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SOME TYPOLOGICAL FEATURES OF BYZANTINE SPATHA

This paper analyses finds of a special type of cross-guard, closer analogies of
which may be found on Byzantine visual presentations from the IX–XI centuries. The
only archaeological find of a sword with such a cross-guard, which includes a pre-
served blade, indicates the characteristics of the spatha — the type of sword that was
widespread in Byzantium, in those times. Swords with this kind of cross-guard and the
general characteristics of the spatha are depicted in visual presentations as the weap-
ons of the protospatharios or some other high-ranking imperial guardsmen and, in the
descriptions of Byzantine court ceremony, this weapon was also called a spatha.
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U radu se analiziraju nalazi osobenog tipa nakrsnica ~ije se bli`e
analogije mogu na}i na vizantijskim likovnim predstavama IX–XI veka.
Jedini arhelo{ki nalaz ma~a sa ovakvom nakrsnicom koji ima sa~uvano i
se~ivo ukazuje na osobine spate — tip ma~a koji je bio ra{iren u Vizantiji
toga vremena. Ma~evi sa ovakvim nakrsnicama i op{tim karakteristikama
spate prikazani su na likovnim predstavama kao naoru`awe protospatara ili
nekih drugih dvorskih gardista visokog ranga, a u opisima vizantijskih
dvorskih ceremonija ovo oru`je tako|e nosi naziv spata.

Kqu~ne re~i: spata, vizantijski ma~, protospatar, spatar, nakrsnica.

Several rare archaeological finds with a characteristically shaped
cross-guard, originate from the Balkan region. The best preserved is a sword that
was discovered by chance near the village of Galovo, in northern Bulgaria.1 The
blade is straight, two-edged, it has an oval cross section, and is without a fuller or
ridge along the middle (Fig. 1). The blade edges extend almost parallel towards a
short and rounded point. The pommel of the sword is missing and the hilt is for a
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1 Site Ostrovski okop, about 15 km north of the town of Knezha, B. Nikolov, Rannobalgarski
nahodki kray Ostrovskiya okop, Arheologiya 4/2 (1962) 36–37, Obr. 9.



one hand. On the tang of
the hilt there are two holes
for rivets that served to fix
the grip, which are mis-
sing today. The total pre-
served length of the sword,
without the pommel, is
89 cm. As opposed to the
other parts which are of
steel, the cross-guard was
cast in bronze and, with its
shape, represents an im-
portant, unique feature. It is
straight, 13 cm long, with
a cylindrical, oval collar
on the lower side towards
the blade, as well as on
the upper side towards the
hilt, while its ends are
curved and stylised in the
shape of a three-leafed
floral motif.

Besides this one,
however, there are a few
more bronze cross-guards
of the same type. One
originated from archaeo-
logical excavations in the
upper town of the Pliska
locality in north-eastern
Bulgaria (Fig. 2). Although
partly damaged, one may
conclude that it also has
an oval collar on the up-
per and the lower sides, its
ends are thick, straight and
without any ornaments, and

the total length is 12 cm.2 The third example of this type of cross-guard is a find of
unknown origin, from north-eastern Bulgaria (Fig. 3). One arm is broken, and its
length is 12.3 cm.3 Apart from also being straight with collars on the upper and
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2 S. Stanchev, Razkopki i novootkriti materiali v Pliska prez 1948 g., IAI 2 (1955) 205, Obr.
24; V. Yotov, Vaorazhenieto i snaryazhenieto ot Balgarskoto srednovekovie (VII–XI vek), Varna
2004, 45, cat. No. 428, T. XXIX.

3 Ibid. 45, cat. No. 429, Obr. 12, T. XXIX.

Fig. 1 — Sword from the vicinity of village
Galovo, northern Bulgaria



lower sides, it is decorated with simple geometrical incisions in the middle and
small, spherical endings at the ends. The openings on the lower side of these two
cross-guards are symmetrically shaped which, apart from their typological
features, indicate that they most probably also belonged to swords. In addition to
the said finds, we know, from earlier, of an example of this type of cross-guard of
unknown origin.4 With its simple shape, it bears the closest resemblance to the
cross-guard from Pliska. The rich ornamentation, covering the entire surface,
suggests the time of the rule of the Fatimids in Egypt, and the verses from the
Koran (Sura 112) on it indicate the time of military confrontation with
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4 S. Al-Sarraf, Close Combat Weapons in the Early ‘Abbasid Period. Maces, Axes and
Swords, ed. D. Nicolle, A Companion to Medieval Arms and Armour, Woodbridge 2002, fig. XII–40;
D. Nicolle, Byzantine and Islamic Arms and Armour: Evidence for Mutual Influence, Graeco-Arabica
4 (1991) 305, 312, fig. 5.

