1204 with the capture of Constantinople by the troops of the Fourth Crusade and the empire’s 
partition among the Venetians and the Crusaders. One of the consequences was the displacement of Byzantine long-distance traders 
from the centre of the empire to the periphery and from the coast to the interior. The restoration of the Byzantine Empire with the 
recapture of Constantinople in 1261, though relaxing the political pressure of the West, did not succeed in doing the same with the 
economic pressure. The commercial privileges granted by Michael VIII Palaiologos (1259-1282) to the Genoese by the treaty of
Nymphaion (1261), in order to secure their navy’s assistance against the Venetians in recapturing Constantinople, were the 
springboard of an expansion that, especially in the case of the Black Sea, would prove fatal for the Byzantines. Within a few decades 
the Genoese managed to achieve commercial dominance in the Black Sea to such a degree, that from the end of the thirteenth century 
the Byzantines were pushed out of the region’s shipping and trade. This Genoese policy would culminate in the mid-fourteenth century, 
when they would attempt to close off the Bosporus at Hieron and in this way gain complete control over access to and from the Black 
Sea.17 

However, after 1350 the relationship between Byzantine and Italian merchants would considerably improve. To a great degree this 
was due to the occupation of the northwestern coastal zone of Asia Minor by the Turks and their advance to Europe, facts that buried 
western commercial dreams of a permanent control of the Dardanelles and the Bosporus. Thus, the Byzantines’  commercial activities 
were favored by the gradual abandonment of restrictions that had been forced upon them.18 It is indicative of the activity of Byzantine 
merchants that during the final period before the fall, and while Constantinople was cut off and encircled by the Turks, 
Constantinopolitan businessmen developed notable commercial activities in various directions, developing, among other things, 
commercial ties with the southern Black Sea region and the Crimean peninsula.19 
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