
Migration and the Making of Cultural

Landscapes in Medieval Anatolia: a

Eurasian Regional Perspective from

Inner Pontus

Citation
Ivanova, Polina.  2021.  Migration and the Making of Cultural Landscapes in Medieval
Anatolia: a Eurasian Regional Perspective from Inner Pontus.  Doctoral dissertation, Harvard
University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences.

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37370213

Terms of use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made
available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set
forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFlOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story

https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=818c2979-7e64-494d-92d7-1f84fa58656f




 
 
 
 

Migration and the Making of Cultural Landscapes in Medieval Anatolia: a 
Eurasian Regional Perspective from Inner Pontus 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

A dissertation presented 

by 

Polina Ivanova 

to 

The Department of History 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

in the subject of 

History 

 

 

 

Harvard University 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 

August 2021 



© 2021 Polina Ivanova 

All rights reserved 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 iii 

Dissertation Advisor: Professor Cemal Kafadar   Polina Ivanova 

 

Migration and the Making of Cultural Landscapes in Medieval Anatolia: a Eurasian 
Regional Perspective from Inner Pontus 

 

Abstract 

 

Different communities of medieval Anatolia lived in different worlds while inhabiting the 

same physical grounds. Focusing on a small region – the valley of the Iris River around modern 

Turkish cities of Niksar, Tokat, and Amasya – this dissertation seeks to conceptualize the 

coexistence of difference in medieval Anatolia. Visiting this part of Anatolia in the period 

between the eleventh and the fourteenth century one could find oneself enmeshed in 

transregional, even global currents and cultures. Depending on one’s ability to decode symbolic 

and natural languages, in this one region, one could experience one’s self as being at once in 

Byzantium, in western Iran, or in western Armenia, in the Islamic world or in the homeland of 

Christian Church Fathers and martyr saints. To explore the workings of the different languages 

that created communities and shaped cultural landscapes within and beyond medieval Anatolia, 

this dissertation follows the lives of four migrants: a Byzantine villager whose bronze cross was 

recently unearthed in an excavation, an Armenian prince whose name is inscribed in Greek on a 

lead seal preserved in Tokat, a Sufi who became the overseer of Tokat’s first known dervish 

lodge and a six-year old girl who was buried in what is thought to be one of Anatolia’s earliest 

cemeteries of pastoralist nomads of Central Asian origin. Weaving together evidence from 

archaeological, architectural, and literary sources, as well as ethnography and oral history, this 

dissertation explores how different communities constructed their own worlds and how they 
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perceived, translated, or altogether failed to see the worlds of others. Those constructions, and 

their far-flung connections, create a very different picture from the paradigms of doomed 

Hellenism or triumphant Turkism that have hitherto prevailed in the study of medieval and early 

modern Anatolia, the crossroads of Asia and Europe. 
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and articles in these and other languages are also provided according to the Library of Congress 

romanization system in hope that this will make it easier for the readers to locate these sources in 

library catalogues. There are a few minor exceptions. Words and names that frequently appear in 

English are given in their common English spelling: Eleni not Elenē, John Chrysostom not 

Iōannēs Chrysostomos, Sufi not Ṣūfī etc. Naturally, in the multilingual environment of medieval 

Anatolia, many words and place-names were shared between different linguistic communities yet 

pronounced and spelled differently. In such cases, I make the choice of the transliteration system 

based on the context, thus I opt for mezra‘a (Ottoman Turkish) not mazra‘a (Arabic) when 

writing about a fifteenth-century Ottoman cadastral survey. Place-names, especially commonly 

used ones, are given in their current English forms (Anatolia, Iran)  while historical names are 
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Byzantine toponym Neokaisareia instead of the city’s current name Niksar.  
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.... dives opum Priami dum regna manebant, 
nunc tantum sinus et statio male fida carinis 
 
Athene, Diogenes, 
Demokritos, George, 
Sixty years ago – 
Where are they now? 
Sober, decent folk 
That greeted one another 
"Christos anesti!" 
A thousand year 
Affirmation of life, 
That trod the dance floor 
At Eastertime. 
 
But Christ had risen 
For the last time 
So they quietly closed the shutters 
And laid them here 
Beneath the hollyhock and rose 
Where vines gush from the earth 
Pouring out oblations 
Each drop a richer blood. 
 
Under goat-flecked hills, 
Stones breathe back the heat 
From cracked inscriptions 
Thyme-filled with memory 
In the silent afternoon. 
 
Tenedos; 
Once an unsafe haven, 
Now a resting place.
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Introduction 

 

1. Introduction  

 

The idea for this dissertation was conceived in 2014, when quite by accident I visited the 

history museum of Tokat – a medium-sized city in north-central Turkey which lies off 

conventional tourist paths. I marveled at the diversity of objects displayed in the museum’s 

single large exhibition hall: reliquary crosses and bread stamps, glassware and ceramics, jewelry 

and coins, monumental inscriptions in different languages, several Qur’āns, a dervish “beggar's 

bowl,” an icon, a wax sculpture of a Christian martyr. It looked to me as if the objects were just 

placed together, side by side, without much in the way of curation, without periodization and 

grand narratives. Βy arranging the objects in such a way, probably due to limitations of space 

and perhaps unintentionally, the museum staff created an original and thought-provoking 

exhibition: here, different pasts of Tokat were speaking in a discordant chorus, leaving each 

visitor free to weave his or her own story from the objects’ “voices.” When I began to design the 

dissertation and think of new ways to approach the history of medieval Anatolia, I looked to 

Tokat Museum as a source of inspiration. I decided to focus on Inner Pontus – the region where 

Tokat was located – and think of it as a large museum hall, imagining myself as a guide. My role 

would be to invite artefacts to “speak” and to demonstrate that by shining light on different 

objects, some lost in dark corners of displays or buried under dust, one could tell very different 

stories of medieval Anatolia, all equally real and all ultimately connected. 

This dissertation has benefitted from the unprecedented flourishing of research and 

conceptual innovation that have redefined the field of medieval Anatolian history in the past 
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twenty years. In fact, one can argue that it is the scholarship of the last two or three decades that 

invented “medieval Anatolia” as a field independent from the frameworks of the Byzantine or 

Ottoman history.1 No longer Byzantine and not yet Ottoman, Anatolia in the period between the 

late eleventh and the late fourteenth centuries was never dominated by one state; it was a space 

of constantly shifting borders and ephemeral polities, inhabited and ruled by people whose 

cultural identities often cannot be easily defined in strict ethnic and confessional terms. It is not 

difficult to see why this field, which offers endless possibilities for the study of cultural 

encounters and coexistence of difference, has become so attractive to cosmopolitan-minded 

twenty-first-century scholars. Revisionist historians’ commitment to the conceptual framework 

of “medieval Anatolia” rather than “medieval Turkey,” “pre-Ottoman Turkey” or “post-

Byzantine Asia Minor” reveals a clear intellectual, and increasingly political, stance.2 In dark 

times of resurging nationalism, chauvinist violence, and suppression of intellectual freedoms, 

liberating Anatolia from nationalist discourses and advocating for historical nuance may give 

scholars an opportunity to “fight with a pen,” especially when other forms of collective action 

become impossible. In what follows, I will briefly discuss the general directions in revisionist 

scholarship on medieval Anatolia that have been most influential in shaping my research and 

 
1 The classics of history of medieval Anatolia before the field came to be known as such include Claude Cahen, Pre-
Ottoman Turkey: A General Survey of the Material and Spiritual Culture and History c. 1071-1330 (London: 
Sidgwick & Jackson, 1968), Osman Turan, Selçuklular Zamanında Türkiye: Siyâsi Tarih Alp Arslan’dan Osman 
Gazi’ye, 1071-1318 (İstanbul: Turan Neşriyat Yurdu, 1971), and Speros Vryonis, The Decline of Medieval 
Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh through the Fifteenth Century (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1971). 
 
2 The term “Anatolia” itself of course has a lot of ideological charge, and therefore many historians prefer to use the 
term “Rūm” or “Rome”– a geographical designation used by Rūm’s medieval inhabitants themselves. For a 
discussion of these terms see Cemal Kafadar, “A Rome of One’s Own: Reflections on Cultural Geography and 
Identity in the Lands of Rum,” Muqarnas 24, no. 1 (2007): 7–25, and idem., Kendine Ait Bir Roma: Diyar-ı Rum’da 
Kültürel Coğrafya ve Kimlik Üzerine (İstanbul: Metis Yayınları, 2017). 
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then proceed to explain how my study seeks to contribute to the scholarly tradition that has 

nurtured it.  

Perhaps the most important achievement of the new scholarship has been the “opening” 

of Anatolia’s borders, in other words historians’ consistent endeavor to treat Anatolia not as an 

independent geographical and cultural entity confined within the borders of modern Turkey but 

as an integral part of larger frameworks. Andrew Peacock and Sara Nur Yıldız have paved the 

way for the study of Seljuk Anatolia as a part of the larger Seljuk world with their landmark 

edited volume, The Seljuks of Anatolia: Court and Society in the Medieval Middle East (2013).3 

Their more recent studies have likewise spearheaded the reappraisal of Mongol rule in Anatolia 

and called for integrating the study of Anatolian history within frameworks of Ilkhanid history.4 

Naturally, these larger frameworks have been envisioned not only in political terms. One of the 

fields where connections between Anatolia and places beyond its immediate geographic extent 

have been explored most fruitfully is intellectual history. Several important studies have focused 

on mobility of scholars and texts and cast late medieval Anatolia as part of the Islamic “Republic 

of Letters.”5 Another field that has benefitted significantly from the “open borders” approach has 

 
3 A. C. S Peacock and Sara Nur Yıldız, The Seljuks of Anatolia: Court and Society in the Medieval Middle East 
(London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 2013). A similar integrative approach has been taken by the curators of the 
exhibition dedicated to the Seljuks held at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, in 2016. Sheila R. Canby et 
al., eds., Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the Seljuqs (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2016), Sheila 
R. Canby, Deniz Beyazıt, and Martina Rugiadi, eds., The Seljuqs and Their Successors: Art, Culture and History 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020). 
 
4 Jürgen Paul, “Mongol Aristocrats and Beyliks in Anatolia: A Study of Astarābādī’s Bazm va Razm,” Eurasian 
Studies 9 (2011): 105–58; A. C. S. Peacock, Islam, Literature and Society in Mongol Anatolia, Cambridge Studies 
in Islamic Civilization (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Suzan Yalman and Feliz 
Yenişehirlioğlu, eds., Cultural Encounters in Anatolia in the Medieval Period: The Ilkhanids in Anatolia: 
Symposium Proeceedings, 21-22 May 2015, Ankara (Ankara: Vehbi Koç Ankara Studies Research Center, 2019); 
Sara Nur Yıldız, Mongol Rule in Seljuk Anatolia: the Politics of Conquest, 1243-1282 (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming). 
 
5 Wilferd Madelung, “The Migration of Hanafi Scholars Westward from Central Asia in the 11th to 13th Centuries,” 
Ankara Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi Dergisi 43 (2002): 41–55; Bruno De Nicola, “Letters from Mongol Anatolia: 
Professional, Political and Intellectual Connections among Members of a Persianised Elite,” Iran: Journal of the 
British Institute of Persian Studies 56, no. 1 (n.d.): 77–90; A. C. S. Peacock, “Islamisation in the Golden Horde and 
Anatolia: Some Remarks on Travelling Scholars and Texts,” Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée 
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been history of art and architecture of medieval Anatolia.6 If traditionally studies of medieval 

Anatolian monuments or artefacts were often limited to monuments located exclusively on the 

territory of the Republic of Turkey, now scholars make an effort to situate their objects of study 

in historically contextualized frameworks that encompass not only Anatolia but also different 

regions of Iran, the Caucasus and the Mediterranean. 

Another defining characteristic of the recent scholarship on Medieval Anatolia that has 

been equally instrumental in shaping this dissertation is historians’ pursuit of nuance and 

rejection of grand narratives and essentializing cultural categories. Alexander Beihammer, Sara 

Nur Yıldız, and Dmitry Korobeinikov have undertaken the Herculean task of charting accessible 

overviews of the fragmented political landscape of medieval Anatolia, granting as much 

attention to lesser-known actors and ephemeral alliances as to well-known polities and figures.7 

Their work makes it clear that to speak of political history of medieval Anatolia in teleological 

 
143 (2018): 151–64; A. C. S. Peacock, Sara Nur Yıldız, eds., Islamic Literature and Intellectual Life in Fourteenth- 
and Fifteenth-Century Anatolia, (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag Würzburg in Kommission, 2016). 
 
6 Patricia Blessing, Rebuilding Anatolia after the Mongol Conquest: Islamic Architecture in the Lands of Rūm, 
1240-1330, Birmingham Byzantine and Ottoman Studies 17 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2014); Patricia Blessing and 
Rachel Goshgarian, eds., Architecture and Landscape in Medieval Anatolia, 1100-1500 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2017); Antony Eastmond, Tamta’s World: The Life and Encounters of a Medieval Noblewoman 
from the Middle East to Mongolia (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Oya 
Pancaroğlu, “The Mosque-Hospital Complex in Divriği: A History of Relations and Transitions,” Anadolu ve 
Çevresinde Ortaçağ 3 (2009): 169–98; Zaza Skhirtladze, Ani at the Crossroads: Papers from the International 
Conference (Tbilisi: Ivane Javakhishvili Tbilisi State University, 2019). Between 2014 and 2018, the Getty 
Foundation awarded several grants to the Courtauld Institute of Art to facilitate a traveling research seminar titled  
“Crossing Frontiers: Christians and Muslims and their Art in Eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus.” The goal of the 
seminar was to allow emerging scholars to cross historiographical and political frontiers and explore medieval 
architecture of Anatolia and South Caucasus in a single analytical framework. 
https://sites.courtauld.ac.uk/crossingfrontiers/ accessed on August 15, 2021. 
 
7 Alexander Daniel Beihammer, Byzantium and the Emergence of Muslim-Turkish Anatolia, ca. 1040-1130, 
Birmingham Byzantine and Ottoman Studies (London ; New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2017); 
Dimitri Korobeĭnikov, Byzantium and the Turks in the Thirteenth Century, First edition, Oxford Studies in 
Byzantium (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2014); Sara Nur Yıldız, “Reconceptualizing the 
Seljuk-Cilician Frontier: Armenians, Latins, and Turks in Conflict and Alliance during the Early Thirteenth 
Century,” in Borders, Barriers, and Ethnogenesis : Frontiers in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, ed. Florin Curta 
(Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2005), 91–122. 
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terms of a Byzantine-Seljuk-Beylik-Ottoman transition is to choose convenience of 

simplification over historical accuracy.  

Works of social and cultural history, furthermore, demonstrated that this politically 

fragmented landscape provided most fertile grounds for cultural interaction between different 

groups inhabiting medieval Anatolia. Another landmark volume edited by Andrew Peacock, 

Bruno De Nicola, and Sara Nur Yıldız, Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia (2015), 

brought together some of the most innovative scholarship on the cultural history of medieval 

Anatolia that set the agenda for further research and debates.8 How did Christian communities 

adapt to Muslim rule in Anatolia and preserve their cultural identity?9 What happened to the 

artistic production of these communities, and how did indigenous Christian artisans contribute to 

the development of the artistic languages of medieval Anatolia?10 How did the urban 

environment of medieval Anatolia in which Christians and Muslims lived side by side nurture 

 
8 A. C. S. Peacock, Bruno De Nicola, and Sara Nur Yıldız, eds., Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2015). 
 
9 Sophie Métivier, “Byzantium in Question in 13th-Century Seljuk Anatolia,” in Liquid & Multiple: Individuals & 
Identities in the Thirteenth-Century Aegean, ed. Guillaume Saint-Guillain and Dionysios Stathakopoulos (Paris: 
ACHCByz, 2012), 235–58; Johannes Pahlitzsch, “The Greek Orthodox Communities of Nicaea and Ephesus under 
Turkish Rule in the Fourteenth Century: A New Reading of Old Sources,” in Islam and Christianity in Medieval 
Anatolia, 147–66 and Scott Redford, “The Rape of Anatolia,” in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 107–
16; also Nevra Necipoğlu, “The Coexistence of Turks and Greeks in Medieval Anatolia (Eleventh-Twelfth 
Centuries),” Harvard Middle Eastern and Islamic Review 5 (1999-2000): 58–76. 
 
10 Antony Eastmond, “Other Encounters: Popular Belief and Cultural Convergence in Anatolia and the Caucasus,” 
in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 183–214; Catherine Jolivet-Lévy, “Chrétiens en Cappadoce 
Turque,” in La Cappadoce: Mémoire de Byzance (Paris: CNRS Éditions, Éditions Paris-Méditérrannée, 1997), 104–
15.  Tolga B. Uyar, “Thirteenth-Century ‘Byzantine’ Art in Cappadocia and the Question of Greek Painters at the 
Seljuq Court,” in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 215–32; a thorough overview of recent scholarship 
on Christian-Muslim interactions in art and architecture of Anatolia and the Caucasus is presented in Patrick 
Donabédian, “Armenia – Georgia – Islam: A Need to Break Taboos in the Study of Medieval Architecture,” in 
L’arte Armena: Storia Critica e Nuove Prospettive Studies in Armenian and Eastern Christian Art, Eurasiatica 16 
(Edizioni Ca’ Foscari - Digital Publishing, 2020), 62–112, DOI: 10.30687/978-88-6969-469-1/005. Suna Çağaptay’s 
study of the architectural transformation of Bursa deals with a later period but should be mentioned here as an 
important contribution to the field. Suna Çağaptay, The First Capital of the Ottoman Empire: The Religious, 
Architectural, and Social History of Bursa (London; New York, N: I.B. Tauris, 2021). 
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similar and interconnected forms of social organization and communal practices?11 What can we 

learn from looking at the role of women and the private sphere in the processes of social and 

religious change in medieval Anatolia?12 

Yet, as much as historians have underlined the ubiquity and multifaceted nature of 

interactions between different communities inhabiting medieval Anatolia, they have likewise 

stressed that coexistence entailed not only tolerance and peace but also rejection and conflict. 

