
 

 
1. Crimea in Antiquity 

The Crimean peninsula, north of the Black Sea, is divided in the medieval period into three historical and cultural regions: the southern 
and southeastern mountainous region, the eastern part, representing an island of steppes between the Black and Azov Seas, and the 
northern and central region, consisting of arid steppes. The region of Crimea is the epicenter of Greek colonization already from the 
7th c. BC. The Greek cities are concentrated in two parts of the peninsula, in the eastern, in the region of Cimmerian Bosporus, 
around the city of Panticapaeum/Bosporus (present-day Kerch) and the Taman peninsula directly across from the eastern part of the 
Crimea, as well as on the western coast, mainly in the region around the city of Chersonesos (where modern Sevastopol is located). 
From the 1st c. B.C. the Greek cities north of the Black Sea are engulfed within the Roman Empire’s sphere of power. Cimmerian 
Bosporus remains a formally autonomous kingdom, at least until the end of the 5th c., while Chersonesos and its region form part of 
the territory of the Roman Empire. The steppes of Crimea in Antiquity are occupied by Iranic nomads, originally by the Scythians, 
later by the Sarmatians. The sedentarized Scythians create a kingdom centered on Scythian Neapolis (in the vicinity of the modern 
city of Simferopol). This kingdom was destroyed by the Sarmatians in the 3rd century. The mountains of the southern coast are 
originally inhabited by the Tauri and later by a sedentarized population of Iranian stock, sometimes identified with the Alans. 
Beginning in the third century, groups of Eastern Germanic people settle on the southern coast of the peninsula. 

2. Medieval Crimea 

2.1. The early period. Hunnic, Gothic and Byzantine presence in the Crimea 

Around the end of the 4th c. the eastern part of the Crimea faces the invasion of the Huns. After that the latter occupy the steppes of 
the peninsula. However, the negative consequences of the Hunnic expansion for Cimmerian Bosporus are often exaggerated. The 
kingdom survived this invasion, for which the archaeological trace is rather feeble. The wealth of Bosporus’  aristocratic necropolis 
bears witness to the strong economic and political position of the local Hellenized elites. The city of Chersonesos still remains under 
Roman authority and becomes the Empire’s principal point of political and military power north of the Black Sea. From the 4th c., 
proof of the diffusion of Christianity, the official religion of the Roman Empire, is attested originally in Cimmerian Bosporus and later in 
Cherson. The archaeological excavations at Chersonesos bespeak the progressive transformation of the ancient city into an Early 
Byzantine one, with a metropolitan see, as a key element of the urban landscape. Under Justinian I, the Eastern Empire recaptures 

Summary : 
The Crimean peninsula, the ancient Tauric Chersonese, is situated between the Black Sea and the Azov Sea. The ethnic composition of the Crimea 
during the Byzantine period was diversified. In the beginning the presence of Huns and Goths is attested, while Justinian attempts to establish 
Byzantine power. The Khazars appear in the seventh century and the Byzantines stabilize their presence during the ninth century in the form of the 
theme of Klimata, with its center at Cherson. Byzantine decline commenced with the Tatar invasion of 1223 and the final Turkish occupation in the 
fifteenth century. 
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Cimmerian Bosporus, which previously had been subject to the Huns and Bulgars. 

At the same time, Justinian imposes his authority on the mountains of south Crimea. This region, called “the lands of Dory”, was at the 
time inhabited by the Goths, whose appearance came as a result of fusion between Germanic and Iranian-speaking populations. 
These Goths were Orthodox Christians in religion and their culture is known from necropoleis and rock-cut sites on the mountainous 
region of Crimaea. The extensive works of reconstruction of ramparts and Christian monuments in those sites in the 6th century are 
proof of Byzantine suzerainty over the barbarians of Crimea. Nevertheless, the Crimean steppe remains under Hunnic control. The 
steppe people represent a permanent threat for Byzantine Crimea. Thus the Turkic tribes, who appear on the Black Sea steppes in 
the 570s, temporarily occupy Cimmerian Bosporus and lay siege on Cherson. However, thanks to the anti-Sassanid military alliance 
between Byzantium and the Turks, the Empire preserves its possessions in Crimea. 