Fig. 2 — Cross-guard from the Pliska locality, north-eastern Bulgaria



Christianity, most probably in the period of the wars with Byzantium, in the X
century.5

The cross-guard on a sword from the ^ierny Brod locality in western
Slovakia, from around the first half of the IX century bears some similarities to the
aforesaid finds.6 Despite the fact that, generally speaking, it does not have the
shape of a horizontal bar like all the other examples, it is in fact also horizontal,
except that its arms are circular in shape but positioned along a horizontal axis.
Like the previous finds, it too is of bronze, with cylindrical collars on the upper
and lower sides. The blade of the sword is without a fuller or ridge, while the
bronze pommel has a simple, circular shape in the form of an expanded stylised
knob, fixing the grip of the hilt from the upper side. Nevertheless, the shape of its
arms does not bear any similarity to the aforesaid finds from Bulgaria and Egypt,
therefore, it does not belong to this type of cross-guard even though, ostensibly, it
is similar to it.

As close analogies for the shape of the arms of the cross-guard on the sword
from the vicinity of the village of Galovo in northern Bulgaria (Fig. 1), one may
mention the Byzantine visual presentations from around the second half of the XI
century. These are mosaic presentations of swords in the monasteries of Nea Moni
on the island of Chios from around 1045, and Daphni in Attica, from around 1100.
Preserved in the naos of the Daphni monastery, not far from Athens, are
presentations of the half-figures of St. Sergius and St. Bacchus with swords (Fig.
4).7 The cross-guard of St. Bacchus’ sword is straight, horizontal, with stylised
ends in the shape of a trefoil floral motif, bearing a close resemblance to the sword
from Bulgaria. The cross-guard of St. Sergius’ sword is almost identical, except
that the artist did not depict the ornament on the ends of the cross-guard in such
detail. The difference between the arms of the cross-guards on the visual
presentations and the said find lies almost solely in the fact that the ornament on
the cross-guard from Bulgaria faces downwards to the blade, and those from
Greece, up towards the hilt.

Among the presentations of eight martyrs in the small dome of the narthex,
in the Nea Moni monastery on Chios, are the figures of St. Bacchus (Fig. 5) and
St. Sergius, with swords in their left hand.8 The images of these two saints look
very like each other, as well as their swords. The cross-guards are horizontal,
straight, and with ends bent at sharp angles towards the blade, like the arms of the
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5 D. Nicolle, Arms and Armour of the Crusading Era, 1050–1350: Islam, Eastern Europe and
Asia, London 1999, 123, cat. 294.

6 B. Chropovsky, Slovensko na Usvite dejin, Bratislava 1970, 147; A. Kiss,
Fruhmittelalterlische byzantinische Schwerter im Karpatenbecken, Acta AASH 39 (1987) 204–205,
Abb. 5.

7 E. Diez — O. Demus, Byzantine mosaics in Greece. Hosios Lucas and Daphni, Cambridge
(Mass.), 1931, fig. 68 (St. Bakchos), fig. 69 (St. Sergios); Nicolle, Arms and Armour of the Crusading
Era, 37–38, cat. 40.

8 D. Mouriki, The Mosaics of Nea Moni on Chios, Athens 1985, 66–67, Pl. 58, 60. The
presentation of St. Bacchus is better preserved so that the shape of the cross-guard on his sword is
clearer.



cross-guard of the said find from Bulgaria. Although the general shape of their
ends is very similar, the cross-guards from Nea Moni are not decorated with the
trefoil floral motif, as is the case of the sword from northern Bulgaria. All four
mentioned visual presentations depict swords in their scabbards, so all one can
conclude is that the hilts are for one hand and that the blades are straight, long (in
the images from the Nea Moni monastery) and most probably, two-edged. The
cross-guards from Nea Moni are not depicted with collars while, in the Daphni
monastery, one can recognise only the upper collars (primarily, on the sword of
St. Sergius),9 so their similarity with the archaeological find from Bulgaria is
limited primarily to the arms and their ends.

* * *

All the said archaeological finds of cross-guards are distinguished by
straight, horizontal arms and cylindrical, oval collars, which extend to the blade
on the lower side, and to the hilt, on the upper side. Both cylindrical collars are
nearly the same length, while the upper is narrower and the lower is wide enough
to sheathe the broad blade. In some cases, the ends of the cross-guards can be
stylized or ornamented. One of their particular characteristics is that they are all
made of bronze, which is generally a very rare phenomenon among the medieval
finds in Europe. Cross-guards with a collar, primarily based on visual sources,
have been recognized as one of the variants that appear on the swords in
Byzantium.10 The said archaeological finds of straight cross-guard, with a
cylindrical collar on the upper and on the lower side, would also belong to them.