Polemical and literary works surviving from medieval Anatolia demonstrate that their authors 

had clear definitions of “us” and “them” and were concerned with safeguarding communal 

boundaries.13 Furthermore, it must also be asked, to what extent the flexibility of one’s identity 

 
11 Rachel Goshgarian, “Futuwwa in Thirteenth-Century Rum and Armenia: Reform Movements and the Managing 
of Multiple Allegiances on the Seljuk Periphery,” in The Seljuks of Anatolia: Court and Society in the Medieval 
Middle East, 227–63; Johannes Preiser-Kapeller, “Liquid Frontiers: A Relational Analysis of Maritime Asia Minor 
as a Religious Contact Zone in the Thirteenth-Fifteenth Centuries,” in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 
117–46. Peter Cowe and Michael Pifer have paved the way in thinking about connected literary histories of 
medieval Anatolia. S Peter Cowe, “The Politics of Poetics: Islamic Influence on Armenian Verse,” in Redefining 
Christian Identity: Cultural Interaction in the Middle East since the Rise of Islam, ed. J.J. van Ginkel, H.L. Murre-
van den Berg, and T.M. van Lint (Leuven; Dudley, MA: Uitgeverij Peeters en Dep. Oosterse Studies, 2005), 379–
404; idem., “Patterns of Armeno-Muslim Interchange on the Armenian Plateau in the Interstice between Byzantine 
and Ottoman Hegemony,” in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 77–105; Michael Pifer, “The Rose of 
Muḥammad, the Fragrance of Christ: Liminal Poetics in Medieval Anatolia,” Medieval Encounters 26 (2020): 285–
320; idem., Kindred Voices a Literary History of Medieval Anatolia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021). 
 
12 Bruno De Nicola, “Patrons or Murids? Mongol Women and Shaykhs in Ilkhanid Iran and Anatolia,” Iran: Journal 
of British Institute of Persian Studies 52, no. 1 (2014): 143–56; idem., “The Ladies of Rūm: A Hagiographic View 
of Women in Thirteenth- and Fourteenth-Century Anatolia,” Journal of Sufi Studies 3, no. 2 (2014): 132–56; 
Eastmond, Tamta’s World; Redford, “The Rape of Anatolia”; Rustam Shukurov, “Harem Christianity: The 
Byzantine Identity of Seljuk Princes,” in The Seljuks of Anatolia: Court and Society in the Medieval Middle East, 
115–50; V. Macit Tekinalp, “Palace Churches of the Anatolian Seljuks: Tolerance or Necessity?,” Byzantine and 
Modern Greek Studies 33, no. 2 (2009): 148–67; Suzan Yalman, “The ‘Dual Identity’ of Mahperi Khatun: Piety, 
Patronage and Marriage across Frontiers in Seljuk Anatolia,” in Architecture and Landscape in Medieval Anatolia, 
1100-1500, 224–52. 
 
13 Alexander Daniel Beihammer, “Christian Views of Islam in Early Seljuq Anatolia: Perceptions and Reactions,” in 
Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 51–75; Aleksandar Jovanovic, “Imagining the Communities of Others: 
The Case of the Seljuk Turks,” Byzantina Symmeikta 28 (2018): 239–73; Buket Kitapçı Bayrı, Warriors, Martyrs, 
and Dervishes: Moving Frontiers, Shifting Identities in the Land of Rome (13th-15th Centuries) (Leiden; Boston: 
Brill, 2020); Şevket Küçükhüseyin, Selbst- und Fremdwahrnehmung im Prozess kultureller Transformation: 
anatolische Quellen über Muslime, Christen und Türken (13.-15. Jahrhundert), Sitzungsberichte; 
Veröffentlichungen zur Iranistik, 825. Bd. Nr. 63 (Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2011); A. C. S. Peacock, “An Interfaith Polemic of Medieval Anatolia: Qāḍī Burhān AI-Dīn al-
Anawī on the Armenians and Their Heresies,” in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 233–62; Sara Nur 
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and one’s ability to cross cultural frontiers were determined by social status. When reading about 

such figures as Mahparī Khātūn, the Armenian-Byzantine wife of the Seljuk Sultan ‘Alā’ al-Dīn 

Kayqubād known for her patronage of Islamic architecture, one wonders whether the complexity 

of her identity was a privilege afforded by wealth and status.14 Furthermore, one has to 

acknowledge that where the writing of history itself is concerned, it is also wealth and status that 

play a key role in modern scholars’ ability to produce nuanced historical narratives. Crossing 

epistemological and historiographical frontiers is impossible without learning languages, 

traveling to multiple research destinations, attending international conferences, and enjoying 

access to often prohibitively expensive academic publications – something which remains the 

privilege of a relatively small number of scholars. It is not accidental, therefore, that revisionist 

scholarship, including works cited in this overview, is mainly produced in English or French by 

scholars affiliated with research institutions in Europe or North America and elite institutions in 

Turkey, or supported by US and European grants. This is not to say that scholars educated and 

based at non-elite institutions in Turkey or other countries of the region do not share in the 

revisionist lines of thinking summed up above but to underline that there is a clear socio-

economic dynamic that shapes the development of the field.  

 

2. Method and Limitations 

 

 
Yıldız, “Battling Kufr (Unbelief) in the Land of Infidels: Gülşehri’s Turkish Adaptation of ’Aṭṭār’s Manṭiq al-Ṭayr,” 
in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia), 329–48. 
 
14 Yalman, “The ‘Dual Identity’ of Mahperi Khatun: Piety, Patronage and Marriage across Frontiers in Seljuk 
Anatolia.” 
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This study aims to contribute to the growing body of revisionist literature by asking what 

one can learn about the history of medieval Anatolia if one examines it through the prism of 

local history. The goal of this exercise is to address “big questions” of the history of medieval 

Anatolia from the perspective of the particular, the local and the material, and to demonstrate 

how local and often unknown sources can suggest new questions and analytical frameworks. The 

geography of Anatolia is extremely diverse, and it is self-evident that those unique combinations 

of histoire événementielle and long-term transformations that amount to what we call “history of 

medieval Anatolia” must have differed profoundly from one region of Anatolia to another. This 

study focuses on the region of Inner Pontus – roughly the area between the modern cities of 

Tokat, Amasya and Niksar in northcentral Anatolia. The designation “Inner Pontus” is not as 

commonly used as other names of Anatolia’s regions such as Pontus, Cappadocia, Cilicia etc. 

Yet the geography of Inner Pontus, defined by the fertile valleys of the Iris (Yeşilırmak) and 

Lycus (Kelkit) Rivers and the Deveci Mountains rising above them is clearly distinct from the 

marine environment of the Black Sea coast to the north and the harsh plateau geography of 

Cappadocia to the south and the Armenian Highlands to the east.  

Deciding what comprises a “region” and delineating the geographical bounds of one’s 

study are methodological choices of the researcher. I have chosen to focus on Inner Pontus partly 

because it has received much less scholarly attention than other parts of Anatolia such as coastal 

Pontus, Cappadocia or the Aegean.15 As Chapter One explains, in the Middle Byzantine period, 

 
15 Inner Pontus, defined in more or less the same geographical terms, has nonetheless been the focus of two 
important studies: Maxime Durocher, “Zāwiya et soufis dans le Pont Intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: 
contribution à l’étude des processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles)” (PhD Dissertation, 
Paris, Sorbonne Université, 2018) and Ethel Sara Wolper, Cities and Saints: Sufism and the Transformation of 
Urban Space in Medieval Anatolia (University Park, Pa.: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003). While 
enthusiastically received by non-specialists, Wolper’s work has been criticized by historians and architectural 
historians of medieval Anatolia for its insufficiently rigorous use of evidence. For a critique of Wolper, see Ahmet 
T. Karamustafa, “Review of Cities and Saints: Sufism and the Transformation of Urban Space in Medieval Anatolia 
by Ethel Sara Wolper,” Speculum 80, no. 4 (2005): 1400–1402. 
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Inner Pontus was seen as a remote backwater from Constantinople, and even though it became 

the base of the Danishmendid power in the twelfth century and an important center of the 

Ilkhanids and Eretnids in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries respectively, it is still seen as a 

backwater by most scholars of Byzantium and medieval Anatolia today. Very often, when 

explaining my doctoral research to colleagues, I have been asked why I had not chosen to study a 

more interesting place. My choice of Inner Pontus, however, was informed precisely by my 

interest in shifting perspectives and treating a seemingly peripheral place as central.  

The availability of a unique set of local sources constituted another strong reason for the 

choice of Inner Pontus as the focus of this study. The excavation at Komana Pontika, located just 

outside of Tokat, made accessible precious archaeological materials pertaining to the lives of 

ordinary people who inhabited Inner Pontus between the eleventh and the fourteenth centuries. A 

significant amount of information about the economy and demography of Inner Pontus could 

also be garnered from medieval endowment documents of pious foundations – albeit available 

only in their Ottoman-era copies – and the fifteenth-century Ottoman cadastral survey of the 

region. The above-mentioned Tokat Museum, as most provincial museums of Turkey, is a 

treasure trove of medieval objects with local and often precisely localized provenance. Two 

objects from the collection of the Tokat Museum, a lead seal of an Armenian prince and a 

ceramic bowl with a depiction of a woman spinning wool, inspired larger stories told in this 

study. Finally, an important part of materials used in this study was collected during my many 

visits to the cities and villages of Inner Pontus. This fieldwork would not have been possible had 

I not had as my guides Greek oral history records and Armenian memory books, two invaluable 

sources of local knowledge, which will be discussed in greater detail below. 
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Although it has a clearly defined regional focus, this study is not a local history in the 

strict sense of the word.16 It is a comparative cultural history of medieval Anatolia that sets a 

limited geographic focus in order to tell the story of the same places from four different vantage 

points. The four vantage points are represented by four protagonists, historical or semifictional, 

whose lives were linked to medieval Inner Pontus: an Orthodox Christian resident of eleventh-

century Komana, an Armenian prince originally from Vaspurakan, a Sufi poet originally from 

Hamadan, and a pastoralist girl whose origins are unknown. I tie together the stories of these four 

protagonists using a comparative framework of landscape and mobility. How different was the 

relative place of Inner Pontus in the geographies of these individuals’ mobile lives? How 

different were the landscapes that they saw and experienced when living in Inner Pontus? Did 

their worlds overlap, or did they inhabit different worlds entirely? Landscapes can be defined in 

many different ways, but in this study I opt for the short definition offered by Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary: “a portion of land or territory which the eye can comprehend in a single view, 

including all the elements it contains.”17 This definition succinctly ties together the material and 

the cognitive aspects of landscapes: the physical land and objects it contains on the one hand, 

and the mental act of “comprehending” on the other. In reconstructing the landscapes inhabited 

by four different protagonists, this study seeks to place very different material traces of life in 

medieval Inner Pontus in a single comparative framework and to contextualize them with 

reference to what each protagonist would see as meaningful and familiar.  

 
16 The genre of local history is best exemplified by W.G. Hoskins classic study, Local History in England (London: 
Longmans, 1959). 
 
17 On this and other definitions of landscape employed by historians see Veronica Della Dora, “Landscape and 
History,” in The SAGE Handbook of Historical Geography, ed. Mona Domosh, Michael Heffernan, and Charles W. 
J. Withers (London: SAGE Publications, 2020), 121-143. 
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The focus on individual protagonists requires a justification. Introducing a biographical 

element is a convenient narrative device: every life tells a story, and following individual 

protagonists allows the historian to organize a mass of evidence in a way palatable to the reader. 

This methodological choice, however, is not just a matter of crafting a story. It also offers a way 

of thinking about the different ways in which Anatolia belonged – or did not belong – to various 

larger geographies. For George of Komana, the first protagonist, Inner Pontus was the center of 

the world. Distant Constantinople might have been the center of the Byzantine world but not of 

his Byzantine world. For the Armenian prince, Inner Pontus was a far west, linked to the 

Armenian world of Eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus through networks of Armenian noble 

families in service of the Byzantine state. The world of the Sufi poet Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī was the 

largest of all, extending from Iran to Punjab and Anatolia. Geographically, Inner Pontus lay in 

the very west of this world too, but it was hardly a periphery for ‘Irāqī because it was well 

integrated in the Seljuk-Ilkhanid networks of Sufis, scholars and political elites – the networks 

that tied together the vast geography of ‘Irāqī’s world. Finally, the Inner Pontus of the pastoralist 

girl was a world of summer and winter pastures, and her movement within it, and beyond it, was 

above all determined by the environmental needs of her livelihood. Such a way of geographical 

framing has been to a large extent inspired by Antony Eastmond’s concept of “Tamta’s world.”18 

In his recent study of politics and architectural patronage in thirteenth-century southern 

Caucasus, Eastern Anatolia and Upper Mesopotamia, Eastmond used the biography of a 

medieval Armenian noblewoman, Tamta, as a connecting device. He demonstrated that these 

regions were intricately linked at the time, even though there is no conventional name that could 

 
18 Eastmond, Tamta’s World. For an important critique of Eastmond’s use of the notion of “fluid identities” see 
Zaroui Pogossian, “Women, Identity, and Power: A Review Essay of Antony Eastmond, Tamta’s World,” Al-ʿUṣūr 
al-Wusṭā 27, no. 2019 (n.d.): 233–66. 
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describe them as a single geographical unit. Would we think differently about the region’s 

history if there were such a term? The idea of “Tamta’s world” poses a challenge to the 

hegemony of established geographical categories in the history of medieval Middle East. 

The choice of specific protagonists, furthermore, raises the question of subalternity and 

minority representation in historiography of medieval Anatolia. Who gets to be included? Who 

gets to be a “historical figure”? Two protagonists chosen here, the Armenian prince and the Sufi 

poet, are “historical” while two others, the Orthodox inhabitant of Komana and the pastoralist 

girl, are “semi-fictional.” What makes the former two “historical” is that we know their names, 

and that their existence, however nebulous, is attested in written sources. The latter two are 

anonymous, and one has to piece together their stories from scarce and fragmentary material 

evidence. Though some scholars of medieval Anatolia have made attempts to bring to light lives 

of historically underrepresented groups,19 the field by and large remains “elitist” insofar as it 

favors those whose names have been preserved in written sources and those whose stories can 

illuminate established historiographical questions. This study includes two apparently non-elite 

actors but there is nothing methodologically radical in this choice. Just as the Sufi poet and the 

Armenian prince are here to represent the “big questions” of Persianization, Islamization and 

Armenization, the choice of the inhabitant of Byzantine Komana and the pastoralist girl as 

protagonists was certainly informed by the author’s engagement with old paradigms established 

by Speros Vryonis half a century ago, namely “decline of Hellenism” and “nomadization.”20  

 
19 Scholarship on women in medieval Anatolia has been mentioned in note 12. One can add to it Nicolas Trépanier’s 
pioneering study, Foodways and Daily Life in Medieval Anatolia: A New Social History (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2014). 
 
20 Vryonis, The Decline of Medieval Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh 
through the Fifteenth Century; idem., “Nomadization and Islamization in Asia Minor,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 29 
(1975): 41–71. 
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The choice of protagonists thus very clearly represents both the intellectual genealogy 

and the limitations of this study. One could choose other protagonists. In the recent volume 

dedicated to small finds at Komana, Evangelia Pişkin and Hilal Küntüz published an essay titled 

“Bone Working Waste: The Infamous Bone Worker and Other Craftsmen Peeking through the 

Animal Bone Assemblage from Medieval Komana.”21 As its title suggests, this essay explores 

bone working waste at Komana looking for evidence of artisanal activities, such as horning, glue 

making, and leather working. It asks questions that have nothing to do with Islamization and 

“Hellenism”: how do these finds shed light on a sector of market economy, occupations of 

people, and settlement space arrangement? In what ways are people involved in crafting of 

animal products connected? Archaeology challenges the limits of historians’ imagination, and it 

will continue to do so. Could one write the history of medieval Anatolia form the perspective of 

a bone worker? A stone mason? A farmer?22 Will it be possible to put questions of social and 

economic inequality on the agenda of scholarship on medieval Anatolia and study conflict in 

contexts beyond religion and politics?23 The bone worker of Komana defied all my attempts to 

include him (or her) in this study. Doing so would require developing a very different analytical 

framework – a challenge that this study could not take up, and for which the field as a whole 

perhaps is still unprepared given the novelty and scarcity of relevant archaeological material. 

 
21 Evangelia Pişkin and Hilal Küntüz, “Bone Working Waste: The Infamous Bone Worker and Other Craftsmen 
Peeking through the Animal Bone Assemblage from Medieval Komana,” in Komana Small Finds, ed. Burcu D. 
Erciyas and Meryem Acara Eser (Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2019), 213–30. 
 
22 A historian of medieval rural England, for instance, has recently produced a pioneering study of the English 
landscape as experienced by medieval peasants, bringing together evidence from landscape archaeology, historical 
geography onomastics, anthropology, and ethnography. Susan Kilby, Peasant Perspectives on the Medieval 
Landscape: A Study of Three Communities (Hatfield, Hertfordshire, England: University of Hertfordshire Press, 
2020). 
 
23 Advances in archaeology allowed scholars of the Early Middle Ages in Western Europe develop a new research 
agenda devoted to questions of social stratification and political inequality in local societies. J.A. Quirós Castillo, 
ed., Social Inequality in Early Medieval Europe: Local Societies and Beyond (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2020). 
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 The choice of protagonists of this study might be strongly determined by the 

historiographical tradition, yet the choice is deliberate. I believe that a focus on the local and the 

particular can still teach us much about seemingly familiar categories. When historians speak of 

identities and communities in medieval Anatolia, there is always an underlying tension. One the 

one hand one seeks to be careful not to apply thoughtlessly essentializing labels like “Christian,” 

“Muslim,” “Armenian,” “nomad,” etc. and not to set up questionable equivalences or binary 

oppositions. On the other hand, one recognizes that communal identities mattered to people who 

lived in medieval Anatolia, and that not all identities were flexible and not all cultural frontiers 

permeable. Some people who lived in medieval Anatolia in close geographic proximity did 

indeed inhabit different worlds. This dissertation takes up four local case studies to argue that 

often belonging to the same or different worlds was not a matter of confession, language, or 

origins but rather of sharing or not sharing symbolic interpretations of the space around. One did 

not have to be a Christian, for instance, to inhabit the Christian world of Inner Pontus, but one 

did have to share in a certain kind of knowledge of the local landscape. Chapter One, to give one 

example, demonstrates that an important element of the local Orthodox sacred landscape was the 

shrine of St. John Chrysostom at Komana, a site marked perhaps just with a heap of stones but 

preserved in local memory for centuries through rituals and storytelling. Inhabitants of nearby 

villages might give up the Greek language over time, and convert to Islam, but as long as they 

perceived the heap of stones at Komana and other such sites as meaningful, they could be said to 

inhabit the same Christian world. 

 Looking at local landscapes, as this dissertation demonstrates, allows one to make the 

case for the existence of many such “shared worlds” in medieval Anatolia. It does, on the other 

hand, also prompt one to question the meaning of words like “convergence” and “coexistence” 
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applied so often to the multicultural environment of medieval Anatolia.24 “Coexistence” is 

usually understood to mean living together in peace, but more broadly it can also be understood 

as simply existing at the same time. Most histories of medieval Anatolia concerned with the 

coexistence of difference naturally focus on forms of communication – be it conflict, 

collaboration, or simply viewing the other – at the expense of non-communication. It appears, 

however, that not seeing and not recognizing the worlds of others as meaningful must have also 

been a significant aspect of the cultural history of medieval Anatolia. The rural Christian world 

of Inner Pontus, with its ruined chapels and small shrines, for instance, may have been 

completely irrelevant, and therefore invisible to a Sufi poet living in Tokat. The new architecture 

built throughout Inner Pontus in the thirteenth and fourteenth century under Muslim patronage 

shows remarkably little engagement with the local Byzantine architectural tradition. Such cases 

of non-communication and non-engagement can be as illuminating as the cases of interaction 

and syncretism. 