2.2. Crimea during the Middle Byzantine period (Khazars, Byzantines and Russians) 

During the 7th-7th c. a byzantinization of the sedentary barbarians of Crimea is more and more visible. The possibility cannot be 
excluded, that in the 8th century this process coincides with a Greek immigration, coming from Asia Minor and provoked by religious 
strife in Byzantium. On the other hand, a progressive sedentarization of the Turko-Bulgar peoples in eastern Crimea results in the 
appearance of a dense agricultural periphery in the cities of Cimmerian Bosporus. This is known from the numerous habitations of the 
steppe culture known as Saltovo-Mayatskaya Culture. From a political point of view, Byzantium must more and more reckon with 
the kingdom of the Khazars, which appears in the seventh century in the Black Sea steppes, on the ruins of the first Turkic khaganate. 
During the 8th century the Khazars take into their possession first eastern Crimea, then the mountains of the south coast, where a sort 
of Khazar-Byzantine condominium appears. 

In the 9th-10th c. the waves of steppe nomads, the Magyars and Pechenegs, surge into the Khazar kingdom, which causes its 
weakening. Thus, Byzantium re-establishes its authority over the mountainous regions of southern Crimea, where the theme of 
Klimata appears, centered on Cherson, since eastern Crimea remains under Khazar domination. In the 960s-980s the Khazar 
kingdom was annihilated by the blows of the Russians and steppe nomads. In the early eleventh c. the Russian principality of 
Tmutarakan (the Russian name of the Greek, later Khazar, city of Tamatarcha, present-day Taman) is formed in eastern Crimea and 
the Taman peninsula, opposite Crimea, and continues to exist in that region until the late 11th - early 12th c. The Russian presence is 
thus attested in the written sources and archaeological data from Cherson, which remains always the center of Byzantine power north 
of the Black Sea. In the 10th-13th c., Cherson is a typically Byzantine city and the rural population of the Crimean southwest is 
completely Hellenized from a cultural point of view, even though the written sources speak of “Gothia”  and the Gothic language there 
is still alive. The steppes, as well as eastern Crimea, are occupied by the Qipčak/Kiptchak, a Turkic-speaking people known in 
medieval slavic Russian chronicles as the Polovtsy/Polovci, ie Cumans. 

2.3. The Tatar invasion and Ottoman occupation of Crimea 

The Tatar invasion causes, already from 1223, profound changes in the historical situation of Crimea, which forms part of the great 
Tatar Empire and later, from the fifteenth c., of the Tatar khanate of Crimea. It is then that the Italian colonies of the republic of 
Genoa make their appearance on the south coast of the peninsula and remain there until their destruction by the Turks in the 1470s. 
At the same time, new Iranian-speaking populations, the Alans and Assi, probably coming from the Northern Caucasus, are attested 
in the Crimea by the written sources. The city of Cherson is destroyed by the Tatars at the end of the 15th c., an event that also 
signifies the end of Byzantine presence in Crimea. On the mountains of Crimea, in ancient Gothia, the Greek principality of Theodoro 
is formed in the 15th c., which was also destroyed by the Turks in the 1470s. 

 

 
 

 

Created on 10/8/2026 Page 2/4

 

 

IΔΡΥΜA ΜΕΙΖΟΝΟΣ ΕΛΛΗΝΙΣΜΟΥ 
Authoring : Kazanski Michel  

Translation : Μακρυπούλιας Χρήστος  
For citation : Kazanski Michel , "Crimea in the Middle Ages ", Encyclopaedia of the 

Hellenic World, Black Sea 
URL: <http://www.ehw.gr/l.aspx?id=11986>



 

 
 

Bibliography : 

Vasiliev A.A., The Goths in the Crimea, Cambridge Mass. 1936

Romančuk A.I., Studien zur Geschichte und Archäologie des byzantinischen Cherson, Leiden – Boston 
2005, Colloquia Pontica 11

Kazanski M., Shchukin M., Sharov O., Des Goths aux Huns. Le Nord de la mer Noire au Bas-Empire et 
à l’époque des Grandes Migrations, Oxford 2006, BAR International Series 1535