The curved, so-called D-shaped cross-guard from the X–XI century also has
a cylindrical collar towards the blade.11 However, even though they are close in
terms of time and territory to the straight cross-guards with a collar, this is their
almost sole, mutual morphological similarity. The origin and dating of early
medieval, straight cross-guards with a collar on the lower side was sought mainly
based on Byzantine and Islamic artistic sources. Those from the Manuscript of St.
Gregory of Nazianzus, from around 880, would be one of the earliest, to which
attention has been drawn earlier on.12 To these, one should add the miniature ‘St.
Gregory and Theodosius’13 in which the protospatharioi or some other
high-ranking guardsmen in the emperor’s suite carried the swords. In spite of their
being depicted in scabbards, on which one can distinguish a straight cross-guard
with a short and broad lower collar. The swords carried by people from the
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9 Diez — Demus, Byzantine mosaics in Greece, fig. 69.
10 T. G. Kolias, Byzantinische Waffen. Ein Beitrag zur byzantinischen Waffenkunde von den

Anfangen bis zur latenischen Eroberung, Wien 1988, 143; Nicolle, Byzantine and Islamic Arms and
Armour, 305 sq.

11 Ibid. 306.
12 Bibliotheque nationale de France, Ms. Grec 510, Fol. 137, Fol. 215v; ibid. figs. 36a, b.
13 Ms. Grec 510, Fol. 239; S. Der Nersessian, The Illustrations of the Homilies of Gregory of

Nazianzus, Paris Gr. 510, DOP 16 (1962) fig. 12.



imperial suite were straight, long and most probably two-edged (the scabbards are
of a symmetrical shape, the hilts are straight and in the same axis as the blade).

Besides some more schematic and uncertain images,14 the presentation in
the Theodore Psalter from 1066 belongs to a rather later date, which depicts a
two-edged sword without a fuller, and with a straight cross-guard that has a collar
on the lower side.15 The collar is longer and narrower than in the aforesaid
examples from Bulgaria and Egypt. Likewise, the blade has a different shape than
on the sword from northern Bulgaria, with edges tapering almost smoothly
towards a sharp point. One should also note that the cross-guard is of a bronze
colour in contrast to the blade, which is white or bluish-white, the colour of steel.
Based on the aforesaid and some later visual presentations from Byzantium and
the Islamic countries, cross-guards with a collar were dated to the IX century
onwards,16 or to around the X–XI century.17 Their origin was sought in the
Middle East, in Byzantium and the Islamic countries.

Certain rare finds of spatha from the times of the Great Migrations also have a
collar on the lower or upper side.18 Certain types of cross-guards with collars on the
upper and lower sides also appear on some specific swords and pallashes that were
used at the time of the first Avar Khaganate in Pannonia and later, and over the
broader area of the Eurasian steppes. Their cross-guards are short and sometimes
have a collar on the upper and lower sides. The origin of this weapon can be sought
in Persia as they are very similar to some preserved specimens of the richly
decorated swords from the times of the Sassanid dynasty.19 The cross-guards of
these Persian swords are, however, very short and do not have a collar on the lower
side, whilst the upper side often extends to the integral metal grip of the hilt.

The integral metal grip is known from Roman times and the Great
Migrations and it was also used in the Middle East.20 It also appears on a
luxuriously ornamented sword, discovered in a rich hoard near Malaya
Pereshchepina, in eastern Ukraine, which is very much like the Avar swords
from Pannonia.21 Like many of the Avarian pallashes, it also has a ring on the
top and P-shaped scabbard mouths. For example, the specimen of a sword from
an Avar grave on the Kecel site in southern Hungary bears a great resemblance
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14 Nicolle, Byzantine and Islamic Arms and Armour, figs. 20, 46a, 60b, 34.
15 Theodore Psalter, British Library, Add. 19.352, f.191.

http://www.imagesonline.bl.uk/results.asp?imagex=8&searchnum=0002&image=022965 (20. 06. 2008).
16 Nicolle, Byzantine and Islamic Arms and Armour, 305–306, fig. 40.
17 Kolias, Byzantinische Waffen, 143.
18 A. K. Ambroz, Vostochnoevropejskie i sredneaziatskie stepi V — pervoj poloviny VIII v.,

ed. S. A. Pletnyova, Stepi Evrazii v e’pohu srednevekovja, Moskva 1981, 15, Ris. 5/5,6.
19 M. Gorelik, Arms and Armour in South-Eastern Europe in the Second Half of the First

Millennium AD, ed. D. Nicolle, A Companion to Medieval Arms and Armour, Woodbridge 2002, fig.
XI–2. 9–12; Al-Sarraf, Close Combat Weapons, fig. XII–17.