  

3. Modern Erasures, Medieval Silences, and the Search for Lost Landscapes 

 

The pursuit of the local and the material, which this dissertation established as its primary 

objective, has been significantly curtailed by the lack of surviving sources. Many of the 

arguments presented in it rely on “phantom” sources – descriptions of monuments and objects 

 
24 Michel Balivet, Romanie byzantine et pays de Rûm turc: histoire d’un espace d’imbrication gréco-turque, 1. impr, 
Cahiers du Bosphore 10 (Istanbul: Éditions Isis, 1994); idem., “‘A la manière de F. W. Hasluck’: A Few Reflections 
on the Byzantine-Turkish Symbiosis in the Middle Ages,” in Archaeology, Anthropology, and Heritage in the 
Balkans and Anatolia: The Life and Times of F.W. Hasluck, 1878-1920, ed. David Shankland, vol. 2 (Istanbul: Isis, 
2004), 13–30; Antony Eastmond, “Other Encounters: Popular Belief and Cultural Convergence in Anatolia and the 
Caucasus,” in Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia, 183–213; Necipoğlu, “The Coexistence of Turks and 
Greeks in Medieval Anatolia (Eleventh-Twelfth Centuries).”  
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that have long since perished captured in oral reports of people who are long gone too. Relying 

on oral history is risky and requires a justification. Few scholars acknowledge – or at least few 

do so explicitly in their work– that medieval monuments and objects surviving in Anatolia and 

accessible to scholars today can hardly be taken as a representative material legacy “organically” 

preserved from the medieval period. The medieval landscape of Anatolia visible to an observer 

today is a ravaged landscape that tells us as much about the history of the twentieth century as it 

does about medieval history. The medieval monuments that survived till the present stand 

deprived of their context – of other medieval monuments that perished in the violence of the late 

nineteenth and the twentieth century. The Hamidian massacres, the First World War, the 

Armenian genocide, and the Greek-Turkish population exchange resulted in the killing and 

forced expulsion of millions of people but also in the almost complete obliteration of the material 

heritage of displaced communities. 

Historians of the medieval period, perhaps unaware of the ubiquity or the magnitude of 

the violence that devastated Anatolia, often speak of the events of the twentieth century in 

surprisingly untroubled terms. This tendency is perhaps best exemplified by the absence of any 

discussion of violence in the recent publication of the results of the archaeological survey of the 

region of Avkat, sixty kilometers west of Amasya. This otherwise extremely learned and detailed 

publication seemingly brushes over the events of the twentieth century, summing up the 

demographic rupture of the twentieth century in a short and non-committal statement:  

 

In the last decades of the Ottoman state Avkat, like many other rural communities, 
experienced both immigration and emigration. The movement of Krim Tatars under 
Russian pressure after the Crimean war (1851-1854) affected the village […] By the 
same token, Armenians left during the period 1905-1917, although the record is 
problematic in respect of both numbers and causes and local memory recalls the 
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presence of Armenian craftsmen (shoemakers) and itinerant workers in Mecitözü in the 
1950s.25 
 

It is worthwhile to juxtapose this statement with a longer excerpt from an oral history 

interview conducted in 1956 with Georgios Dēmētriadēs (b. 1893), a former resident of Tokat 

who recalls the circumstances under which Armenians “left” his native city in 1915: 

 

First, they took all the rich ones and imprisoned them. And after ten days they captured 
all the males above fifteen years of age and said that they would exile them. In reality, 
they sent them to a place a short distance away from Tokat. It was July, I don’t remember 
the year. Every noon they took about fifty men […] And in that place, they had [burial] 
pits ready; they killed [the Armenians] with guns and axes, dumped their bodies and took 
their clothes and whatever they had. One day I was in the Greek village of Eirep […] 
when the villagers who came from Tokat warned me not to go there. They were thinking 
that [Turks] would kill all [Christians], also the Greeks. […] In 15-20 days, they killed all 
the Armenian [men]. The corpses were brought to Tokat. But the [Armenian] women did 
not know anything, and those who understood something wouldn’t speak out of fear. I 
myself did not tell them about anything that I saw. And Turks would send them fake 
letters, as if from their exiled husbands, and extract money from them. And after 20 days 
they told the women that they would send them to exile too, to the same place where their 
men were. They told the women to bring their money with them, so that they could pay 
for rented transport. Many gave their money and jewelry to the Greeks so that they could 
send it to them later. […] The first day they went to Yenihan, in the direction of Sivas, 
and from there they turned to Kangal and reached Külühan, on the border with Kurdistan. 
There they left the women and [the transport] returned. […] They robbed the women of 
all their possessions […] and whoever wanted raped them. People saw corpses on the 
road […]. Then they took them to Diyarbakır and from there to a village called 
Nalbandköy (?) which was located near the Murad River (Eastern Euphrates). There they 
had gathered about twenty thousand Armenians. The Kurds attacked and raped women in 
front of everyone. At daybreak they gave [women] orders to stand in line facing the river. 
The guard with a whip and a gun in his hand told them to walk into the river and cross it. 
That river was like a sea. The stream was so strong that it would carry people away like 
garbage. This is how they drowned them all.26 
 

 
25 John Haldon, “Euchaïta: From Late Roman and Byzantine Town to Ottoman Village,” in Archaeology and Urban 
Settlement in Late Roman and Byzantine Anatolia: Euchaïta-Avkat-Beyözü and Its Environment, ed. John Haldon, 
Hugh Elton, and Jim Newhard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 254. 
 
26 G. Dēmētriadēs, interview by Eleni Karatza on October 27, 1956, KMS 1148 Tokatē, “The massacre of 
Armenians,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. I have abridged Dēmētriadēs’s 
narrative omitting from it some more graphic and gruesome descriptions of violence. 
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There is little reason to doubt the reliability of Dēmētriadēs’s account, even though he 

could not have been an eyewitness of everything he describes. The story seems to have been 

common knowledge in Tokat – it was recalled in almost identical terms by other former residents 

of Tokat, interviewed by a different ethnographer, in a different place, in 1963.27 Dēmētriadēs 

left Tokat in 1918, moving first to Samsun and from there to Athens. Most Orthodox Christians 

left Inner Pontus either during World War I, trying to avoid conscription, or in 1923-24 in the 

Greek-Turkish population exchange.28 Some, mostly those who came from rich families like 

Dēmētriadēs, were able to make it to the Black Sea port cities relatively quickly and safely and 

board ships taking them to Greece. Others endured years of deprivation and suffering, hiding out 

in the mountains during the war, wandering homeless all over Anatolia, and working in 

backbreaking jobs before they could reach safety.29 The small Jewish community of Inner 

Pontus, which dated back to the sixteenth century, disappeared around the same time.30 Unlike 

other parts of Anatolia, where some churches, synagogues and other monuments once belonging 

to non-Muslim communities survived long after non-Muslims were gone and even till this day, 

in Inner Pontus almost all traces of non-Muslim communities and their material heritage have 

 
27 Prodromos Iordanidēs and Polymnia Ioannidou, interview by Eleni Gazē on April 8, 1963, KMS 1148 Tokatē, 
“Armenian massacres,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
28 “Population exchange” is a somewhat euphemistic term, though one widely accepted by historians, for what was a 
humanitarian catastrophe that involved millions of people. For the legal framework and social consequences of this 
event see Renée Hirschon, ed., Crossing the Aegean: An Appraisal of the 1923 Compulsory Population Exchange 
between Greece and Turkey (New York: Berghahn Books, 2003). 
 
29 Personal stories of Orthodox Christians leaving Anatolia have been collected and published as a multi-volume 
series titled Hē Exodos (“The Exodus”) by the Center for Asia Minor Studies. The stories of refugees from Inner 
Pontus are collected in Paschalēs M. Kitromēlidēs, Hē Exodos: Martyries apo tis eparchies tou Mesogeiakou 
Pontou, vol. 3 (Athēna: Kentro Mikrasiatikōn Spoudōn, 2013). 
 
30 Abraham Galanté, Histoire des Juifs d’Anatolie, vol. 2 (Istanbul: Impr. M. Babok, 1939), 289–92. 
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been obliterated. There were of course those proverbial “Armenian shoemakers” who were 

making appearances in the cities of Inner Pontus well into the twentieth century, but they were 

living amidst ruins, clinging to the memory of a life that was no longer there.31  

This story of destruction and erasure of memory must be born in mind when we speak of 

the material culture and architectural history of medieval Anatolia. What a different experience 

would it be to study medieval Islamic monuments of Tokat and Amasya if Christian buildings 

dating to the same epoch were still standing next to them? How different would our analytical 

categories, periodization, and terminology be? The erasure of material evidence is so profound 

that it impairs our imagination. The missing evidence, therefore, is not just a matter of a 

quantitative loss. The trouble is not that now we can learn less about medieval Anatolia; it is that 

no matter what we do, our vision will always remain deeply distorted, with this particular optical 

inadequacy. One of the aims of this dissertation is to address this issue of unequal visibility of 

Anatolia’s different medieval pasts and to demonstrate, using the example of Inner Pontus, that 

despite the overwhelming loss of evidence there is a lot that we still can learn by turning to 

sources that historians of medieval Anatolia seldom consult, namely Greek oral history and 

Armenian memory books. 

My knowledge of the countryside of Tokat and Amasya has been only partially informed 

by my own fieldwork in the area. More often than visiting the villages myself, I “walked” 

through them “listening” to the words of their one-time inhabitants as I read through thousands 

of hand-written pages of interviews preserved in the Oral Tradition Archive of the Centre for 

Asia Minor Studies in Athens. The Centre for Asia Minor Studies developed in the 1930s out of 

 
31 The life of the last Armenians of Tokat is described in Agop Arslanyan’s touching memoir. Agop Arslanyan, 
Adım Agop Memleketim Tokat (Istanbul: Aras, 2005). 
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the initiative to record and preserve memory of Greek life in Asia Minor spearheaded by 

ethnomusicologist and folklorist Melpō Merlier.32 For four decades between the 1930s and early 

1970s, but mainly in the 1950s and 60s, a group of dedicated ethnographers travelled around 

Greece seeking to interview refugees from every Greek village in Asia Minor displaced in the 

twentieth century. The interviewees, who mainly arrived in Greece in the 1920s, for the most 

part had been born in 1870-1890s; they remembered well life in villages of Asia Minor and their 

interviews preserve a wealth of information about local history and topography, work, migration 

and land tenure, health, climate and various other topics that make this archive a real treasure for 

anyone interested in socio-economic or environmental history. And indeed, since its opening to 

the public, the archive has been explored by researchers in many fields of history, especially 

historians of Anatolia, giving rise to numerous important publications.33⁠  

Thousands to pages in the archive are the result of thousands of hours of work, and in 

their copious research notes, the interviewers describe in detail their daily toil: traveling from 

place to place, walking from door to door searching for informants, waiting for them for hours, 

listening to them for hours and rendering their Turkish speech or dialects into the accessible 

standard Greek idiom. Most of the work with the refugees from Inner Pontus seems to have been 

done by two staff members of the Centre for Asia Minor Studies, Eleni Karatza in the 1950s and 

 
32 Evi Kapoli, “Archive of Oral Tradition of the Centre for Asia Minor Studies: Its Formation and Its Contribution to 
Research,” Ateliers Du LESC 32 (2008), www. http://ateliers.revues.org/1143. 
 
33 Most studies that drew on the materials in the archive focus on issues of confessional identities, nationalism, and 
minority experience in the Ottoman Empire. The archive, however, presents a tremendous potential for exploring 
various topics in social and environmental history that has so far been little exploited. Nicholas Doumanis, Before 
the Nation: Muslim-Christian Coexistence and Its Destruction in Late Ottoman Anatolia (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); Ayse Ozil, Orthodox Christians in the Late Ottoman Empire: A Study of Communal 
Relations in Anatolia (London; New York: Routledge, 2013); Gülen Göktürk, Well-Preserved Boundaries: Faith 
and Co-Existence in the Late Ottoman Empire (New York: Routledge, 2020). The Centre for Asia Minor Studies 
publishes its own journal, Deltio tou Kentrou Mikrasiatikon Spoudon, which features many articles based on the 
archive’s materials. 
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Eleni Gazē in the 1960s. Through their diligent work, Eleni Karatza, Eleni Gazē and their several 

other colleagues preserved the most perishable kind of memory. Local legends about the putative 

place of St. John Chrysostom’s burial, identifications of remains of medieval structures and other 

local shrines, names of local celebrations and associated rituals – all of this knowledge would 

have been lost with the passing of the first generation of refugees.  

The interviews of the refugees also provide an invaluable source for identifying what was 

not medieval. The nineteenth-century geography of Orthodox Christian settlements across Inner 

Pontus was, as we learn from these interviews, not a continuation of the Byzantine geography. 

Rather, it was the outcome of the “re-Christianization” of several regions of Anatolia spurred by 

new dynamics in Late Ottoman economy and labor migration. In the late eighteenth and the first 

half of the nineteenth century, following the closure of metal mines in coastal Pontus which for 

centuries provided livelihood to thousands of Orthodox miners, former miners began to look for 

work elsewhere.34 Some went to supply the labor demands of the booming cotton industry in 

Ottoman Cilicia, while others went to work in the newly opened mines of Russian 

Transcaucasia.35 Many – those who could afford to buy land – moved to Western and Inner 

Pontus. Settling in the fertile valley of Yeşilırmak they took up agriculture and succeeded 

especially in tobacco cultivation, selling their harvest to the Régie Company (La société de la 

régie co-intéressée des tabacs de l'empire Ottoman), the Ottoman state tobacco monopoly 

 
34 N. Nerantzis, “Pillars of Power: Silver and Steel of the Ottoman Empire,” Mediterranean Archaeology and 
Archaeometry 9, no. 2 (2009): 71–85, at 78; for the history of Pontic mines in the Byzantine period see A. A. M. 
Bryer, “The Question of Byzantine Mines in the Pontos: Chalybian Iron, Chaldian Silver, Koloneian Alum and the 
Mummy of Cheriana,” Anatolian Studies 32 (1982): 133–50. 
 
35 This is well documented in the Oral Tradition Archive files dedicated to Greek settlements in Cilicia and in the 
Caucasus. 
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established by the Public Debt Administration.36 These migrants established new villages, built 

new churches and schools and “rediscovered” a landscape of Byzantine ruins, to which they gave 

names and which they brought to life through liturgical practices.37 As speakers of Pontic Greek 

dialects, they also made Inner Pontus Grecophone again. Ironically, in the nineteenth century it 

was Turkish-speaking Christians who could claim descent from the indigenous Byzantine 

population of Inner Pontus while Greek speakers were all newcomers. While the story of this 

nineteenth-century revival deserves to be studied in its own right, understanding it can also help 

historians of the medieval period to avoid misidentifying ruins of nineteenth-century monuments 

or looking for continuities where there might be none. 

To my knowledge, the ethnographers who conducted interviews with refugees from Inner 

Pontus have never published anything under their own names and never sought academic 

acclaim, even though their knowledge of Anatolia probably surpassed that of many esteemed 

scholars. As Evangelia Balta eloquently put it speaking of the milieu of the Center for Asia 

Minor Studies, “they were people who believed that some things ought to safeguarded, recorded 

in order to stay with us, and they shouldered the onus of their mission, while at the same time 

fully aware that they were dealing with things of no proven usefulness.”38⁠ This dissertation 

would have been impossible without the heroic efforts of those who contributed to the Oral 

 
36 This is documented in the interviews with former inhabitants of many Orthodox settlements of Inner Pontus. For 
instance, see Georgios Papadopoulos, interview by Ch. Lisydaki on March 15, 1961, KMS 1148 Tokatē, “Tobacco 
shops” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
37 For a discussion of similar “rediscoveries” in the Aegean region see Kalliopi Amygdalou, “‘What Crowds Might 
Have Passed through Here?’ Encounters with Antiquity in Nineteenth-Century Rural Ionia,” Platform: Provocative 
Timely Diverse, March 22, 2021, https://www.platformspace.net/home/what-crowds-might-have-passed-through-
here-encounters-with-antiquity-in-nineteenth-century-rural-ionia, accessed August 10, 2021.  
 
38 Evangelia Balta, “Introduction: Cries and Whispers in Karamanlidika Books Before the Doom of Silence,” in 
Cries and Whispers in Karamanlidika Books: Proceedings of the First International Conference on Karamanlidika 
Studies (Nicosia, 11th-13th September 2008) (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2010), 13. 
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Tradition Archive, and the least I can do in gratitude is to draw attention to the remarkable 

usefulness of this material hoping that more scholars of medieval Anatolia might turn to this 

invaluable and magnificent archive in their studies. 

Unfortunately, there is no oral history archive that could help reconstruct with the same 

fine-grained detail the lost Armenian landscape of Inner Pontus.39 What approaches somewhat 

close to this level of detail, however, is the Armenian local history genre known as 

houshamadyan or “memory books.” Varying in length and published in different corners of the 

world wherever survivors of the Armenian genocide found refuge, these books are rich 

compilations of local knowledge.40 Houshamadyan were conceived as projects to safeguard the 

memory of Armenian life in Anatolia. Diaspora communities collected funds and commissioned 

professional or amateur historians to gather all pieces of information that could be found about 

their lost homelands, be it excerpts from academic works and travelers’ accounts, newspaper 

clippings, archival documents, memoirs and interviews with former residents, songs, 

photographs and drawings, etc. While created for and by Armenian communities, these books, 

with their interest in microhistorical matters, turn out to be a most valuable source for the study 

of local history not just of Armenian Anatolia but of Anatolia in general. The history of Inner 

Pontus is treated in particular in two grand volumes, Arshak Alpōyachean’s 1700-page-long 

History of Armenians of Tokat and Gabriel Simonian’s 1000-page-long Memory Book of the 

 
39 Armenian oral history initiatives, such as the Armenian Assembly Oral History Project at the University of 
Michigan-Dearborn (https://umdearborn.edu/casl/centers-institutes/center-armenian-research/armenian-assembly-
oral-history-project), mainly focus on the events of the genocide and the survivors’ personal experiences. The 
records preserved at such archives, however, may also contain valuable information about Armenian landscapes of 
Anatolia. 
 