Айбабин А. И., Этническая история раннесредневекового Крыма, Simferopol 1999

Баранов И.А., Таврика в эпоху раннего средневековья, Kiev 1990

Колтухов С.Г., Юрочкин В.Ю., От Скифии к Готии, Simferopol 2004

Мыц В. Л., Укрепления Таврики X-XV вв., Kiev 1991

Пиоро И. С., Крымская Готия, Kiev 1990

Якобсон А. Л., Средневековый Крым, Moscou-Leningrad 1964

Auzépy M.-F., "Gothie et Crimée de 750 à 830 dans les sources ecclésiastiques et monastiques grecques", 
Айбабин А.И. (ed.), Материалы по археологии, истории и этнографии Таврии [Materials in 
Archaeology. History and Ethnography of Tauria] VII, Симферополь 2000, 324-331

Webliography : 
Byzantium and the Slavs

http://books.google.gr/books?id=jv6jcwjW9WUC&printsec=frontcover&hl=en&source=gbs_summary_r&cad=0#PPP1,M1

Google books | Studien zur Geshichte und Archäologie des byzantinishen Cherson
http://books.google.gr/books?id=YtjYpO0mNaUC&pg=PR9&lpg=PR9&dq=#PPP1,M1

Sources
Procopios of Caesarea, De bellis, I.12.6‑9; VIII.5.26‑30 Haury, J. (éd.) ‑ Wirth, G. (corr.), Procopii Caesariensis opera omnia 1‑2 (Leipzig I:1962; 
II:1963). 
 
Procopios of Caesarea, De aedificis III.7.11ff, Haury, J. (éd.) ‑ Wirth, G. (corr.), Procopii Caesariensis opera omnia 4 (Leipzig 1964). 
 
Auzépy, M. Fr., «La Vie de Jean de Gothie (BHG 891)», dans Zuckerman, C. (éd.), La Crimée entre Byzance et le Khaganat khazar (Paris 2006), 
pp. 69‑85, esp. 78‑85. 

Bekker, I. (ed.), Theophanes Continuatus (Bonn 1838), pp. 123‑124. 

Pertusi, A. (ed.), Constantino Porfirogenito, De Τhematibus (Studi e Testi 160, Città del Vaticano 1952), p. 98. 

Wahlgren, S. (ed.), Symeonis Magistri et Logothetae Chronicon (Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae 44/1, Berlin – New York 2006), p. 277. 

Mercati, S.G. «Versi di Matteo Ieromonaco, ʺΔιήγησις της πόλεως Θεοδώρουʺ», Studi Bizantini 2 (1927), pp. 19‑30, esp. 22‑30. 

Created on 10/8/2026 Page 3/4

 

 

IΔΡΥΜA ΜΕΙΖΟΝΟΣ ΕΛΛΗΝΙΣΜΟΥ 
Authoring : Kazanski Michel  

Translation : Μακρυπούλιας Χρήστος  
For citation : Kazanski Michel , "Crimea in the Middle Ages ", Encyclopaedia of the 

Hellenic World, Black Sea 
URL: <http://www.ehw.gr/l.aspx?id=11986>



Joseph Lazaropoulos, Synopsis (ʺA further partial collection from among the saint’s numerous miraclesʺ), Rosenqvist, J.O., The 
Hagiographic dossier of St Eugenios of Trebizond in Codex Athous Dionysiou 154 (Uppsala 1996), pp. 310‑11. 

 

Quotations
Cherson before the foundation of the theme, according to Constantine VII: 
 
Ἡ δὲ Χερσὼν τὸ παλαιὸν οὐκ ἦν εἰς ὄνομα θέματος, οὐδὲ ἐν μητροπόλεως σχήματι· ἀλλ’ οἱ τοῦ Βοσπόρου κρατοῦντες ἐκράτουν 
καὶ Χερσῶνος αὐτῆς καὶ τῶν λοιπῶν κλιμάτων, ὥστε καὶ βασιλεύειν τοὺς ἐν τῷ Βοσπόρῳ κατοικοῦντας λέγεται. 

Pertusi, A. (ed.), Constantino Porfirogenito, De Τhematibus (Studi e Testi 160, Città del Vaticano 1952), p. 98.1‑4. 
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