20 D. Nicolle, Two Swords from the Foundation of Gibraltar, Gladius 22 (2002) 174–176, figs.
9, 10, 14.

21 V. N. Zelenskaya — Z. A. Lvova — B. I. Marshak — I. V. Sokolova, Pametnici na nomadite ot
Iztochna Evropa ot VII do nachaloto na VIII vek, (edd.) V. N. Zelenskaya — I. P. Zasetskaya — K. V.



to it.22 Theirs cross-guards have a very similar shape and the essential difference
is that the sword from Hungary does not have an integral metal grip, but a collar
on the upper side of the cross-guard. In this difference, perhaps we may seek the
purpose of the cylindrical collar on the upper side of the cross-guard — that it was
part of the solution for fixing the grip (most probably wooden) — which was a
substitute for the integral grip. In this kind of solution, the lower part of the grip
was fixed by the collar of the cross-guard, and the upper part, by the pommel in
the form of a simple circular, metal knob. Sabers and pallashes from the IX–XI
century from the regions of the Ukrainian and the southern Russian steppes have a
grip that is fixed with a cap-like shaped pommel from the upper side and, from the
lower side, by the cross-guard, that is, its cylindrical collar.23 Similar cross-guards
also appear among the finds of sabers dating from the same time, in Bulgaria.24

The integral metal grip on some specimens of Persian swords was also
replaced by a similar solution that imitated it but in the middle of the hilt, it is
‘interrupted’ and actually consists of two parts.25 The lower part of such a hilt is
connected with the cross-guard and represents an integral part of it and so it can be
interpreted as its cylindrical extension, that is, as the collar. The upper part of the
grip is shaped like a long metal knob. This is one more analogy between the
swords and pallashes of the European nomads and Persian swords from around the
first half of the VII century, and indicates what kind of role the upper cylindrical
collar of the cross-guard had on both these weapons. The existence of a collar on
cross-guards, which extends to the hilt, can thus be perceived as part of the grip,
which was an integral part of the cross-guard so as to attach it more firmly. The
upper cylindrical collar could have had the same role in the said cross-guards from
Bulgaria, although none of these finds have fully preserved hilts. This role is
indicated in an aforesaid sword from ^ierny Brod, western Slovakia, where it
served to encase the grip from its lower side, while on the upper side, this was
performed by the pommel in the form of a stylised, circular metal knob. The
aforesaid pommel and cross-guard from Egypt with an inscription from the Koran,
which are the sole preserved parts of a former sword, evidently have the same role.
The holes on the tang on the hilt of the sword from northern Bulgaria (Fig. 1)
indicates that its, most probably, wooden grip was also fixed with rivets to the tang.
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Kasparova et. all, Sakrovishte na han Kuvrat, Sofiya 1989, 46, cat. 79. This sword, as well as some
other valuable finds in this hoard (or grave), are usually interpreted as part of a diplomatic gift, which
the emperor Heraclius sent the Bulgarian khan, Kubrat, some time during the fourth decade of the VII
century.

22 Gy. Laszlo, Etudes archeologiques sur l’ histoire de la societe des Avars. Archaeologia
Hungarica 34 (1955) 232–238, T. 46/8, T. 52/5.

23 A. N. Kirpichnikov, Drevnerusskoe oruzhie I, Mechi i sabli, Arheologiya SSSR E1–36,
Moskva-Leningrad 1966, 61–72; Gorelik, Arms and Armour, 133, 139, fig. XI–15; H. Nickel, The
Mutual Influence of Europe and Asia in the Field of Arms and Armour, ed. D. Nicolle, A Companion
to Medieval Arms and Armour, Woodbridge 2002, 120.

24 Yotov, Vaorazhenieto i snaryazhenieto, 61, 69 (type 2 A), Obr. 27/448–450, T.
XXXV/465–466, T. XXXVI/ 449–450, 467–470.

25 Gorelik, Arms and Armour, figs. XI–2, 10.



Among the Avar finds from Pannonia is the specimen of a saber from a
warrior’s grave that came from the [ebastovce locality near Ko{ice in eastern
Slovakia.26 The shape of its cross-guard is similar to those on European swords. Its
arms are long and slender, and the lower collar is short and broad, which ap-
proximates it to the said archaeological finds of cross-guards from Bulgaria. It does
not have an integral metal grip nor a collar on the upper side, while a metal
plaque-handle that has finger grooves, is fixed to the wooden grip. The metal handle
with finger grooves, like some ornaments on the cross-guard itself, represents yet
another element, suggesting a closer connection to the aforesaid Sassanid swords.

The short, horizontal cross-guard, with the lower collar and with globular ends, is
also to be found in a single-edged sword from the vicinity of Shumen in eastern
Bulgaria, which is also dated to around the second half of the VII century.27

A cross-guard from an unknown site in north-eastern Bulgaria has ornaments
at the ends of its arms, in the form of small spherical endings (Fig. 3). The spherical
endings are one of the features of the cross-guards on the said early medieval sabers
and pallashes of the nomadic tradition in south-eastern Europe.28 The short,
horizontal or slightly curved cross-guards with spherical endings were known even
in Byzantium, during this time.29 This kind of cross-guard was also discovered in a
hoard of metal objects from the X–XI century, on the archaeological site of
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Fig. 3 — Cross-guard from unknown site, north-eastern Bulgaria

26 V. Budinsky-Kri~ka — A. To~ik, Jazdecky hrob 94/1967 z doby Avarskey ri{e v Ko{icach,
~ast’ [ebastovce, Zbornik prac L’udmile Kraskovskej, Bratislava 1984, 184, Obr. 4.