40 Mihran Minassian, “Tracking Down the Past: The Memory Book (‘Houshamadyan’) Genre - A Preliminary 
Bibliography,” January 17, 2014, https://www.houshamadyan.org/themes/bibliography.html. 
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Pontic Amasya.41 To give an idea of the range of topics covered in these books, one may list 

some of the headings from the table of contents of Alpōyachean’s magnum opus: Geology, 

Hydrology, Animals and Cattle, The Valleys of Iris and Lycus under the Sultans of the Sultanate 

of Rum, Churches and Chapels, Open-air Sanctuaries, Schools, Printing Presses, Tokat's 

Economy and Trades, Tokat Dialects, Family, Local Habits, Folk Medicine, Folklore etc. Just 

like Greek oral history records, Armenian memory books not only can help one reconstruct in 

one's imagination destroyed monuments and spaces but also correctly contextualize those few 

traces of Armenian monuments that remained preserved in Anatolia till this day.  

 

4. Dissertation Structure 

 

The dissertation is divided into four chapters, each representing a different view of 

medieval Inner Pontus. Chapter One, “A Byzantine Landscape of Inner Pontus,” draws an 

outline of the Byzantine landscape as it might have been seen by George of Komana, an 

inhabitant of a modest Middle Byzantine settlement north of modern Tokat. This chapter 

demonstrates that if from the perspective of Constantinople Komana might have seemed like a 

remote provincial backwater inconspicuous in every way, to the residents of Komana, and 

perhaps those of the nearby villages and towns, Komana was synonymous with St. John 

Chrysostom and thus was perceived by them as an important regional locus sanctus. For 

Christians of Inner Pontus, St. John Chrysostom was not just a great theologian and a saint but, 

he was also their own, local saint. The area around Neokaisareia (Niksar) was likewise perceived 

 
41 Arshak Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov 
(Gahirē, 1952); G.H. Simonean, Hushamatean Pontakan Amasioy (Nicosia, Cyprus 1966). 
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as the domain of two other “local” saints, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus and St. Basil, while 

Amaseia (Amasya) belonged to the territory of St. Theodore. Someone like George of Komana 

would have probably visited regional pilgrimage destinations multiple times in the course of his 

life, and this chapter follows him on an imaginary journey from Komana to the shrine of St. 

Theodore in Euchaïta, west of Amasya, to explore the landscape that such a pilgrim would have 

encountered along the way: small chapels, modest village houses, imposing fortresses, as well as 

ruins of Hellenistic and Roman buildings. The chapter then bids farewell to George as he sets out 

on another, much longer journey, leaving his homeland along with other refugees in fear of an 

imminent attack of a quickly advancing Muslim army of the Danishmendids. The second half of 

the chapter focuses on the fate of settlements like Komana and the Byzantine landscape of saints 

in the aftermath of the dissolution of Byzantine political control over Inner Pontus. 

Complementing published archaeological evidence from Komana with two case studies of 

hitherto unstudied settlements, it argues that no generalizing statements about the fate of the 

native Christian population of Inner Pontus should be made until a critical number of medieval 

settlements can be identified and investigated. This chapter brings together archaeological 

material and the findings of my own fieldwork, Ottoman-era documents and travelers’ accounts, 

as well as a rich body of modern oral history records.  

  Chapter Two, “Armenian Migration from Vaspurakan and the Formation of an Armenian 

Landscape in Inner Pontus,” demonstrates how Inner Pontus became a part of the Armenian 

world following the eleventh-century migration of Armenians from the Kingdom of Vaspurakan 

in the region of Lake Van to Tokat and the surrounding lands. Beginning with the discussion of a 

rare lead seal of an obscure Armenian prince, Abusahl Artsruni, preserved at the Museum of 

Tokat, this chapter pieces together scattered traces of the almost completely invisible presence of 
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Armenians in medieval Inner Pontus. It hypothesizes that in fact Armenians took over many 

abandoned Byzantine settlements and shrines – or perhaps usurped some by force – helping to 

perpetuate a Byzantine sacred landscape that otherwise would have been lost, while transforming 

it and investing it with new symbolic meanings. The most conspicuous example of such 

Armenian “adoption” of a Byzantine shrine was the case of the shrine of St. John Chrysostom at 

Komana. Komana came to be populated by Armenians, while a few kilometers away an 

Armenian monastery dedicated to St. John Chrysostom, and probably built on the site of 

Byzantine church, became a shrine in its own right and continued to attract pilgrims till its 

destruction in the twentieth century. Using archaeological surveys, Armenian memory books and 

Greek oral history records, Ottoman documentary evidence and fieldwork results, this chapter 

demonstrates that the sizable Christian population found in the region by the early Ottoman 

period was not a “Byzantine residue” but the new product of a complex history of Armenian 

migration.  

  Chapter Three, “Inner Pontus as the West of a Persian Poet’s World” looks at Inner 

Pontus, and Tokat specifically, as it might have been seen by a visitor like Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī, a 

Sufi and poet, who came to Tokat in 1273 as the overseer of Tokat’s first known dervish lodge. 

‘Irāqī, who was born in Hamadan in western Iran and lived in Multan and Konya prior to 

arriving in Tokat, would not have been quite a stranger in Tokat. The Tokat of 1270s was a part 

of his world on several different levels. Most broadly, Tokat, as other cities of Inner Pontus, then 

was a city of the Islamic world where urban space was shaped by the presence of mosques, 

mausolea, madrasas, and other buildings associated with Islamic piety and learning. Tokat was 

also a part of the Persianate world for Persian must have been surely one of the languages spoken 

there and the ability to compose poetry in Persian must have carried much prestige among its 
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inhabitants. Familiarity with Persianate aesthetics must have also served as an important element 

of communication between Tokat’s Muslim and Armenian communities. Yet, Tokat was not just 

any city of the Islamic or Persianate world. It was the stronghold of ‘Irāqī’s patron, the Parvāna, 

which meant that for someone like ‘Irāqī, Tokat would not have been just a familiar place but 

one where he felt secure and privileged.  

Architecturally, on the other hand, Tokat would appear as something of a foreign land to 

‘Irāqī. Focusing on a number of surviving monuments and engaging recent scholarship on 

architectural history of Anatolia, this chapter demonstrates that in terms of aesthetics and 

techniques, the new architecture commissioned under Muslim patronage in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth century was much more closely linked to Georgian and Armenian architecture of the 

Caucasus, Eastern Anatolia, and Crimea than to that of Iran. Mostly likely, Christian builders 

contributed to the development of this new architecture; yet, unlike early Ottoman-era buildings, 

the new monuments exhibited remarkably little engagement with either the Byzantine sacred 

landscape or the Byzantine building tradition of Inner Pontus. The landscape of Inner Pontus, as 

it would be seen by a thirteenth-century Sufi, appears to have hardly at all to have overlapped 

with the landscape that George of Komana once inhabited and which local Orthodox Christians 

probably still inhabited when Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī arrived in Tokat.  

  Finally, Chapter Four, “Inner Pontus as the World of a Pastoralist Girl,” considers Inner 

Pontus not as a part of any other larger cultural entity (i.e. the Byzantine world, the Armenian 

world, the Persianate world etc.) but as a small world in its own right with human mobility 

directed by local environmental needs and a different logic shaping its cultural landscape. Based 

on ethnography, zooarchaeology and medieval endowment documents, this chapter argues 

against the concept of “nomadization,” suggesting instead that the physical geography of Inner 
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Pontus created conditions for a simultaneous practice of pastoralism and settled agriculture. The 

cooperation required for a symbiosis of rural communities grew into a shared culture that cut 

across confessional and ethnic lines. This chapter also demonstrates that the the proximity of the 

summer pastures to villages made it possible for the inhabitants of Inner Pontus to engage in 

transhumance seasonally and that the division between agriculturalists and pastoralists probably 

had a strong gender dimension.  

 This dissertation set out to lead the reader on a journey through different worlds of 

medieval Anatolia, suggesting places to see and ways of seeing them. It is my hope that what one 

finds along the way will inspire one to continue the journey, through Anatolia and beyond, 

stepping off well-trodden paths and seeing familiar landscapes from new perspectives. 
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Chapter One 

 A Byzantine Landscape of Inner Pontus 

 

1.1 Introduction  

 

In 2013, a Byzantine reliquary cross was discovered at the excavation site of Komana 

Pontika, nine kilometers north of the modern city of Tokat. This bronze cross measures about 

eight by six centimeters and bears an engraved image of a saint with arms raised in prayer.42 

Above the figure of the saint an inscription reads “ΓΕΟΡΓǿΟ” – Georgios, referring to St. 

George, a Roman soldier from Cappadocia, whose martyrdom earned him everlasting glory in 

both western and eastern Christianity and whose later association with the Muslim saint(s) 

Khidr-Ilyas made him a central subject of scholarship on syncretic religious practice in 

Anatolia.43  

The artefact is one of many such crosses discovered at Komana and in the surrounding 

area.44 Reliquary pectoral crosses were objects of devotion that became especially widespread in 

Byzantium during the eleventh century.45 ⁠ Their design suggests that they were used as portable 

 
42 Catalogue no. 10 in Meryem Acara Eser, “Komana Kazısı Metal Buluntularından Bir Grup: Röliker Haçlar,” in 
Komana’da Ortaçağ Yerleşimi = The Medieval Settlement at Komana (Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2015), 167–80. 
 
43 Frederick W. Hasluck and Margaret M. Hasluck, Christianity and Islam under the Sultans, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1929), 319-336; Maria Couroucli, “Saint George the Anatolian: Master of Frontiers,” in Sharing 
Sacred Spaces in the Mediterranean: Christians, Muslims, and Jews at Shrines and Sanctuaries (Bloomington, 
Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2012), 118–40. 
 
44 Several similar crosses, two of them also bearing an inscribed representation of St. George (inventory numbers 
75.25.1 and 76.39.1) are preserved at the Tokat Museum. The objects are likely to be of local provenance since for 
the most part they are sold/donated to the museum by inhabitants of Tokat and nearby villages. 
 
45 Brigitte Pitarakis, Les croix-reliquaires pectorales byzantines en bronze, Bibliothèque des cahiers archéologiques 
16 (Paris: Picard, 2006). 
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personal reliquaries: small particles of holy relics would have been placed inside the cross and 

worn around one’s neck as a pendant with protective power. Because of their modest appearance 

and their ubiquity at excavation sites all over the former Byzantine territories, and in museum 

collections across the world, these bronze crosses are thought to have been mass-produced and 

were probably inexpensive, created for people of modest means.46  

 Surviving for centuries, reliquary crosses became tangible memorials to quotidian piety 

of countless anonymous individuals, of whom no other memory survived. We know precious 

little about the owner of the cross discovered at Komana: that this individual probably lived in 

the eleventh century; that he (or she?) spent at least a part of his life in Komana, on the shore of 

the Iris River, in a fertile valley where Cappadocia borders the Pontic region; and that he might 

have been named Georgios in accordance with the common Byzantine practice of naming after 

saints.47 The archaeological context in which the cross was discovered, however, tells us a little 

more about the life of the owner of the cross. The cross, along with other bronze crosses and 

ecclesiastical objects, was discovered above the ruins of a church, in a place where these objects 

must have been stored for remelting.48 The story of this cross preserves not only the memory of 

its anonymous owner but also of the human tragedy and historical upheaval that Komana must 

have withstood in the eleventh century. This chapter follows the story of the cross and its owner, 

here named “George of Komana” for the sake of convenience, to envision what the landscape of 

Byzantine Inner Pontus must have looked like from the perspective of an inhabitant of an 

 
46 Idem., “Objects of Devotion and Protection,” in Byzantine Christianity, ed. Derek Krueger (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2006), 172. 
 
47 Angeliki Laiou-Thomadakis, Peasant Society in the Late Byzantine Empire: A Social and Demographic Study 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1977), 108-141; Séminaire de J. Lefort, E.P.H.E. (IVe Section), 
«Anthroponymie et société villageoise (Xe-XIVe siècle)», in Hommes et richesses dans l’Empire byzantin, éd. par 
Catherine Abadie-Reynal et al., vol. 2, 2 vol. (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1991), 225-38. 
 
48 See pages 65-66 in this chapter. 
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“ordinary” rural settlement like Komana in the eleventh century and to imagine what might have 

happened to this landscape after the Islamizing conquests of the eleventh and twelfth centuries.  

 

1.2 George’s World: Eleventh-Century Komana 

 

Eleventh-century Komana must have been an ordinary settlement – one of the hundreds 

of anonymous settlements without claim to fame scattered throughout the former Byzantine 

world. One does not come across it in contemporaneous chronicles or letters; it is not 

immortalized in family names of prominent intellectuals and statesmen, not cast on seals. Indeed, 

we do not know if this place even bore the name Komana in the eleventh century although the 

appearance of the toponym Ḳomanāt in early Ottoman documents suggests that the name indeed 

survived in local memory for centuries.49 ⁠ What sets Komana apart from most other ordinary 

Middle Byzantine settlements is that, since 2009, it has been the focus of an archaeological 

project.50 However, what spurred the excavation in the first place was not the allure of the 

medieval settlement but rather the possible association of the site with ancient Komana Pontika – 

one of the celebrated cult centers of Hellenistic Pontus and a “crossroads of civilizations.”51 ⁠ 

Indeed, it appears that the complex cultural amalgam observed at Komana at the time of the 

Roman conquest preserved memory of a range of past practices transmitted and adapted through 

 
49 ˚Komanāt appears as both the name of a town (şehir) and a district (nāhiye) in the first Ottoman cadastral survey 
of the province of Rūm dated 859/1455, Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi Tapu Tahrir Defteri 2, henceforth BOA TD 2. 
 
50 Since 2009, Komana Archaeological Research Project has been directed by Prof. Burcu Erciyas of Middle East 
Technical University. 
 
51 Luis Bellesteros-Pastor, “Comana Pontica in Hellenistic Times: A Cultural Crossroads,” in Between Tarhuntas 
and Zeus Polieus: Cultural Crossroads in the Temples and Cults of Graeco-Roman Anatolia (Leuven; Paris; Bristol, 
CT: Peeters, 2016), 47–73. 
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centuries under the Hittite, Iranian and Hellenistic rule.52⁠ While the search for the ancient 

sanctuary has not yet yielded hoped-for results, the excavation revealed an unexpected and 

intriguing discovery: a humble medieval settlement built on top of a walled Middle Byzantine 

necropolis and two small churches. This serendipitous discovery transformed the Komana 

Archaeological Research Project into a pioneering study that examines archaeologically the 

demographic, cultural and economic implications of the waning of Byzantine power in Anatolia 

and ensuing migrations that took place over the late eleventh and twelfth centuries ⁠.53  

The exact place of the Middle Byzantine settlement is still unknown. Yet it must have 

been located in the vicinity of the cemetery, possibly under the modern village, the old name of 

which – Gümenek – is likely to be a derivation from Komana.54 The fact that, in 2018, remains 

of another church have been discovered in the village makes this suggestion even more plausible, 

though due to private property restrictions excavations in the village or anywhere outside of the 

necropolis hill have not yet been possible.55 The two churches, built in a single program, together 

with the surrounding graveyard have been preliminarily dated to the eleventh or early twelfth 

 
52 Ibid. 
 
53 The results of the excavations have been presented in two collected volumes and a number of articles including 
Burcu D. Erciyas and Meryem Acara Eser, eds., Komana Small Finds (Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2019); Burcu 
Erciyas and Emine Sökmen, “An Overview of Byzantine Period Settlements around Comana Pontica in North-
Central Turkey,” Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 34, no. 2 (2010): 119–41; D. Burcu Erciyas and Mustafa N. 
Tatbul, eds., Komana Ortaçağ yerleşimi: The Medieval Settlement at Komana (İstanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2015); 
idem., “Evaluation of the Recent Finds at Komana from the Early and Middle Byzantine Period,” in Settlements and 
Necropoleis of the Black Sea and Its Hinterland in Antiquity, ed. Gocha R. Tsetskhladze and Sümer Atasoy (Oxford: 
Archaeopress Publishing Ltd, 2019), 272–80. 
 
54 In the twentieth century the name has been changed to Kılıçlı as part of a governmental campaign to erase 
toponyms preserving memory of Anatolia’s non-Turkish and non-Muslim population. On the politics of place name 
changes in Turkey see Sevan Nişanyan, Hayali coğrafyalar: Cumhuriyet döneminde Türkiye’de değiştirilen 
yeradları (İstanbul: TESEV, 2011)  and Kerem Öktem, “The Nation’s Imprint: Demographic Engineering and the 
Change of Toponymes in Republican Turkey,” European Journal of Turkish Studies 7 (2008), 
https://doi.org/10.4000/ejts.2243. 
 
55 Burcu D. Erciyas, “Archaeology at Komana,” in Komana Small Finds, ed. Burcu D. Erciyas and Meryem Acara 
Eser (Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2019), 15. 
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century based on the architectural features of the churches as well as datable objects such as 

coins, jewelry and reliquary crosses.56  

 The construction of two new churches with fresco-painted interiors, as well the 

significant number of eleventh-century bronze coins found at Komana, hint at some level of 

prosperity. This material also accords with the larger picture of flourishing that the surrounding 

region appears to have experienced in the first half of the eleventh century. While regarded as a 

backwater from the perspective of the imperial capital, the theme – or Byzantine 

military/administrative unit – of Armeniakon, to which the region belonged, gained some 

prestige in the late tenth century thanks to the patronage of Emperor John I Tzimiskes (r. 969–

76) who was allegedly a native of this land. According to Leo the Deacon, shortly after 

ascending the throne, Tzimiskes granted a tax exemption to the theme of Armeniakon.57⁠ Some 

areas must have particularly benefited from the imperial patronage. It is known, for instance, that 

Tzimiskes built a new monastery called Damideia, the exact location of which is unknown, and a 

shrine dedicated to the military saint St. Theodore in Euchaneia around modern Çorum, changing 

the city’s name to Theodoropolis, or the “the city of Theodore” and making it an important 

pilgrimage destination.58 

Certainly, the level of prosperity must have not been uniform across the theme of 

Armeniakon. The disparity between economic conditions in different parts of the theme is 

 
56 Ibid., 14-15. 
 
57 Vasilikē N. Vlysidou, ed., Hē Mikra Asia Tōn Thematōn: Ereunes Panō Stēn Geōgraphikē Physiognōmia Kai 
Prosōpographia Tōn Vyzantinōn Thematōn Tēs Mikras Asias, 7os-11os Ai, Ereunētikē Vivliothēkē 1 (Athēna: 
Ethniko Hidryma Ereunōn: Institouto Vyzantinōn Ereunōn, 1998), 127. 
 