27 Yotov, Vaorazhenieto i snaryazhenieto, 39–40, cat. No. 420, Obr. 12, T. XXVIII.
28 Cf. n. 23 and 24.
29 Kolias, Byzantinische Waffen, 144. This kind of cross-guard was also depicted on the

fresco of St. Theodoros Stratelates in the St. Panteleimon monastery in Nerezi, northern Macedonia,
dating from 1164, G. [krivani}, Oru`je u srednjovekovnoj Srbiji, Bosni i Dubrovniku, Beograd 1957,
142, sl. 80.



Gamzigrad, eastern Serbia, and from the same locality, we have two sword blades
dating from the same period but they belong to a different context of find.30

* * *

The sword from the vicinity of the village of Galovo in northern Bulgaria
is the only specimen of the aforesaid cross-guard finds of this type, which also
has other preserved sword parts. Its 78 cm-long and 5 cm-wide (below the
cross-guard) two-edged blade with a rounded point suggests the general
typological features of a spatha. The remaining, aforesaid finds of this type of
cross-guard from the Balkans, based on the broad and symmetrical lower
cylindrical collars, suggest that they, most probably, also belonged to two-edged
swords with broad blades.31 The blade from Galovo is without a fuller, which is
a rare phenomenon among early medieval swords in Europe. The Arabian
philosopher Al Kindi from the first half of the IX century mentions blades
without a fuller, as a feature of the Byzantine swords.32 The blade from northern
Bulgaria is distinguished by its compact shape, with edges that extend almost
parallel towards the short and rounded tip. Blades of this type have been rec-
ognized as Byzantine and Middle Eastern and they are roughly dated to the
period of the VII–XI centuries.33 According to its dimensions, this example
would belong among the longest, currently known finds of swords that one may
assume are of Byzantine origin.34 According to its general characteristics — the
long, straight, two-edged blade with a rounded tip — this sword would cor-
respond to the typological features of the spatha, which was the most widespread
type of sword in Byzantium up to the XII century.35 The length of its blade
would tally with the only preserved written data regarding the dimensions of
Byzantine swords in those times. In the Sylloge Tacticorum manuscript, from
around the beginning of the X century, it says of cavalry swords that they should
be no shorter than four spans (93.6 cm), while its blade should not exceed this
length. The infantry carried swords that were four spans, that is, 93.6 cm long (1
spiqamh = 12 daktuloi = 23.4 cm).36 With the assumed length of the hilt of
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30 \. Jankovi}, U sutonu antike — Slovenski grad, (edd.) D. Srejovi} — \. Jankovi} — A. Lalovi}
— V. Jovi}, Gamzigrad, kasnoanti~ki carski dvorac, Beograd 1983, 155, 157, 159, kat. 316, 317, sl. 126.

31 The type of blade of a cross-guard of unknown origin with verses from the Koran as a rule
was also interpreted in this way. cf. n. 4 and 5.

32 Kirpichnikov, Drevnerusskoe oruzhie, 46, with sources.
33 Nicolle, Byzantine and Islamic Arms and Armour, 302–303; about these features of

Byzantine blades, Kolias, Byzantinische Waffen, 144–145.
34 About some finds of Byzantine swords, as well as the dimensions of their blades, Kiss

Fruhmittelalterliche byzantinische Schwerter; M. Aleksi}, Medieval Swords from Southeastern
Europe. Material from 12th to 15th Century, Belgrade 2007, 76–79.

35 A. Bruhn-Hoffmeyer, Military Equipment in the Byzantine Manuscript of Scylitzes in
Biblioteca Nacional de Madrid, Gladius 5 (1966) 91–92; Kolias, Byzantinische Waffen, 137–138.

36 Kolias, ibid. 137.



around 16 cm,37 the blade of the sword from the vicinity of Galovo would
correspond with these values, and with the assumed height of its missing pommel
of about 3 cm, the length of its hilt would also closely approach these values.

The spatha (spaqh, spaqion) was one of the most frequent terms used in
Byzantine sources as the word for a sword. It was taken from the Roman, that is,
Celtic spatha, the type of straight and, in its time, long, two-edged sword. In
Byzantine written sources, this term generally retained its meaning for the type of
long, two-edged sword, and it was not used to denote, for instance, types that had
single edged or curved blades.38

The general typological features of swords that are presented in the aforesaid
scene of St. Gregory and Theodosius, in the Manuscript of St. Gregory of Nazianzus
from around 880, would primarily correspond to the spatha, and one may conclude
the same for the swords on the presentations of St. Sergius and St. Bacchus in Nea
Moni on Chios (Fig. 5) and, with a little less certainty — because the blades are not
depicted in their entire length — on the presentations from the Daphni monastery
near Athens (Fig. 4). The hilts of these swords are for one hand, and although their
blades are in scabbards, one may conclude that they are straight, long and most
probably two-edged. Given their position alongside of the emperor, the men that
carried swords in the scene of St. Gregory and Theodosius could be protospatharioi,
spatharioi or some other high-ranking imperial guardsmen.39

The title spatharios (spaqarioj) had a long tradition in Byzantium and
most probably derives from the Roman title of cubicularius. The basic, formal role
of the spatharios was to carry the imperial weapons, and the basic insignia of this
palace dignitary was a sword with a golden hilt.40 The title protospatharios
(prwtospaqarioj) became a separate, higher-ranking palace dignitary at the end
of the VII century, formally, as the leader of the spatharioi41 and their attribute
was also a sword. The men from the imperial suite could belong to some other,
lower-ranking units that generally belonged to the oi basilikoi anqrwpoi and
whose basic role was the emperor’s personal security. In the Book of Ceremonies
by Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, the spatha was mentioned several times, as
the weapon of the protospatharioi.42

130 ZRVI XLVÇI (2010) 121–136

37 This value was proposed by Prof. Taxiarchis Kolias, although with more tolerance we could
assume its length to be around 15 cm (± ca 1 cm).

38 Loc. cit.
39 The people from the imperial suite wore a necklace that can be interpreted as a maniakion,

worn by high-ranking imperial guardsmen — the different ranks of the spatharioi and protospatharioi
and manglavites, H. Maguire, Byzantine court culture from 829 to 1204, Washington 2004, 47. On
the maniakion, cf. M. F. Hendy, Alexius I to Michael VIII. 1081–1261, eds. A. R. Bellinger, P.
Grierson, Catalogue of the Byzantine Coins in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection and in the Whittemore
Collection, Vol. 4, Washington 1999, 161–163.

40 J. B. Bury, The Imperial Administrative System in the Ninth Century, London 1911, 22,
112; N. Oikonomides, Les listes de preseance byzantines des IXe et Xe siecle, Paris, 1972, 297–298.

41 Oikonomides, ibid. 297, 328.
42 Constantini Porphyrogeniti imperatoris De Cerimoniis Aulae Byzantinae libri duo, ed. I.

Reiske, Bd.1–2, Bonn 1829, I, 82; II 574–575, 640.



In the Nea Moni monastery on Chios, as well as the Daphni monastery near
Athens, the presentations of St. Sergius and St. Bacchus are very similar to each
other. In both cases, the saints are wearing court dress,43 and some items (the
spekion, maniakion) are part of the uniform of the protospatharioi.44 Besides
swords, all four presentations depict St. Sergius and St. Bacchus with a kind of
ceremonial weapon on a pole, the spathobaklion, which was also characteristic for
the imperial court guard, above all, for the protospatharioi.45 The two saints, who
lived at the beginning of the IV century, belonged to a military unit of the palace
guard, the schola gentilium, which was one of the reasons for them to be depicted
in official attire, that is, the uniforms of the highest-ranking imperial guardsmen.46

Apart from a specific type of cross-guard, the blade of the sword from
Bulgaria also indicates that it was manufactured in Byzantium or on the model of
Byzantine swords, and that, according to all its general typological characteristics,
it belongs to a type of spatha. The said visual presentations indicate that swords
with these characteristics could exist not only in the weaponry of the Byzantine
army but also that some specimens of ceremonial weapons could also have these
typological features. The fact that on the Byzantine visual presentations, swords
with these features appear as an attribute and an element of the ceremonial
weapons of the protospatharioi, indicates that this applies to a clearly defined kind
of weapon called the spatha.

The swords that were used during imperial ceremonies were often
mentioned as being of gold. Gold or gilt can primarily refer only to their hilts or
scabbards.47 Given that they were valuable, these weapons were primarily intended
for court protocol and were not used in combat.48 In the description of the reception
ceremony of Arab emissaries to the Byzantine court in 946, it was recorded that the
members of the imperial palace suite (spaqarokoubikoularioi) carried gold
swords (crusokana spaqia), whereas the spaqarokoubikoularioi of a slightly
lower rank, carried their own, ordinary swords, which were obviously not of gold.49

This indicates the possibility that the ceremonial and ordinary swords did not differ
significantly in type but in their rich ornamentation, that is, whether they were of
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gold (or gilded) or not.50 Medieval ceremonial swords in Europe, most often, are
typologically the same or very similar to other swords of their times, and exceptions
mostly fall in the late medieval period. The typological similarity of the find of the
sword from northern Bulgaria and the visual presentations of this weapon used in
court ceremony would confirm such an assumption.