58 Ibid., 145; John Haldon, “Euchaïta: From Late Roman and Byzantine Town to Ottoman Village,” in Archaeology 
and Urban Settlement in Late Roman and Byzantine Anatolia: Euchaïta-Avkat-Beyözü and Its Environment 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 215. There has been a lot of confusion between Euchaïta and 
Euchaneia because of the similarity of the two names. These are, however, two different places.  
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spelled out clearly in a letter written in the mid-eleventh century by Michael Psellos (1018-

1081?), a Constantinopolitan intellectual and high-ranking official, to a newly appointed and 

evidently discontent governor of Armenikon. The letter gently encourages the governor not to 

despair over his appointment to the forsaken theme and not to judge the whole region based only 

on Ivora, Epimolissa and other remote places but rather consider Dazimon, Chiliokomon, 

Euchaïta and Euchaneia.59⁠ Going further, Psellos foresees a great future for the region comparing 

it to a young horse that might not make a big show of itself before the start but would eventually 

outperform even Pegasus.60⁠  

Komana is not mentioned by Psellos in his list of prosperous settlements, and indeed it is not 

unlikely that compared to other regional centers it might have lagged in affluence and 

importance. Until the residential part of the Middle Byzantine settlement is identified and 

excavated it will be possible only to make limited judgements about the level of prosperity of 

Komana’s inhabitants. What we know about their material culture derives largely from the 

assemblage of objects discovered out of the archaeological context of the objects’ original use, 

since, as noted above, they were most likely seized at the time of the population displacement 

and reused. These objects, if taken to be representative, draw a portrait of a modest rural 

community with some signs of prosperity and social cleavage. Reliquary crosses, bronze jewelry 

items, and glass bracelets discovered in large numbers at Komana suggest that some of its 

inhabitants could afford to spend money on more than just simple necessities.61 And plentiful 

 
59 Michael Psellos, Ep. 96, in Michaelis Pselli scripta minora, magnam partem adhuc inedita, ed. Eduard Kurz and 
Franz Drexl, vol. 2 (Milano: Società Editrice “Vita e Pensiero,” 1941), 124, lines 16-19. 
 
60 Ibid., lines 26-29. 
 
61 Meryem Acara Eser, “Objects from Daily Life at Komana: Jewelry,” in Komana Small Finds, 77–102; Ömür 
Bakırer, “Komana Glass Bracelets, Preliminary Report,” in Komana Small Finds, 265–338. 
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finds of eleventh-century bronze coinage, the so-called Anonymous Folles, point to the high 

degree of monetization of Komana’s economy.62 Osteological evidence, on the other hand, 

makes it clear that most residents of Komana lived difficult lives of labor. The skeletons 

excavated at Komana bear marks of anemia, infection, tooth decay, arthritis and hypoplasia, 

which together with short height of the individuals are taken to be indications of poor nutrition 

and strenuous physical activities.63  

 

1.3 A Byzantine Landscape of Saints 

 

When seen from a settlement like eleventh-century Komana, what did the Byzantine 

landscape look like? The Byzantine topography was a sacred topography, where topoi were not 

simply places but rather “evocative places”– sites of collective memory and emotion.64 The 

image and the invocation of St. George on the reliquary cross examined in the opening of this 

chapter are tokens of arguably the most important cultural practice that gave meaning to the 

landscape inhabited by George of Komana and others like him.65 Veneration of saints must have 

 
62 Ceren Ünal, “Byzantine Coin Finds from the Komana Excavation: A Preliminary Study,” in Ibid., 231–52. The 
name “Anonymous Folles” refers to Byzantine copper coins issued between 970 and 1092, which, with few 
exceptions, did not bear the name of the emperor. On the significance of Anonymous Folles see Cécile Morrisson, 
“Byzantine Money: Its Production and Circulation,” in The Economic History of Byzantium: From the Seventh 
through the Fifteenth Century, ed. Angeliki Laiou (Washington, D.C: Dumbarton Oakes Research Library and 
Collection, 2002), 909–66, at 959-61. 
 
63 Yılmaz Selim Erdal, Ömür Dilek Erdal, and Meliha Melis Koruyucu, “Ortaçağ’da Nüfus Değişimi Öncesine Ait 
Bir Bizans Topluluğu: Komana İnsan Kalıntılarının Antropolojik Analizi,” in Komana Ortaçağ Yerleşimi: the 
Medieval Settlement at Komana, ed. Burcu D. Erciyas and Mustafa N. Tatbul (İstanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2015), 99. 
 
64 Veronica Della Dora, “Sacred Topographies,” in Landscape, Nature, and the Sacred in Byzantium (Cambridge, 
United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 33–60. 
 
65 Ibid.; Sharon E. J. Gerstel, “The Church in the Chorion,” in Rural Lives and Landscapes in Late Byzantium: Art, 
Archaeology, and Ethnography (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 30–37. 
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defined their calendar and ordered space. Early twentieth-century oral history testimonies of 

Orthodox inhabitants of Inner Pontus vividly illustrate this image.66 Their topographic memory 

rested on memory of shrines; directions and distances were determined with reference to shrines, 

and likewise saint days signposted the flow of time. Saint days were feasts of com-memoration – 

“remembering together”– that served to perpetuate communal memory and reaffirm significance 

of places, some of which could be marked with nothing more than a pile of stones. Several 

villages, near and distant, would come together, exchange news, match brides and grooms, share 

a sacrificial meal and hear familiar stories: St. Charalambos refused to offer pagan sacrifice, St. 

Mamas tamed a lion, St. Theodore committed arson. 67 The landscape of saints was thus not only 

a landscape of devotion but also of stories, which tied remote villages of Inner Pontus to Rome, 

Constantinople, Kaisareia, and other important centers of early Christianity. A thousand years 

separates these accounts from the lived experience of the eleventh century, but it seems not 

entirely inappropriate to invoke them. Set in the same landscape, amidst the same rivers and 

mountains, and containing descriptions of some of the same shrines, they animate the landscape 

and help one imagine surviving material traces as remnants of living humans’ practices. One can, 

furthermore, make a cautious appeal to continuity of tradition. A rare witness to the celebrations 

of saints’ feasts in eleventh-century Inner Pontus survives in the collection of sermons composed 

by John Mauropous who served as the metropolitan of Euchaïta – some sixty kilometers west of 

Amasya – in the 1050s. His lively narration of the saints’ passion and martyrdom would resonate 

 
66 Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. Individual files from the Oral Tradition Archive 
are discussed and cited further in this chapter. 
 
67 See, for example, the description of the celebration (panēgyri) on the feast day of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus in 
Niksar. Hippokratēs Petridēs, Leōnidas Apostolidēs, and Tēlemachos Papadopoulos, interview by Eleni Gazē, May 
10, 1964, KMS 991 Neokaisareia, “Tribute to St. Gregory,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, 
Athens. 
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strongly with anyone who had read early twentieth-century testimonies from Anatolia or even 

attended a saint’s feast day in a traditional Greek village in our own days.68  

 

St. John Chrysostom 

 

Inner Pontus possessed a bright constellation of greater and lesser saints. As far as 

surviving evidence allows one to surmise, the most important cults were those of St. John 

Chrysostom in Komana, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus in Neokaisareia, and St. Theodore in 

Amaseia. The shrine of St. John Chrysostom must have been located in Komana or somewhere 

in the vicinity of it. Perhaps even one of the funerary chapels excavated at Komana was 

dedicated to the saint. John Chrysostom, one of the most prominent theologians of early 

Christianity, venerated both in the western and eastern traditions, became a “local” saint of Inner 

Pontus by accident of his untimely death.69 In 407, exiled from Constantinople, he was on his 

way from Cucusus in Cappadocia to Pitiunt in modern-day Abkhazia – a far edge of the Roman 

world. ⁠ Struck by a disease, he suddenly died and was buried at Komana, but the burial did not 

remain in place for long: already three decades after his death the relics were transferred to 

Constantinople by imperial decree and lived a remarkable posthumous life of peregrinations, 

abductions and repatriations that continued into the twenty-first century.70⁠ While the physical 

relics were taken away, the sanctity of the place appears to have been preserved and nurtured by 

 
68 John Mauropous, Oration 189, Iohannis Euchaitorum metropolitae quae in codice vaticano graeco 676 supersunt, 
edited by Iohannes Bollig and Paulus de Lagarde, (Gottingae: Aedibus Dieterichianis, 1882), 207-209. 
 
69 For sources and circumstances of John Chrysostom’s death at Komana see “Ioann Zlatoust,” in Pravoslavnai︠ a︡  
ėnt︠ s︡ iklopedii︠ a︡ , vo. 24 (Moskva: T︠S︡erkovno-nauchnyĭ t︠ s︡entr "Pravoslavnai︠ a︡ ėnt︠ s︡iklopedii︠ a︡, 2010), 159-250, at 178-
179.  
 
70 On “biographies” of John Chrysostom’s relics see Ibid., 231-234. 
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locals for centuries. There are no surviving written or material sources that could testify to the 

existence of the cult of John Chrysostom at Komana in the medieval period, and one could not 

expect such sources to survive: the cult must have been sustained in undocumented oral tradition 

passed on from generation to generation among inhabitants of neighboring villages only. Long 

after the twelfth-century demographic and cultural transformation of Komana that most likely 

was accompanied by the destruction of the original shrine, local memory of St. Chrysostom 

persisted. Paul of Aleppo, an Orthodox cleric from Damascus who visited Inner Pontus in the 

mid-seventeenth century, was informed about St. John Chrysostom by local Christians when 

passing between Niksar and Tokat.71 At the time of his visit, Komana was inhabited by Muslims; 

yet, there were two shrines in or nearby the village associated with the saint. One was a “heap of 

stones” in the field on the side of the road just before the entrance to the village. The other was in 

one of the vineyards of Komana – an “ancient cupola” said to have contained the tomb of St. 

Basiliscus, above which the tomb of St. Chrysostom had also been placed.72 The heap of stones 

marked the place where, according to the story told to Paul of Aleppo by locals, the cover of the 

saint’s tomb was miraculous discovered. Its exact location was revealed in a dream to an elderly 

inhabitant of the nearby village, Bizeri, where an Armenian monastery dedicated to St. 

Chrysostom was located.73 The news of the discovery reached a wealthy man from Tokat who 

ordered that the relic be brought to town. To the astonishment of all, the five buffalos (sic) that 

were sent to carry it would not move in the direction of Tokat but when released, brought the 

relic to the monastery in Bizeri. ⁠ A version of the same story was still circulating among local 

 
71 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, trans. F.C. Belfour, vol. 2 (London: Oriental 
Translations Fund, 1836), 441-42. 
 
72 Ibid.  
 
73 On the history of this Armenian monastery, see Chapter Two, 119-130. 
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Christians in the early twentieth century. According to this story, it was at the time of the 

emperor’s decree to move the relics to Constantinople that the buffalos refused to move until an 

old man with a long white beard – evidently an apparition of the saint himself – intervened.74⁠ 

The story of the uncooperative beasts is a remarkable manifestation of longevity of oral tradition. 

The story probably has local provenance since it is not present in the “official” hagiographic 

narratives, and it might echo the grievances that locals of Komana once felt over the loss of 

precious relics.⁠ If the memory of this story survived 400 years between the seventeenth and the 

twentieth century, it might well have likewise endured for centuries before.  

Paul of Aleppo’s brief mention of St. Basiliscus’s tomb lying beneath St. John 

Chrysostom’s appears to reveal another intriguing case of enduring oral tradition. St. Basiliscus 

was a minor saint of the early fourth century, a native of a village outside of Amaseia and 

allegedly a nephew of the great martyr St. Theodore.75 According to hagiographic tradition, he 

was sent by the Roman governor of Amaseia on a torturous march to Komana, chained up and 

clad in iron shoes with nails. As he walked, St. Basiliscus shed blood and performed miracles, 

converting many villages along the way to Christianity. At Komana, he produced an earthquake 

and a heavenly fire, in which Komana’s pagan temple was destroyed, and met a martyr’s death. 

His body was thrown into the river but then recovered by local Christians and buried in secret.76⁠ 

According to one account, St. Basiliscus appeared in a dream to St. John Chrysostom, auguring 

 
74 Georgios Papadopoulos, interview by Eleni Gazē, April 10, 1963, KMS 1147 Tokatē, “The Grave of St. John 
Chrysostom,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
75 “Evtropoii, Kleonik i Vasilisk,” in Pravoslavnai︠ a︡  ėnt︠ s︡ iklopedii︠ a︡  (Moskva: T︠S︡erkovno-nauchnyĭ t︠ s︡entr 
"Pravoslavnai︠ a︡ ėnt︠ s︡iklopedii︠ a︡, 2008), 356. 
 
76 Ibid. 
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the latter’s death, and the body of St. John Chrysostom was placed over the grave of St. 

Basiliscus.77⁠  

 

St. Gregory Thaumaturgus 

 

The local acclaim of St. John Chrysostom was rivaled only by that of another giant, the 

local saint of Inner Pontus – St. Gregory Thaumaturgus (213-270), or “miracle-maker.” St. 

Gregory was born and died in Neokaisareia (mod. Niksar), and served as Neokaisareia’s bishop. 

His life and deeds, as preserved in the biography composed by Gregory of Nyssa, saw the 

transition of Neokaisareia from a pagan to a Christian city ⁠and the appointment of the first bishop 

to Komana.78 And it was St. Gregory, according to the hagiographic tradition, who was 

personally responsible for transforming the lands of south Pontus into a Christian landscape. 

Surviving the great persecution of Christians under emperor Decius, he oversaw a systematic 

sanctification of the local landscape, whereby relics of recent martyrs were distributed between 

different places and rites of commemorative celebrations were instituted.79 After his death, the 

burial of St. Gregory himself would take a prominent place in the local sacred topography,80 and 

the memory of his miracles would resonate in the local landscape. A local inhabitant looking at a 

 
77 Palladius, Palladii dialogus de vita S. Joannis Chrysostomi, ed. P.R. Coleman-Norton (Cambridge: University 
Press, 1928), 67-68. 
 
78 “Grigorii Chudotvorets,” in Pravoslavnai︠ a︡  ėnt︠ s︡ iklopedii︠ a︡  (Moskva: T︠S︡erkovno-nauchnyĭ t︠ s︡entr "Pravoslavnai︠ a︡ 
ėnt︠ s︡iklopedii︠ a︡, 2006), 75-86. 
 
79 Ibid. 
 
80 As in the case with St. John Chrysostom, his relics must have been transferred elsewhere, currently known to be 
found in Jerusalem, at Mt. Athos, Meteora, Athens, Kalamata, Patmos, Lisbon, Rome, Moscow, and other places. 
Ibid., 84 
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pasture would recall how St. Gregory resolved a feud between two brothers by turning a marsh 

into a field, and while beholding a tree on a riverbank, he would think of St. Gregory stopping 

the Lycus River from flooding, the saint’s staff turning miraculously into a tree.81 “Still today,” 

Gregory of Nyssa wrote in the fourth century, “the tree is a sign and a memorial for the 

inhabitants…Still today the tree is called ‘the staff,’ a lasting reminder for all time of Gregory’s 

grace and power.”82 At the time when George of Komana was living, the landscape between 

Komana and Neokaisareia must have still been defined by the memory of St. Gregory and his 

miracles. 

The church of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus, the ruins of which are still visible today in 

Karşı Bağ neighborhood of modern Niksar, stood for centuries as the most conspicuous and 

enduring testimony to St. Gregory’s cult. ⁠ Gregory of Nyssa noted that the church was so well 

constructed that it survived when all of Neokaisareia was destroyed by a powerful earthquake in 

his own time.83 This church also appears as one of the main landmarks of the Christian 

geography of Inner Pontus in the epic of Dānişmendnāme, which depicts the conquest of 

Anatolia by the founder of the Danishmendid dynasty, Ahmed Ġāzī Dānişmend (d. 1104). 

Following the claims made by Irène Mélikoff, scholars have traditionally believed that 

Dānişmendnāme was a thirteenth-century work revised and rewritten by the fortress commander 

of Tokat Ārif ‘Alī in the fourteenth century.84 However, a more critical approach to the 

 
81 Raymond Van Dam, Becoming Christian: The Conversion of Roman Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 74. 
 
82 Ibid. 
 
83 Ibid., 82. 
 
84 Irène Mélikoff, La geste de Melik Dānişmend: étude critique du Dānişmendnāme (Paris: A. Maisonneuve, 1960); 
Virineia Garbuzova worked on Dānişmendnāme at around the same time using a seventeenth-century manuscript 
preserved in St. Petersburg also proposed that the work should be dated to the thirteenth century. Skazanie o Melike 
Danyshmende: istoriko-filologicheskoe issledovanie (Moskva: Izd-vo vostochnoĭ lit-ry, 1959). In her recent 
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manuscript tradition suggests that in fact Dānişmendnāme was likely composed in the sixteenth 

century and should therefore be read as a reflection of the Ottoman imagination about the 

Danishmendids rather than a representation of thirteenth-century – let alone eleventh-century – 

realities.85 According to Dānişmendnāme, the Church of Gregory Thaumaturgus (Ṣemāṭūrġōs) of 

Niksar was part of a great monastery which accommodated “seven hundred months” and could 

be compared to Hagia Sophia of Constantinople.86 

In the seventeenth century, Paul of Aleppo, who passed by the church but could not visit 

it fearing the fervor of Niksar’s Muslims, described it as “stupendously large” and spoke of its 

“magnificent architecture” and its cupolas still visible from distance.87⁠ Furthermore, the church 

appears to have been well preserved and still in use in the early twentieth century. In their oral 

testimonies, Orthodox Christians of Niksar describe it at the “biggest and most important 

church” of the region and speak of St. Gregory affectionately as “their own, local” saint (ētane 

ntopios, dikos mas).88 The dome of the church appears to still have remained in place – it was the 

 
publication, Buket Kitapçı Bayrı treats Dānişmendnāme uncritically as a thirteenth/fourteenth-century work. Buket 
Kitapçı Bayrı, “Warriors,” in Warriors, Martyrs, and Dervishes: Moving Frontiers, Shifting Identities in the Land of 
Rome (13th-15th Centuries) (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 22–95.  
 
85 The earliest surviving manuscript of Dānişmendnāme (BnF Ancien Fonds Turcs 317) dates to the sixteenth 
century. The references to the manuscript of the version of Dānişmendnāme supposedly written Ārif ‘Alī and dated 
1360/61 (as in Kitapçı Bayrı, “Warriors,” 26) seem to be the result of a confusion since there is no such extant work 
by Ārif ‘Alī. The attribution of Dānişmendnāme to Ārif ‘Alī rests on the words of the sixteenth-century Ottoman 
historian Muṣṭafā Ālī who claimed that his composition was a reworking of Ārif ‘Alī’s manuscript. I am grateful to 
Sara Nur Yıldız for sharing these critical remarks with me. B. Flemming’s and V.L. Ménage’s reviews of Mélikoff’s 
publication raise some important questions about the manuscript tradition. Barbara Flemming, “Review of La Geste 
de Melik Dānişmend: étude critique du Dānişmendnāme, by Irène Mélikoff,” Journal of the American Oriental 
Society 82, no. 3 (1962): 391–95; V.L. Ménage, “Review of La geste de Melik Dānişmend: étude critique du 
Dānişmendnāme, by Irène Mélikoff,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, 
25, no. 1/3 (1962): 361–63. 
 
86 Mélikoff, La geste de Melik Dānişmend: étude critique du Dānişmendnāme, vol. 2, 258-59. 
 
87 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, 439. 
 
88 Hippokratēs Petridēs, Leōnidas Apostolidēs, and Tēlemachos Papadopoulos, interview by Eleni Gazē, May 10, 
1964, KMS 991 Neokaisareia, “St. Gregory,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
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only part of the church where wall frescoes were preserved, featuring a depiction of Christ 

Pantocrator.89⁠ The walls were partially covered by tiles. These were probably Kütahya tiles, and 

it seems that at some point in the Ottoman period many churches of Inner Pontus acquired 

interior tile decoration.90 The floor must have been paved with mosaics, a part of which was 

exposed during a road construction project in the 1970s but never studied.91 The size of the 

church, the fragmentary evidence of its decoration and its location south of the river in the 

proximity of other structures dated to the Roman and early Byzantine periods suggests that its 

foundation might have indeed dated back to the days of St. Gregory. ⁠  

 

St. Basil 

 

 Just two kilometers to the south was another sacred place that endured in local 

topographic memory for centuries. The place known as “Ayvaz waters” presently hosts a big 

factory of mineral water – “Ayvaz” – that supplies bottled water to much of Inner Pontus. A 

century ago, it was still remembered as Ai-Vas – a vernacular Greek shortening for Ai-Vasil, 

Agios Vasileios, or St. Basil of Caesarea (330-379), the great fourth-century theologian.92 The 

thermal water spring was worshiped as an agiasma, or a holy spring. The place was likewise 

 
89 Ibid. 
 
90 This is a topic for further research. A surviving photograph of the alter of one of the churches of Armenian 
monastery of Sb. Nshan in Sebasteia/Sivas shows church walls fully covered in painted tiles. W.J. Childs, Across 
Asia Minor on Foot (England: W. Blackwood, 1917), 159. I am grateful to Sato Moughalian for bringing this 
photograph to my attention. 
 
91 Ü. Melda Ermiş, “Neokaisareia/Niksar’da Roma ve Bizans Dönemine Ait Arkeolojik Veriler,” Höyük 7 (2014): 
58. 
 
92 Hippokratēs Petridēs, Leōnidas Apostolidēs, and Tēlemachos Papadopoulos, interview by Eleni Gazē, Mayl 10, 
1964, KMS 991 Neokaisareia, “The Hot Spring of St. Basil,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, 
Athens. 
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known as Ai-Vas and perceived as significant in the seventeenth century. It was there, according 

to the reports given by local Christians to Paul of Aleppo, that the very center of ancient 

Neokaisareia was once located.93 This claim must have been based on local topographic memory 

and it was not senseless, since in 2007 finely executed and well-preserved mosaics along with 

remains of a brick wall were discovered in a garden behind the bottling facilities. The mosaics, 

which feature floral and geometric designs, have been preliminarily dated to the sixth century 

based on comparisons with mosaics of the basilica of San Severo and Theodoric’s Palace in 

Ravenna as well as a sixth-century floor mosaics from a bathhouse in Antioch.94⁠ Τhere is no 

specific material evidence that could substantiate the popular association of this particular site 

with St. Basil, but the general association of the environs of Neokaisareia with St. Basil must 

have emerged from local worshippers taking advantage of mentions of Neokaisareia in St. 

Basil’s letters to claim him as “their saint.” While it is accepted that St. Basil neither was born 

nor died in Neokaisareia, in some letters he refers to Neokaisareia as his homeland (patris)95 and 

speaks of an intimate, physical connection to the place (ai sōmatikai oikeiotētes).96 Having spent 

much of his childhood in the vicinity of Neokaisareia, later in life he found it to be a most 

suitable place for a spiritual retreat.97 Many of the city’s clergy were relatives of St. Basil,98 and 

 
93 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, 439. The toponym is rendered as ایواس in the 
Arabic original. 
 
94 Ermiş, “Neokaisareia/Niksar’da Roma ve Bizans Dönemine Ait Arkeolojik Veriler,”55. The proximity of the 
mosaics to the hot spring makes even more likely the identification of the revealed building as a Roman bathhouse. 
 
95 Basil Ep. 87 (PG 32:468), Ep. 223.3 (PG 32:824), cited in “Vasilii Velikii,” in Pravoslavnai︠ a︡  ėnt︠ s︡ iklopedii︠ a︡  
(Moskva: T︠S︡erkovno-nauchnyĭ t︠ s︡entr "Pravoslavnai︠ a︡ ėnt︠ s︡iklopedii︠ a︡, 2004), 134. 
 
96 Basil Ep. 204.2 (PG 32:745), cited in Ibid. 
 
97 Basil Ep. 210.1 (PG 32:769), cited in Ibid. 
 
98 P. Chrēstou, Ho Megas Vasileios: vios kai politeia, syngrammata, theologikē skepsis (Thessalonikē: Patriarchikon 
Hidryma Paterikōn Meletōn, 1978), 19-21, cited in Ibid. 
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Gregory of Nazianzus evidently thought of the region of Pontus as the domain of St. Basil, 

referring to it in one letter as “your Pontus.”99 St. Basil’s family estate in Annisa, located 

between Amaseia and Neokaisareia and identified with medieval Sunisa (mod. Uluköy), was 

transformed by St. Basil’s sister Macrina the Younger into an early center of monasticism.100 In 

the nineteenth century, local Christians revered St. Basil not simply as a universal saint but as a 

great son of their patrida, and the feast day of St. Basil was among the most important annual 

celebrations for Orthodox Christians of Neokaisareia and neighboring villages. ⁠101 

 Amaseia, further west, had its own Ai-Vasil, the memory of which is preserved even 

today in the name of an apartment complex – Ayvasıl Sitesi – built on the spot where the shrine 

must have been located. The shrine commemorated a different St. Basil, the fourth-century 

bishop of Amaseia who, according to the hagiographic tradition, was martyred in Nikomedia and 

whose body was miraculously recovered from the waters of the Black Sea and brought to 

Amaseia for burial.102⁠ The shrine celebrated by Christians of Amaseia in the nineteenth century 

was nothing but a big stone with an image of patriarchal mitre carved on it, while the coffin had 

been allegedly stolen.103 Conveniently located just off the road leading to Erbaa and Tokat and 

famous for its miraculous powers, it was visited by locals frequently.  

  

 
99 Nazianzen Ep. 4.3 (PG 37:25) cited in Ibid.  
 
100 Anna Silvas, Macrina the Younger, Philosopher of God (Turnhout: Brepols, 2008), 1-54. 
 
101 Hippokratēs Petridēs, Leōnidas Apostolidēs, and Tēlemachos Papadopoulos, interview by Eleni Gazē, May 10, 
1964, KMS 991 Neokaisareia, “St. Basil,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
102 “Vasilii,” in Pravoslavnai︠ a︡  ėnt︠ s︡ iklopedii︠ a︡  (Moskva: T︠S︡erkovno-nauchnyĭ t︠ s︡entr "Pravoslavnai︠ a︡ ėnt︠ s︡iklopedii︠ a︡, 
2004), 33-34. 
 
103 Domna Savvidou and Evterpē Tzigozidou, interview by Sofia Goranitē, November 17, 1964, KMS 749 Amaseia, 
“St. Basil,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
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St. Theodore 

 

While the region between Tokat and Niksar constituted the domain of the three great 

theologians – St. John Chrysostom, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus, and St. Basil, the lands further 

west in the direction of Amaseia fell under the shadow of St. Theodore, a prominent military 

saint. ⁠ St. Theodore Tērōn – or “recruit” – was a foot soldier in the Roman army stationed at 

Amaseia. Refusing to accept pagan worship, he set a pagan temple on fire, was martyred for his 

daring and secretly buried at Euchaïta, a smaller town west of Amaseia.104 ⁠ The cult of St. 

Theodore appears to have emerged already in the fourth century at the time of the composition of 

Gregory of Nyssa’s Encomium.105 An inscription dated to the reign of Anastasius I (491-518) 

and preserved as spolia in the north facade of Yürgüç Paşa mosque (built 1428) in Amasya 

names St. Theodore as the patron saint of “the city” and confirms that by the sixth century the 

cult acquired a local character.106⁠ The cult was flourishing in the eleventh century when John 

Mauropous, already mentioned above, penned his sermons addressing a large crowd attending 

the saint’s festival, and it must have endured much longer.107 While Euchaïta contained the main 

shrine and thus served as the center of the cult, Amaseia, St. Theodore’s place of martyrdom, 

also must have retained its place in the hagiographic landscape. A limestone plaque originating 

 
104 John Haldon, “Euchaïta: From Late Roman and Byzantine Town to Ottoman Village,” in Archaeology and 
Urban Settlment in Late Roman and Byzantine Anatolia: Euchaïta-Avkat-Beyözü and Its Environment (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018), 210–54. 
 
105 Ibid., 213. 
 
106 Whereas it has been previously believed that the inscription originated from Amaseia and that St. Theodore was 
named the patron saint of Amaseia, C. Mango and I. Ševčenko have corrected this and established that the reference 
must have been to Euchaïta, not Amaseia, C. Mango and I. Ševčenko “Three Inscriptions of the Reigns of 
Anastasius and Constantine V,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 65, no. 2 (1982): 383-84. 
 
107 Ibid., 217. 
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from a church in Amaseia and portraying two military saints –St. Theodore and St. George – is 

preserved at the Benaki Museum in Athens.108 This plaque, dated probably to the early thirteenth 

century, bears strong similarity to the relief art of Georgia and Armenia, and it is taken not only 

as evidence of continued veneration of St. Theodore in Amaseia after the Islamic conquests but 

also of the mobility of artisans and connections between Inner Pontus and Eastern Anatolia.109 

St. John Chrysostom, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus, St. Basil, St. Theodore and St. 

Basiliscus formed the backbone of the local sacred geography. Their cults endured through 

centuries of physical destruction and waned only when the last Christians left Inner Pontus in the 

twentieth century. The spaces between these great pillars of devotion must have been filled with 

sacred loci of lesser significance.110 Countless villages must have had small chapels devoted to 

common saints – St. George, St. Charalambos, St. Demetrios, St. Savvas, St. Mamas. These 

dedications probably had little to do with local history, and they must have been quickly 

forgotten after the shrines lost their regular attendants. Most rural churches would have been 

simple stone buildings with no inscriptions, and the icons that once decorated them would have 

been either taken away or destroyed over time. When ruins of these long-abandoned churches in 

the countryside were discovered by Christian settlers who arrived in Inner Pontus from the 

mining regions of coastal Pontus in the nineteenth century, these spaces were quickly and 

 
108 Inventory number ΓΕ_33630. Anastasia Drandaki, “Stone Relief with Soldier-Saints,” in Greek Treasures  from 
the Benaki Museum in Athens (Haymarket, Australia: Powerhouse Publishing, 2005), 120–21. 
 
109 Ibid. 
 
110 John Mauropous is, for instance, also known to have composed a vita of St. Dorotheos of Chiliokomon and a 
sermon on St. Eusebia – two lesser local saints. Apostolos Karpozilos, The Letters of Ioannes Mauropus, 
Metropolitan of Euchaita: Greek Text, Translation and Commentary (Thessalonike: Association for Byzantine 
Research, 1990), 25. 
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seemingly arbitrarily assigned names and reconsecrated with liturgical practice. It did not matter 

to the migrants, seemingly, which place became St. George and which – St. Demetrios.111 

What mattered was that strange places became instantly familiar and meaningful; the landscape 

became their own. The experience of this sacred landscape as recorded in oral history 

testimonies provides probably the best approximation for how it was experienced in the eleventh 

century, on the eve of great displacements and destructions. It was a landscape of small shrines, 

holy mountains, and holy springs made familiar and safe by practices of saint veneration – a 

landscape that appears to have been quite homogenous across the varied terrains of the Byzantine 

and post-Byzantine rural world.112⁠ 

 

1.4 A Byzantine Landscape: Monuments and Memory of the Past 

 

 Like many other inhabitants of Byzantine Inner Pontus, at least once in his life George of 

Komana would probably set out on a long journey to Euchaïta in the early days of February. He 

would aim to reach his destination by the first Saturday of Great Lent, in time for the beginning 

of the feast of St. Theodore.113 Along with companions from many nearby villages he would 

travel over 150 kilometers through the scenic valley of the Iris River, passing by Eudokeia (mod. 

Tokat), Gazioura (mod. Turhal) and Amaseia. For much of their way, the travelers would follow 

 
111 For a discussion of this migration see Introduction, 21-22. 
 
112 Sharon E. J. Gerstel, Rural Lives and Landscapes in Late Byzantium: Art, Archaeology, and Ethnography (New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
 
113 At this time of the year, travel must have been strongly affected by weather conditions. At present, there is not 
usually a lot of snow around Amasya in February-March. This might have been different in the eleventh century and 
needs to be further investigated. 
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a well-paved Roman road, the remnants of which were still in use in the twentieth century.114 

Moving further away from home, they would still find a comforting sense of familiarity not only 

in the ubiquitous presence of familiar saints but also in the recognizable built environment that 

signaled that they were not yet in a foreign land. The architectural landscape of Inner Pontus as it 

was witnessed by its eleventh-century inhabitants is impossible to reconstruct: the vast majority 

of these buildings have perished, giving in to forces of time and deliberate acts of destruction. 

Yet, those fragments that remain allow one to imagine what kind of built landscape one would 

encounter on the way between Komana to Euchaïta.  

 Just before leaving Komana, George and his companions would visit the cemetery and 

stop at one of the chapels for a short private prayer, beseeching their saints to protect them on the 

long road. With just a few people they would crowd the interior of the church. It was one of 

those small churches that proliferated in the Byzantine countryside in the tenth and eleventh 

centuries, becoming a much more common sight than the larger late antique churches.115 The 

decoration of the church’s exterior consisted of patterns of brick and stone with molded clay tiles 

and clay rosettes embedded in arches around the windows. Such clay rosettes, unearthed in 

abundance at the Komana excavation, tie this church visually to many contemporary churches all 

over the Byzantine world, from the Balkans to Cyprus and western Anatolia.116 ⁠ Entering the 

church, one would find oneself in relative darkness, with oil lamps and candles shining light on 

 
114 Richard J.A. Talbert, ed., Barrington Atlas of the Greek and Roman World (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 2000), 87. During my visit to Ardıçlı village in 2019, local residents showed me a section of what they 
believe to have been a Roman road and explained that this road was still used in the twentieth century by those who 
wanted to travel by foot between their village and Niksar. 
 
115 Philipp Niewohner, The Archaeology of Byzantine Anatolia: From the End of Late Antiquity until the Coming of 
the Turks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 56. 
 
116 Tasha Vorderstrasse, “Experiencing the Medieval Churches of Komana,” in Komana Small Finds, ed. Burcu D. 
Erciyas and Meryem Acara Eser (Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2019), 49-50. 
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the images of saints. The walls were covered in frescos, and although only a few small fragments 

of these frescos survive, they bear witness to the gentle way in which masters rendered the 

figures of saints, bestowing them with expressive eyes and delicately drawn skin and hair.117 

Pilasters and columns were decorated with molded plaster, possibly inlaid with stone, that must 

have been suggestive of carved marble – a form of ornament that would have been well familiar 

to the onlookers from the ubiquitous remnants of Roman and late antique buildings and yet too 

expensive for small rural churches.118 As the travelers continued on the road, they would 

encounter such modest churches frequently, stopping for prayer and sometimes using them as 

overnight shelter.119⁠ And while few physical traces of these structures remain today, survey 

evidence suggests that once they densely punctuated the area.120 In contrast to the modest scale 

of this rural landscape, the mighty fortresses of Tokat, Gazioura (mod. Turhal), and Amaseia that 

the travelers would pass on their way would seem especially imposing. These fortresses, which 

along with other fortification of the Pontic region were probably first built in the Hellenistic 

period, to eleventh-century onlookers must have represented the protective – and oppressive – 

presence of the “powerful people”, the dynatoi of the Byzantine elite, or the state.121⁠ 

 
117 Nilay Çorağan Karakaya, “Komana’daki Bizans Dönemine Ait Duvar Resimleri,” in Komana Ortaçağ Yerleşimi 
= The Medieval Settlement at Komana, ed. Burcu D. Erciyas and Mustafa N. Tatbul (Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2015), 
193–200. 
 
118 Vorderstrasse, “Experiencing the Medieval Churches of Komana,” 52. 
 
119 Vasileios Marinis, “Some Notes on the Functional Approach in the Study of Byzantine Architecture: The Case of 
Constantinople,” in New Approaches to Medieval Architecture, ed. Robert Bork, William W. Clark, and Abby 
McGehee (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 32. 
 
120 Erciyas and Sökmen, “An Overview of Byzantine Period Settlements around Comana Pontica in North-Central 
Turkey.” 
 
121 The fortress of Tokat is currently being excavated but no publications are available yet. The fortress of Amasya, 
now known as Harşena Kalesi has been excavated since 2009; the excavations revealed evidence of continuous 
occupation from the Hellenistic until late Ottoman period. Emine E. Naza Dönmez, “Amasya Harşena Kalesi ve 
Kızlar Sarayı Kazıları,” in Amasya: “Yâr Ile Gezdiğim Dağlar,” ed. Filiz Özdem (Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 
2014), 29–50. 
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Having reached Gazioura in two days’ time, George and his companions would possibly 

detour south, to visit distant relatives living in a village outside of Zela (mod. Zile) – one of the 

most important ancient settlements of Inner Pontus. They would be welcomed at a dimly lit 

house and lead into a large room with a low couch built of stone running along its three sides 

(triklinion) covered with mattresses and woolen blankets that would keep the guests warm 

through the night.122 A lot of space in the house would be taken up by barrels and jars for storing 

oil, wine, and wheat. There would be almost no furniture at the house except a table made from a 

fragment of a marble column – a witness of Zela’s more illustrious past. 

During Achaemenid rule, Zela served as a cult center of the Iranian goddess Anahita, a 

temple in whose honor was built in the fourth century BCE.123 According to Strabo, when the 

temple was functioning, Zela was a town of temple servants and priests.124 Later, Zela came to 

be remembered as the place where Julius Caesar defeated Pharnaces II of the Pontic Kingdom 

uttering his famous “Veni Vidi Vici” after the victory. In the Late Antique period, a village 

called Sarin outside of Zela must have become associated with the cult of the Forty Martyrs of 

Sebasteia, as is attested by fourth-century sources.125 The local cult might have survived into the 

 
122 Charalambos Bouras, “Houses in Byzantium,” Deltion tēs Christianikēs Archaiologikēs Hetaireias 1A, no. 4 (83 
1982): 1–26; Nicolas Oikonomidès, “The Contents of the Byzantine House from the Eleventh to the Fifteenth 
Century,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 44 (1990): 205–14. Kostis Kourelis, “The Rural Houses in the Medieval 
Peloponnese,” in Archaeology in Architecture: Studies in Honor of Cecil L. Striker, ed. J. Emerick and D. 
Deliyannis (Mainz: P. von Zabern, 2005), 119–28. Mark James Pawlowski, “Housing and the Village Landscape in 
the Byzantine Mani” (PhD Dissertation, Los Angeles, UCLA, 2019). 
 