Considering that this is the case of a sole, chance find outside of any
archaeological context, the circumstances in which the sword from the village
Galovo arrived in the ground on this site can only be supposed. It could have
reached this part of the Bulgarian Danube basin during peaceful Bulgarian-By-
zantine contacts, just as it could have in circumstances of war. In the latter case,
one could primarily consider the conflicts in which the Byzantine army
participated in this area during the second half of the X and early XI century.
After the conquest of Great Preslav in April 971, Byzantine emperor John I
Tzimiskes proceded to the lower Danube, where he conquered the city of Silistra
(Dorostolon) after a siege in June, which successfully ended the military campaign
against Prince Sviatoslav I of Kiev.51 Therefore, the main military events took
place about 250 kilometers east of the area where the sword was discovered. A
somewhat more realistic possibility is that the sword could have arrived here
during the Byzantine military campaign to crush the Bulgarian rebellion under
Samuel, some thirty years later. In the conquest of north-eastern Bulgaria in the
year 1000, a large Byzantine army under the command of the patrikios
Theodorakan and the protospatharios Nikephoros Xiphias conquered the cities of
Great and Lesser Preslav, and Pliska.52 At the end of the winter in 1002, the
emperor Basil II started the siege of Vidin. One can assume that in the
preparations for the siege, one section of the Byzantine troops marched along the
Danube, from the east to Vidin. In this case, the place where the sword was
discovered, which is located about 140 kilometres downstream from Vidin, could
have been in the direction of this military movement. However, the sword could
also have arrived here when Byzantine military garrisons were stationed in
Bulgaria throughout most of the XI century, and that it had been in the possession
of a Bulgarian or even Russian, or perhaps some other military force or warrior.
Furthermore, we may also assume the possibility that it arrived here in other
circumstances, such as a trade, or a diplomatic gift and the like.

Although finds of Byzantine swords are still rather rare, we may assume that
the term spatha in Byzantine sources in this period, also referred to swords like
the aforesaid chance find near the village of Galovo in northern Bulgaria. Some of
the Byzantine visual presentations from the IX–XI century also allow for the
possibility that these types of swords were well known in Byzantium and that they
could be used as ceremonial weapons and the insignia of high-ranking palace
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dignitaries. Even though the appearance of this type of cross-guard in Byzantium
is attested from the IX century, its morphological and functional characteristics
can also be followed in earlier centuries, from the late Roman tradition and in the
regions with which the Eastern Empire set up close cultural relations.
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Marko Aleksi}

NEKE TIPOLO[KE OSOBINE VIZANTIJSKE SPATE

Sa prostora Balkana poti~e nekoliko retkih primeraka bronzanih
nakrsnica karakteristi~nog oblika. Najboqe o~uvan nalaz je `elezni ma~
koji je slu~ajno otkriven kod sela Galovo, severna Bugarska ukupne sa~uvane
du`ine od 89 cm. Se~ivo mu je pravo, dvoseklo, bez `qeba ili grebena po
sredini, dok je dr{ka za jednu ruku (sl. 1). Nakrsnica je prava, sa vodorav-
nim kracima i povijenim i ukra{enim krajevima i ima osobene
cilindri~ne tulce sa gorwe i dowe strane. Pored ovog nalaza, prave bronza-
ne nakrsnice sa cilindri~nim tulcima sa gorwe i dowe strane poti~u i sa
lokaliteta Pliska (sl. 2) i sa nepoznatog nalazi{ta tako|e u Bugarskoj (sl. 3).
Od ranije je bio poznat jedan nalaz ovog tipa nakrsnica, nepoznatog porekla
sa urezanim ukrasom i stihovima iz Kurana koji upu}uju na H vek i
vladavinu Fatimida u Egiptu. Navedenim nalazima je tipolo{ki bliska i
bronzana nakrsnica `eleznog ma~a iz oko prve polovine IX veka sa
lokaliteta ^erwi Brod u Slova~koj. Ona tako|e ima cilindri~ne tulce sa
gorwe i dowe strane, ali joj kraci nisu pravi ve} kru`nog oblika.

Bliske analogije za oblik krakova nakrsnice i trolisnog ukrasa na
wihovim krajevima ma~a iz Galova u Bugarskoj mogu se na}i na likovnim
predstavama u manastiru Nea Moni na Hiosu iz oko 1045. g. (sl 4) i Dafni
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kraj Atine iz oko 1100. godine (sl. 5). U oba manastira nalaze se me|usobno
vrlo sli~ne predstave Sv. Sergija i Sv. Vakha sa ma~em u ruci. Nakrsnice ma-
~eva ovih svetiteqa u manastiru Dafni imaju krajeve oblikovane kao kod
ma~a iz Bugarske, stim {to je trolisni ukras na likovnim predstavama okre-
nut na gore, a na nakrsnici ma~a iz Bugarske na dole. O{tro povijene krajeve
nakrsnica, kao kod pomenutog ma~a iz Bugarske, imaju i ma~evi predstav-
qeni u manastiru Nea Moni na Hiosu, stim {to nemaju trolisni ukras.

Prave, vodoravne nakrsnice sa tulcem, pre svega na osnovu likovnih
predstava, opredeqene su od IX veka nadaqe, odnosno u vreme X–XI stole}a
kao jedna od varijanti vizantijskih i islamskih ma~eva. Kao jedna od
najstarijih, ovim likovnim predstavama mo`e se dodati i ona u minijaturi
„Sv. Grigorije i Teodosije“ iz Homilija Sv. Grigorija Niskog iz oko 880.
godine.