123 Emine Sökmen, “Characteristics of the Temple States in Pontos,” in Mithridates VI and the Pontic Kingdom, ed. 
Jakob Munk Højte (Aarhus, Denmark: Aarhus University Press, 2009), 277–87. 
 
124 Ibid., 281-282. 
 
125 Franz Cumont et Eugène Cumont, Studia pontica II. Voyage d’exploration archéologique dans le Pont et la 
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eleventh century although this has not yet been corroborated by any written or archaeological 

sources.  

The landscape of rural Inner Pontus preserves the memory of these, and other, pasts in 

innumerable fragments of masonry– many of them inscribed – that surface in surrounding 

villages and fields till this day.126 Given how much was still preserved into the twentieth century 

after many centuries of destruction, looting and reuse, one imagines that in the eleventh century 

too the landscape around major ancient settlements must have been dotted with ancient remains. 

The closer the travelers would get to one of the ancient settlements like Zela, the more frequently 

they would come upon fragments of buildings, milestones, and above all inscribed funerary 

monuments. Reading through a selection of inscriptions once found in the vicinity of Tokat and 

now preserved at the Tokat Museum gives one a chance to “hear” the chorus of voices from the 

past that would salute the travelers as they moved through the countryside of Inner Pontus:127 

“’Ατία Σαπου τοῖς παράγουσι χαίριν” – Atia, daughter of Sapos salutes the passers-by.128 

“Ἰουλία| Γέμελλα| γυνὴ δὲ| Δέκμου| Πακελλιου.| ȁούκιος Πα|κελλιος| Ῥοῦφος| χαῖρε” – Lucius 

Pacilius Rufus commemorates Iulia Gemella, wife of Decimus Pacilius, and salutes the 

onlookers.129 “Ἡρακλείδης Δημητρίου Ῥόδιος” Herakleides son of Demetrios is remembered as 

 
126 Remains of ancient monuments found in the vicinity of Zile are covered in a number of recent survey 
publications. Ş. D. Ful et al., “Tokat-Zile İlçesi 2017 Yılı Arkeolojik Yüzey Araştırması,” in 36. Araştırma 
Sonuçları Toplantısı, ed. Candaş Keskin, vol. 3 (Ankara: Kültür ve Turizm Bakanlığı Kültür Varlıkları ve Müzeler 
Genel Müdürlüğü, 2018), 119–34; M. Özsait, “1997 ve 1998 Yılı Tokat-Zile ve Çevresi Yüzey Araştırmaları,” in 
17. Araştırma Sonuçları Toplantısı, ed. Koray Olşen, vol. 2 (Anakara: Kültür Bakanlığı Anıtlar ve Müzeler Genel 
Müdürlüğü, 2000), 73–88; idem., “2005 Yılı Tokat İli, Zile ve Turhal İlçeleri Yüzey Araştırması,” in 24. Araştırma 
Sonuçları Toplantısı, ed. Fahriye Bayram and Birnur Koral, vol. 2 (Ankara: Kültür ve Turizm Bakanlığı Dösimm 
Basımevi, 2007), 451–62. 
 
127 Nihal Tüner Önen, Murat Arslan, and Burak Takmer, “New Inscriptions from the Tokat Museum I,” Gephyra 3 
(2006): 183–91. 
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someone whose family roots were in distant Rhodos.130 “Αὐρ. Ποῦλχερ τῇ είδίᾳ γυνεκὶ Θεοδώρῃ 

μνήμης χάρειν ἔτους ρπβ´” – Aurelius Pulcher commemorates his wife Theodora in the year 

182.131 “’Αντωνί|α Ἰ(ουλία) Ȃαξί|μα Ἀντω|νίᾳ Ȁλε|οπάτρῃ| μητρὶ| μνήμη[ς] χάριν” – Antonia 

Iulia Maxima remembers her mother, Antonia Cleopatra.132 “Εὐχάριστος| Χρησίμη εἰδίᾳ| συβίῳ 

καὶ τέκνῳ μν[ή]|μης χάριν” – Eucharistos remembers his deceased wife Chresime and his son.133 

“+Ȁομιτᾶς χαρτουλάριος εὐσεβῆ ζήσας βίον ἐνθάδε κατάκιτε+” – Komitas the chartoularios is 

remembered as a pious Christian.134  

These motley “voices” ask for remembrance of the deceased using short and nearly 

uniform phrases. But the names of persons mentioned in them, the subtle variations of language 

and spelling, as well as the differences in the shapes of letters and the decoration of stelae on 

which the messages were inscribed betray that these funerary monuments have been created 

centuries apart and bear witness to different pasts of Inner Pontus. Herakleides the Rhodian, 

whose grave is dated to the third or fourth century BC, must have seen Zela when it was the cult 

center of Anahita. The inscriptions containing names like Iulia Gemella, Aurelius Pulcher and 

Antonia Cleopatra, all dated to the third century CE, speak of the time when such conspicuously 

Latin names must have been popular among residents of Inner Pontus, perhaps connoting status 

or foreign origins. The family name Pacilius is encountered on inscriptions mainly in Rome but 

also in Brindisi and a handful of other locations in Italy, and it is thought that a member of the 

 
130 Ibid., no. 1. 
 
131 Ibid., no. 3. The year 183 here represents the local era of Pontus Polemoniacus. 
 
132 Ibid., no. 4. 
 
133 Ibid., no. 7. 
 
134 Ibid., no. 10. 
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Pacilii family might have participated in a Roman expedition against Parthia, eventually settling 

in Inner Pontus.135 Komitas, whose tombstone is dated to the late fifth or sixth century CE, is the 

only person in the group who is remembered as a Christian, and the only one of whose 

profession we learn: he is a chartoularios, a chancery worker.136 This chancery worker with a 

rare name must have witnessed Inner Pontus as a Christian landscape – one where Zela and 

Komana would have been associated with the Forty Martyrs of Sebasteia and John Chrysostom 

rather than goddesses Anahita and Ma.137 

The Greek and Latin epigraphy of Inner Pontus has been collected over a century ago by 

the first surveyors of Turkey’s Black Sea region – J.G.C. Anderson, Franz Cumont and Henri 

Grégoire – in a volume titled Studia pontica III. Recueil des inscriptions grecques et latines du 

Pont et de l'Arménie.138 The volume, fitted with hand-drawn reproductions of epitaphs and a 

handful of photographs, brings to life the “epigraphic landscape” of Inner Pontus: here one meets 

priestesses and priests, quaestors and senators, stenographers and grammarians, gladiators and 

soldiers, slaves and former slaves, and countless loving husbands and wives, parents and children 

wishing to perpetuate the memory of their loved ones. Uttering continuously the recurring 

formula “mnēmēs charin” – “in memory of…” as one skims through these epitaphs, one comes 

 
135 Ibid., 185. 
 
136 Alexander Kazhdan, “Chartoularios,” in Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, 1991. 
 
137 The name Komitas, which translates as “long-haired” from the Greek, is hardly encountered in late antique 
sources. The only well-known medieval historical figure bearing this name is the seventh-century Armenian 
Catholicos Komitas Aghts‘ets‘i. H. Achaṛyan, Hayotsʻ andznanunneri baṛaran, vol. 2, (Erevan: Izd-vo gos. univ., 
1944), 643-44. Catholicos Komitas was a celebrated hymn writer, and his name was adopted at ordination by 
Soghomon Soghomonian, better known by his adopted name Komitas, or Gomidas in its Western Armenian 
rendition, twentieth-century Armenian composer and ethnomusicologist known for his contribution to preserving 
Armenian and Kurdish folk music and for his tragic fate.  
 
138 J.G.C. Anderson, Franz Cumont, and Henri Grégoire, Studia pontica III. Recueil des inscriptions grecques et 
latines du Pont et de l’Arménie (Bruxelles: H. Lamertin, 1910). 
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to appreciate the Greco-Roman landscape of Inner Pontus as a landscape of quotidian, private 

memory, memory of the ordinary – the domain of microhistory and history of private life, so 

appealing and inaccessible to historians of medieval Anatolia.139 

To an eleventh-century beholder, however, these ubiquitous funerary monuments of Inner 

Pontus would hardly appear as precious tokens of private memory. One cannot expect that a lay 

person like George of Komana would be able to read the inscriptions and appreciate their pleas 

for remembrance. To him, the presence of these unintelligible or nearly unintelligible 

inscriptions would probably just signify the antiquity of inscribed objects. Since by the Middle 

Byzantine period inscribed grave epitaphs became very rare, these funerary monuments would 

probably appear to his eyes not as private memorials but as anonymous relics of a distant pagan 

past.140 Pieces of ancient masonry, be they tombstones or sarcophagi, remnants of public 

buildings, or statues formed an integral part of the Byzantine landscape and were appropriated, 

interpreted, and redefined by builders and observers alike.141 In Constantinople, spolia 

incorporated in imperial buildings could be interpreted as visual articulation of imperial 

 
139 Nicola Denzey Lewis, “Ordinary Religion in the Late Roman Empire: Principles of a New Approach,” Studies in 
Late Antiquity 5, no. 1 (2021): 104–18. 
 
140 Eric A. Ivison, “Funerary Archaeology,” in The Archaeology of Byzantine Anatolia: From the End of Late 
Antiquity until the Coming of the Turks, ed. Philipp Niewohner (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017), 
160–75, at 174-75. 
 
141 Cyril Mango, “Antique Statuary and the Byzantine Beholder,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 17 (1963): 55–75; Amy 
Papalexandrou, “Memory Tattered and Torn: Spolia in the Heartland of Byzantine Hellenism,” in Archaeologies of 
Memory, ed. Ruth M. Van Dyke and Susan E. Alcock (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003), 56–80; Helen Saradi-
Mendelovici, “Christian Attitudes toward Pagan Monuments in Late Antiquity and Their Legacy in Later Byzantine 
Centuries,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 44 (1990): 47–61; Helen Saradi, “The Use of Ancient Spolia in Byzantine 
Monuments: The Archaeological and Literary Evidence,” International Journal of the Classical Tradition 3, no. 4 
(1997): 395–423; Elena Boeck, The Bronze Horseman of Justinian in Constantinople: The Cross-Cultural 
Biography of a Mediterranean Monument (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2021). On the 
Byzantine use of spolia contextualized within a larger framework of spolia cultures of Anatolia see Ivana Jevtić and 
Suzan Yalman, eds., Spolia Reincarnated: Afterlives of Objects, Materials and Spaces in Anatolia from Antiquity to 
the Ottoman Era (Istanbul: Anamed, Koç University Research Center for Anatolian Civilizations, 2018). 
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continuity and the centrality of Rome’s legacy for the eastern Roman Empire.142 But in the 

provincial setting of Inner Pontus, local residents would probably resort to other, more accessible 

interpretive frameworks when making sense of ancient remains. Masonry pieces could be 

perceived as fragments of pagan buildings preserved as memorials to the defeat of old religion 

and the triumph of Christianity. For instance, the Life of St. Porphyry, fifth-century bishop of 

Gaza, for instance, states explicitly that the bishop gave orders to have a church courtyard paved 

with marble slabs from a pagan temple so that they would be trampled under the feet of people 

and animals.143 And indeed, a marble slab with a dedication to Theos Hypsistos was discovered 

embedded in the floor pavement of one of Komana’s churches.144 

Often, however, such pieces of ancient masonry, and especially statues, would be 

regarded not simply as symbols of the defeat of paganism but as potent amulets that should be 

feared and if possible, avoided by pious Christians. An eighth-century treatise dubbed by Cyril 

Mango as a “tourist’s guidebook to the curiosities of Constantinople” advises the readers not to 

fall victim to the charm of ancient statues: “As thou investigatest these matters truthfully, pray 

not to fall into temptation, and be on thy guard when thou contemplatest ancient statues, 

especially pagan ones.”145 And yet the same book admitted that thanks to their supernatural 

powers, statues could provide important services to residents of Constantinople: a statue of 

 
142 Saradi, “The Use of Ancient Spolia in Byzantine Monuments: The Archaeological and Literary Evidence,” 396. 
 
143 Ibid., 401. 
 
144 Eleni T. Mentesidou, “Komana: A New Find from Hamamtepe and a Preliminary Study on Sanctuary’s Cults,” in 
Komana Ortaçağ Yerleşimi:= The Medieval Settlement at Komana, ed. Burcu D. Erciyas and Mustafa N. Tatbul 
(Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2015), 209–26. 
 
145 Mango, “Antique Statuary and the Byzantine Beholder,” 60-61. 
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Aphrodite, for instance, served to expose unchaste women, while bronze figures of mosquitoes 

and bugs would keep unwanted insects out of the city.146  

Spaces and objects associated with the pagan past could also be transformed into 

Christian spaces and objects through narratives and use. As the fifteenth-century theologian 

Symeon of Thessalonica explains, all materials used in the construction of a church, including 

pieces of spolia, could become sanctified if a cross was planted in the foundation of this 

church.147 Such must have been the attitude of the inhabitants of Inner Pontus to many of the 

ancient remains that defined the local landscape. Just outside of Komana, a large rock stands 

amidst a field with Hellenistic-era tombs cut inside of it. Paul of Aleppo left a vivid description 

of the way these ancient tombs were “appropriated” and sanctified by local Christians: 

 

Near to Comana also, on the side of the road, is a very large rock, of a great height; that 
which St. Gregory transported hither. In it are dug several cells; and at the top is a 
likeness of this miraculous Saint, as mentioned in his history, and known by all to the 
present time. Others say, that the Chrysostom transported it hither. At the top of it is a 
kind of a tomb, to which we ascended; as we did to the cells, which we entered and 
performed our devotions in them. On the tomb is an ancient Greek book; which we were 
unable to read, as it is much decayed through length of time.148  

 

Thus through mythmaking and ritual, an ancient funerary monument was inscribed into the local 

sacred geography. The rock itself became a saint’s miracle; the tombs cut in the rock turned into 

“cells,” while one of the larger tombs must have served as a chapel. Though no written sources 

survive that could prove it, the association of the rock with the cults of St. Gregory 

 
146  Ibid. 61. 
 
147 Saradi, “The Use of Ancient Spolia in Byzantine Monuments: The Archaeological and Literary Evidence,” 411. 
 
148 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, trans. F.C. Belfour, vol. 2 (London: Oriental 
Translations Fund, 1836), 441. 
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Thaumaturgus and St. John Chrysostom must have much predated the seventeenth-century 

account. Outside of Amasya, in the village called Ziyaret (Turk. “pilgrimage”), one finds a 

similar Hellenistic rock-cut tomb transformed into a Christian church that can be dated to the 

Byzantine period based on its fresco paintings.149 The church, known as Aynalı Mağra or “cave 

with/like a mirror,” in fact had three layers of fresco painting, of which the earlier two survive. 

The earliest layer of painting which features no figures but only medallions and crosses might 

date as early as the Iconoclasm period, though no precise dating is available at present.150 The 

second and best-preserved layer includes a representation of the Last Judgement (?) on the 

exterior wall of the church, the figures of the twelve apostles a barrel-vaulted ceiling, the Deesis 

and four standing figures on the northwestern wall, a enthroned figure on the northeastern wall 

and two military saints on the southwestern wall.151 Based on the appearance of the garments 

(himatia) worn by the figures and representations of movement, this layer is thought to date to 

the second half of the eleventh and first half of the twelfth century.152 The two military saints are 

depicted slaying a snake between them. These could be St. Theodore and St. George, also 

depicted on the stone plaque from the church in Amaseia discussed earlier in this chapter.153  

Remnants of the Hellenistic and Roman pasts, such as these rock-cut tombs or funerary 

monuments, undoubtedly made up an important element of the landscape that George of Komana 

inhabited. Their very “monumentality,” however, should not belie the fact that for the most part 

 
149 David Winfield, “Aynali Magara. Amasya,” Jahrbuch Der Österreichischen Byzantinistik 20 (1971): 283–91. 
 
150 Maria Agrevi, “Amaseia (Byzantium), Aynalı Mağara, Wall Painting,” in Encyclopaedia of the Hellenic World, 
Asia Minor, accessed July 16, 2020, http://www.ehw.gr/l.aspx?id=7197. 
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the manmade structures that defined this landscape must have been anything but “monumental” 

– both with respect to scale and the capacity to preserve memory. For most of their way, 

traveling from Komana to Euchaïta, George and his companions would pass by small chapels 

made of rubble stone, simple inconspicuous shrines like the pile of stones that marked the 

“grave” of St. John Chrysostom in the nineteenth century, and humble village houses. Physically, 

this was a much more ephemeral landscape than that of ancient Inner Pontus: if left abandoned, 

most of such small buildings and shrines would fall into disrepair and quickly disappear from 

view under vegetation. In the absence of epigraphy, the symbolic meanings that these places and 

spaces conveyed were very fragile too. Dedications of churches, stories of miracles performed by 

shrines, and memory of the deceased would only live on as long as there would be living people 

who could perpetuate the oral tradition. When local populations were displaced, the memory was 

gone with them. The next section of this chapter considers what happened to this fragile world 

when so many of its inhabitants were displaced or perished during or after the Danishmendid 

conquest of Inner Pontus. 

 

1.5 George’s World Crumbles 

 

One day, sometime in the second half of the eleventh century, the world as George of 

Komana knew it would be turned upside down. Attending a sermon delivered at one of 

Komana’s churches, he would hear the preacher speak of unsettling news about the “terrifying 

works of God” (oi foverismoi tou theou) and “fearful occurrences” (ta deimata) coming as a 

punishment  — for “we have exhausted the divine patience” (tēn theian makrothymian eis telos 
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edapanēsamen).154 The preacher would point in astonishment to refugees gathered around the 

church, exclaiming “who are all of these people?” (ti oun hapantes outoi). He would lament the 

plight of the country, its abandoned cities (exerēmōthōsi poleis), the suffering and grief of its 

people (to paschon kai aniōmenon), the cruelty inflicted upon it both by “impious peoples” 

(asevesin ethnesi) and merciless people of his own race (homofylōn). These words come from an 

oration delivered by John Mauropous at some point between 1050s and early 1070s when 

Mauropous served as the metropolitan of Euchaïta.155 The sermons of Mauropous survive 

because he was not an obscure provincial preacher but an important Constantinopolitan 

intellectual who was exiled to Euchaïta but returned to the capital at the end of his life. While no 

sermons from Komana survive, one imagines that in smaller places like Komana local preachers 

would use similar words to deliver troubling news to their congregations. 