Nakrsnice sa tulcem sa gorwe ili dowe strane imaju i neki retki
nalazi ma~eva iz Seobe naroda kao i osobeni ma~evi i pala{i evropskih
nomada VII stole}a. Ovo oru`je ima dosta sli~nosti sa ne{to starijim ili
istovremenim persijskim ma~evima iz vremena Sasanidske dinastije. Kod
obe ove vrste ma~eva prisutni su i primerci koji imaju integralnu metalnu
oblogu dr{ke kao i oni kod kojih je ona zamewena re{ewem iz dva dela.
Dowi deo ovakve dvodelne metalne obloge dr{ke spojen je sa nakrsnicom i
mo`e se najpre razumeti kao wen gorwi cilindri~ni tulac. Wegova uloga
bila je da pri~vrsti drvenu oblogu dr{ke sa dowe strane, dok je sa gorwe to
~inila jabuka u ulozi metalnog okova. Istu ulogu ima i sa~uvana bronzana
jabuka ma~a sa lokaliteta ^erwi Brod u Slova~koj, a ovakvo re{ewe
pri~vr{}ivawa obloge dr{ke mo`e se pretpostaviti i kod drugih nave-
denih nalaza vodoravnih nakrsnica sa tulcima. Pri~vr{}ivawe obloge
dr{ke gorwim cilindri~nim tulcem nakrsnice kao i jabukom sa gorwe
strane imaju i nalazi pala{a i sabqi evroazijskih stepa tokom gotovo ~i-
tavog ranog sredweg veka.

Se~ivo ma~a iz okoline sela Galovo u Bugarskoj nema `qeb {to bi, uz
wegove ostale osobine — {iroko, pravo dvoseklo se~ivo i kratak, zaobqen
vrh — ukazivalo tako|e na vizantijsko poreklo. Navedene osobine ovog ma~a
ukazuju na op{te tipolo{ke karakteristike spate — tipa pravog, dugog,
dvoseklog ma~a koji je bio i naj~e{}i tip ma~eva u Vizantiji do XII veka.
Op{te tipolo{ke osobine spate mogu se pretpostaviti i za pomenute
likovne predstave ma~eva u manastirima Nea Moni na Hiosu i Dafne na
Atici kao i za ma~eve koje nose qudi iz careve pratwe u minijaturi „Sv.
Grigorije i Teodosije“ iz oko 880. godine.

Sv. Sergije i Sv. Vakh u pomenutim manastirima nose delove
uniforme (spekion, manijakion) i atribute (ma~ u koricama, spatobaklion)
protospatara. Za qude iz careve pratwe u pomenutoj minijaturi iz oko 880.
godine koji nose ma~eve, tako|e se mo`e zakqu~iti da imaju rang visokog
carskog gardiste. Ovi ceremonijalni ma~evi pomiwu se u vizantijskim
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izvorima toga vremena kao spate. Naj~e{}e su bili zlatni, odnosno
pozla}eni, a takvi su i ma~evi insignije spatara i protospatara. U opisu
vizantijske dvorske ceremonije iz 946. godine u kwizi O ceremonijama

Konstantina VII Porfirogenita pomiwu se i carski gardisti,
spaqarokoubikoularioi koji nose zlatne, kao i oni, ne{to ni`eg ranga koji
nose obi~ne ma~eve, koji o~igledno nisu bili zlatni, odnosno pozla}eni.
Mo`e se pretpostaviti da se ceremonijalni i obi~ni ma~evi koji su se
koristili u borbi — kakav je i ma~ otrkiven u okolini sela Galovo — nisu
zna~ajno razlikovali po svojim tipolo{kim osobinama nego pre svega po
skupocenosti, odnosno da li su od zlata ili ne.

Iako su nalazi vizantijskih ma~eva jo{ uvek veoma retki, mo`emo
pretpostaviti da se izraz spata vizantijskih izvora ovog vremena, izme|u
ostalih, odnosio i na ma~eve poput pomenutog slu~ajnog nalaza iz okoline
sela Galovo u severnoj Bugarskoj. Neke od vizantijskih likovnih predstava
IX–XI veka dozvoqavaju mogu}nost i da je ovakav tip oru`ja bio dobro
poznat u Vizantiji kao i da su mogli biti kori{}eni kao ceremonijalno
oru`je i insignije visokih dvorskih dostojanstvenika. Iako je pojava
ovakvog tipa nakrsnica u Vizantiji zasvedo~ena od IX stole}a, wene
morfolo{ke i funkcionalne osobenosti mogu se pratiti i u ranijim
stole}ima u oblastima sa kojima je isto~no carstvo stupalo u direktne
kulturne odnose.
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Fig. 4 — St. Bacchus, Daphni monastery, Attica, around 1100



Fig. 5 — St. Bacchus, Nea Moni monastery, Chios, around 1045