Having received the alarming news, inhabitants of Komana, like much of the population 

of nearby villages and towns, would start gathering their belongings and preparing to join other 

refugees on their long journey in search of safety – a journey that would take them much further 

than any one of the had ever traveled before. George of Komana would be among those who 

hesitated, hoping that Komana would be spared and that their lives would continue as before. But 

soon after, a messenger would arrive in Komana warning of the imminent attack by the army of 

“infidels” and urging everyone to flee at once. George of Komana would leave his home amidst 

 
154 These words come from an oration delivered by John Mauropous at some point between 1050s and early 1070s 
when Mauropous served as the metropolitan of Euchaïta. John Mauropous, Oration 185, Iohannis Euchaitorum 
Metropolitae quae in codice vaticano graeco 676 supersunt, edited by Iohannes Bollig and Paulus de Lagarde, 
(Gottingae: Aedibus Dieterichianis, 1882), 165. 
 
155 John Mauropous, Oration 180, Iohannis Euchaitorum Metropolitae quae in codice vaticano graeco 676 
Supersunt,137. 
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a great commotion, perhaps hiding some precious belongings and coins in hope of a return. He 

would probably never see Komana again. Or would he? 

Komana must have been one of the hundreds of settlements across Inner Pontus that were 

abandoned by their inhabitants at the time of or shortly before the Danishmendid conquest.156 

Numerous descriptions of spontaneous population flight as well as evacuation of Anatolian 

settlements organized by Byzantine authorities appear in Byzantine, Crusader, and Syriac 

sources painting a grim picture of uprooted refugees roaming the countryside.157 ⁠ Large 

population losses are also thought to have occurred due to famines caused by destruction, 

disease, enslavement and massacres that accompanied sieges of towns and raids both on urban 

centers and the countryside.158 ⁠ Those fleeing the countryside of Inner Pontus would probably 

have traveled to the closest safe destination – the coastal cities such as Trebizond which 

remained under Byzantine control up until the Ottoman conquest in the fifteenth century.159 But 

reaching safety would probably bring little relief to exhausted travelers as they would find 

themselves alone and impoverished, forced to beg for food and shelter on the streets of 

unfamiliar places. Though we have no accounts of the experience of Anatolian refugees in Pontic 

cities in this early period, a striking description of refugees in fourteenth-century Constantinople 

left by Nikephoros Gregoras gives an idea of what the plight of most refugees must have been 

like:  

 
156 The exact chronology of the Danishmendid conquests is unknown. Most probably, Komana, along with other 
settlements in the Iris River valley was captured in the late 1080–1090s and before 1097 when Danishmendids are 
first mentioned in a chronicle. I. Mélikoff, “Dānis̲h̲mendids,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, 1997. 
 
157 Vryonis, The Decline of Medieval Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh 
through the Fifteenth Century, 172-175. 
 
158 Ibid. 
 
159 Anthony Bryer, “Greeks and Turkmens: The Pontic Exception,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 29 (1975): 113–48. 
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Those of the Romans who could escape the hands of the barbarians made themselves 
most eager to flee their homeland for whatever place of the earth that happened to be easy 
to flee to, neglecting all preparation and their necessities and becoming a source of tears 
for those who saw them. For the most part it was not easy to settle in diaspora in the 
foreign land because of their poverty, and it seemed better to them to stay in the land of 
the Byzantines. They were roaming around the streets with their bundles stretching their 
hands out to the crowds, in case they might be thrown a coin or two for the provision of 
bread. And the Byzantines became so anxious that if in the market someone would shout 
in a rough voice perhaps rebuking a child, or if a woman would bemoan in tears her 
captive relatives, they would almost die from fear, suspecting that the barbarians were 
about to burst inside the city walls. Because of this, some were considering foreign cities 
and islands, preferring overseas to their homeland.160 

 

What happened to Komana and those of its inhabitants who chose not to flee despite the 

news of impeding danger? A fictional account of the conquest of Komana, survives in the epic of 

Dānişmendnāme. It reports that advancing through Inner Pontus, the Danishmendid ruler 

Dānişmend Aḥmad Ġāzī regarded Komana as an important strategic or symbolic target: “Until I 

conquer the city of Sisya [Komana] and make its people Muslim, I will not stop.” 161⁠ The next 

morning, he is said to have performed his prayers, gathered an army of 12,000 and moved 

towards Komana. The Christian ruler of Komana came to counter them with an army of forty-

thousand. Muslims stopped and observed from far this splendid town with a big bridge over a 

river flowing like a sea and a church in front of the city walls. After several days of fighting the 

Muslim army prevailed. For two days and two nights the Muslim warriors devastated the city 

until its inhabitants begged for mercy and “out of the fear of the sword” became Muslims. 

Dānişmend Ġāzī then appointed a new Muslim ruler of the city along with imams and 

 
160 Nikephoros Gregoras, Byzantina Historia, ed. L. Schopen, vol. 3, 3 vols., Corpus Scriptorum Historiae 
Byzantinae 19 (Bonn: Impensis Ed. Weberi, 1855), 225. Translation is my own. 
 
161 Mélikoff, La Geste de Melik Dānişmend, 93.  
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mu’adhdhins and ordered his army to destroy “three hundred and sixty churches” and built 

mosques in their place.162  

This account must preserve some kernels of historical reality, even if overall it might 

represent a generalized and exaggerated version of the events. While it is not known whether the 

inhabitants of Komana indeed fought, surrendered, suffered pillage at the hands of the 

conquerors and swiftly converted to Islam as described by the epic, it is clear that some dramatic 

events have taken place there. Recent excavations have revealed that Komana’s two cemetery 

churches were destroyed, and their building materials re-used in later constructions.163 The areas 

where the churches previously stood were integrated into domestic units, serving as areas of food 

preparation and storage, and as artisanal workshop spaces. Since only one part of medieval 

Komana has been excavated – most of it remaining inaccessible under the modern village of 

Gümenek/Kılıçlı –it is possible that there were many more churches at Komana, and that some of 

them could have been indeed converted into mosques.164 The two cases known so far, however, 

speak of a rupture rather than continuity associated with conversion of sacred spaces. At least 

some of Komana’s sacred spaces were profaned, which speaks to a higher possibility of 

population displacement. Komana’s native inhabitants, even if they had embraced Islam, would 

be unlikely to treat sacred spaces with irreverence – unless the conquerors imposed it as a test of 

the conversion. 

 
162 Ibid. 
 
163 Mustafa Tatbul, “Identifying Medieval Komana in the 12th-13th Centuries Through Spatial Analysis of 
Archaeological Data with a Multidisciplinary Approach” (PhD Dissertation, Middle East Technical University, 
2017), 281. 
 
164 The remains of another church were discovered in 2018 on flat land near the modern village in 2018. This church 
has not been excavated yet. Burcu D. Erciyas, “Archaeology at Komana,” in Komana Small Finds, ed. Burcu D. 
Erciyas and Meryem Acara Eser (Istanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2019), 1–21. 
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Another indication of a significant rupture is the abandonment of the cemetery itself. The 

cemetery which has revealed over a hundred inhumations must have served the Middle 

Byzantine settlement at Komana. The presence of the churches amidst the burials, as well as the 

orientation of graves, makes it certain that the buried individuals were Christians. The event that 

resulted in the destruction of the churches, however, also ended the use of the cemetery. 

Residential buildings dated to the twelfth and the thirteenth century were built right on top of the 

cemetery, and in some cases graves were damaged by the construction of the foundations for the 

new buildings.165Again, one suspects that if the natives of Komana had remained in place, 

changing religious identity, they could continue using the cemetery or perhaps they might stop 

burying their dead in that cemetery but leave the place untouched respecting the memory of the 

deceased. There is, unfortunately, little data on continuity of burial spaces in Inner Pontus that 

could support this suggestion. Cemeteries are seldom excavated in Turkey, because excavating 

them is seen as unethical, but a rescue excavation on the outskirts of Amasya did in fact reveal a 

striking case of long-term burial continuity.166 A total of 65 graves were excavated, which, based 

on objects found in the burials and burial orientation were identified as Roman, Byzantine, and 

Islamic. This suggests that some of Amasya’s Muslim communities continued to use the city’s 

ancient necropolis.167  

 
165 D. Burcu Erciyas et al., “Komana’da 2009-2014 Yılları Arasında Yapılan Kazı Çalışmalarının Ön 
Değerlendirmesi,” in Komana Ortaçağ Yerleşimi: The Medieval Settlement at Komana (İstanbul: Ege Yayınları, 
2015), 30. 
 
166 Mehmet Tektaş, “Amasya Merkez Eski Şamlar Mezarlığı 1986 Kurtarma Kazısı Raporu,” Belleten 52 (1988): 
1715–19; Ahmet Yüce, “Amasya Merkez Eski Şamlar Mezarlığı 1993 Yılı Kurtarma Kazısı,” in Müze Kurtarma 
Kazıları Semineri 25-28 Nisan 1994 (Ankara: T.C. Kültür Bakanlığı Milli Kütüphane Basımevi, 1995), 1–16. 
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Finally, the fate of objects like the reliquary cross discussed in the opening of this chapter 

also bears witness to the dramatic discontinuity in Komana’s history. A deposit of bronze 

objects, mostly liturgical accessories and crosses was discovered in the “workshop” layers dated 

to the twelfth to thirteenth century habitation, i.e. outside of their original context. It is thought 

that these items were taken from Komana’s destroyed churches and other places to be melted 

down and re-used.168  

As the evidence available at present suggests, the Byzantine-Islamic transition at Komana 

was not a smooth one. However, only a small part of the area that medieval Komana must have 

occupied has been excavated, and the existing archaeological material tells only one part of the 

story. The reality must have been more complex than total abandonment of the and repopulation 

by newcomers or a mass conversion in a single event as narrated by Dānişmendnāme. In the 

fourteenth century, Komana appears to have been Christian again (or still?). The collection of 

surviving fourteenth-century documents from the chancery of the Patriarchate of Constantinople 

contains a letter from Patriarch Isidoros I to the metropolitan of Sebasteia dated 1347. In this 

letter, the patriarch instructs the metropolitan to exercise control over “priests, monks and laity” 

of the “patriarchal villages” of Dokeia (i.e. Tokat) and Komana, to ensure that they behave as 

befits good Christians, and to collect payments of kanonikon tax from them and whatever other 

duties they might owe to the Church.169 The very existence and the contents of this letter invite 

several observations. First of all, from the letter it is evident that in the mid-fourteenth century 

Komana was a Christian, or at least partially Christian settlement. It also must have been 
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prosperous enough for the Patriarchate of Constantinople to care about its tax contributions. 

Fourteenth-century Komana was probably bigger and better off than it had been in the eleventh 

century, when Michael Psellos failed to mention it in his list of prosperous settlements of Inner 

Pontus. There must have been also some concern about conversions, since the patriarch 

explicitly mentioned the necessity of enforcing discipline and good Christian conduct.170 

 Furthermore, in the fifteenth century when the Ottoman administration conducted its first 

cadastral survey of the region, Komana was a mixed settlement of Muslims and Christians. 

However, the Christians were not Orthodox as they presumably mostly had been under 

Byzantine rule: they were Armenian.171 This in turn suggests that there are pages in the history of 

migration and settlement at medieval Komana for which available archaeological evidence 

cannot yet account.  

 

1.6 After the End of a World: Argosti  

 

A very different story of the Byzantine-Islamic transition is told by another ancient 

settlement of Inner Pontus: Argosti or Argoslu, presently a village called Ardıçlı located a few 

kilometers northeast of Niksar, on the road to the Black Sea port Ünye (ancient Oinoe). Argosti 

was one among very few settlements of Inner Pontus, which, according to its own nineteenth-

century Christian inhabitants as well as residents of neighboring villages, preserved its Christian 

identity and a population continuity from Byzantine times. The story of survival of Argosti was 

 
170 Speros Vryonis also speaks of the fourteenth century as the time when the Patriarchate of Constantinople became 
increasingly preoccupied with “discipline” probably in response to proliferating conversions. Vryonis, The Decline 
of Medieval Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh through the Fifteenth 
Century, 288-354. 
 
171 On Armenian presence at Komana see Chapter Two, 129-30. 
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preserved in a legend passed down generation to generation and finally recorded by the 

ethnographers of the Centre for Asia Minor Studies in the village Sevasti, south of Thessaloniki, 

during a series of interviews conducted with Anatolian refugees in the 1950s and 60s. The 

interviewees were natives of Argosti, born in the late nineteenth century, who arrived in Greece 

as part of the Greek-Turkish exchange of populations in 1923. They claimed that their village 

was the oldest among all the villages in the region and that it was at least as old as 

Neokaisareia.172 ⁠ Argostians were proud of their roots saying that they remained Christian at the 

time of Dānişmend Ahmed Ġāzī, at the time of Mehmet the Conqueror and all the way till the 

twentieth century.  

According to the legend, as Dānişmend Ahmed Ġāzī, also known as Melik Dānişmend, 

was advancing from Niksar towards Argosti, he paused at a challenging place with a steep 

elevation called Kavra Kayası (Kavra Rock). There, Archangels Michael and Gabriel appeared 

and miraculously stopped him. Melik Dānişmend fell ill and was unable to continue his 

campaign to massacre and subjugate local Christians. His army then retreated to Niksar, and 

Melik Dānişmend himself died on the road. The general of the defeated army was transformed 

into a big stone at Kavra Kayası, and Argostians constructed a church there, dedicated to 

Archangels Michael and Gabriel, the ruins of which survived till the twentieth century ⁠. The 

shrine served as a place of celebration of the feast day of Archangels Michael and Gabriel and of 

the commemoration of the miraculous salvation of the village.173  

 
172 Papakyriakos Konstantinidēs and Gavriel Konstantinidēs, interview by Angelikē Loukopoulou, May (no date) 
1957, KMS 992 Argoslou, “Tradition,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
173 Ibid. 
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According to local memory, Argostians slowly gave up Greek and began to speak 

Turkish in order to survive. Most families, however, preserved their faith. Some families 

converted and moved away. Up until the twentieth century Argostians kept links with some 

Muslim families from the nearby village of Avara (mod. Serenli) believing them to be converted 

relatives. The Muslim family of Karailoğlu from Avara, for instance, every year sent a portion of 

their walnut harvest to the Christian Karailoğlus of Argosti.174⁠ Their turkophonia distinguished 

Argostians from the inhabitants of neighboring Christian villages who moved to the region in the 

eighteenth and the nineteenth century from the coastal Pontus and spoke varieties of Pontic 

Greek dialects.175 While Greek-speakers usually had distinct collective memory of recent 

migration from the mining settlements of Trebizond and Gümüşhane, the Turkish speakers – 

such inhabitants of Amasya and Niksar – identified as natives.176 

 Argosti represents a remarkable instance of overlaying local historical memory and 

folkloric mythmaking. It is possible that the word “Kavra” in the above-mentioned toponym 

Kavra Kayası used by Christian villagers at the turn of the twentieth century is a derivation of 

ancient Kaveira or Kabeira. Kabeira was mentioned by Strabo in his Geography as a city located 

in the vicinity of Neokaisareia. Savvas Ioannides, a schoolteacher and historian from Trebizond, 

who was about two generations older than the Argostian interviewees and unlike them knew 

Greek and had an education in Classics, also recognized Argosti’s antiquity and suggested that 

 
174 Anastasios Engonidēs, Nikolas Konstantinidēs, and Anestis Charalampidēs, interview by Eleni Gazē, November 
3, 1969, KMS 992 Argoslou, “The Establishment of the Settlement,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor 
Studies, Athens. 
 
175 All interviews conducted by the researchers of the Center for Asia Minor Studies contained a section specifically 
dedicated to the language(s) spoken in each settlement. 
 
176 Evterpē Tzigozidou, interview by Eleni Karatza, July 30, 1956, KMS 749 Amaseia, “The Greeks of Amaseia” 
and Hippokratēs Petridēs, Leōnidas Apostolidēs, and Tēlemachos Papadopoulos, interview by Eleni Gazē, May 10, 
1964, KMS 991 Neokaisareia, “The Origins of the Inhabitants, the Establishment [of the Settlement]” Oral Tradition 
Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
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the toponyms Kavra and Argosti were derivations of ancient Kabeira and Augusta.177 Not far 

from there, according to Ioannides, in the place where a church stood in his own time, must have 

been the site of the temple of Mên-Pharnakou, a Hellenistic deity of Iranian origin.178 Ioannides 

interpreted the anthropomorphic stone perceived by Argostians as a petrified figure of a Muslim 

warrior to be a statue of the ruler of the Hellenistic Kingdom of Pontus and the famous nemesis 

of the Romans, Mithridates the Great.179⁠ Belgian scholars Franz Cumont and Eugene Cumont 

likewise associated Argosti with Mithridates the Great and identified its scenic location as a 

possible place of his royal summer palace.180 Indeed, local memory of Mithridates must have 

persisted for centuries, even though it was dealt a serious blow by the Roman campaigns of 

renaming and erasure of memory and later Christianization of the landscape.181 ⁠ 

 The toponym “Kavra” may also, on the other hand, preserve the memory of Theodore 

Gavras (Gabras), a Byzantine general remembered for his successes in countering the attacks of 

the Danishmendids and the Seljuks in the second half of the eleventh century.182 In 1075, he 

managed to retake Trebizond from Muslim captors in an event that turned around the fortune of 

coastal Pontus, allowing Trebizond to remain one of the “islands” of Orthodox Christianity and 

 
177 Savvas Iōannidou, Historia kai statistikē Trapezountos kai tēs peri tautēn chōras hōs kai ta peri tēs entautha 
hellēnikēs glōssēs (Kōnstantinoupolei: typograph. I.A. Vretou, 1870), 201. 
 
178 Sergej Ju. Saprykin, “The Religion and Cults of the Pontic Kingdom: Political Aspects,” in Mithridates VI and 
the Pontic Kingdo, ed. Jakob Munk Højte (Aarhus: Aarhus Univ. Press, 2009), 259-60. 
 
179 Iōannides, Historia kai statistikē Trapezountos kai tēs peri tautēn chōras hōs kai ta peri tēs entautha hellēnikēs 
glōssēs, 201. 
 
180 Cumont and Cumont, Studia pontica II. Voyage d’exploration archéologique dans le Pont et la petite Arménie, 
270. 
 
181 Van Dam, “The Disruptive Impact of Christianity in Late Roman Cappadocia,” 21. 
 
182 Anthony Bryer, “A Byzantine Family: The Gabrades, c. 979 – c. 1653,” University of Birmingham Historical 
Journal XII (1970): 164–87. 
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Greek language in largely Islamized and Turkified Anatolia. Theodore Gavras was canonized by 

the Orthodox Church soon after his death in 1098.183 In Muslim lore too, he is remembered as a 

formidable warrior. A Christian warrior named Gavras appears in Dānişmendnāme as the 

defender of Niksar (Neokaisareia) and one of the archenemies of Melik Dānişmend, and there is 

little doubt this figure must represent either Theodore Gavras himself or a kind of composite 

image of the different members of the Gavrades family.184 Could the legend of Argosti’s 

miraculous survival echo the history of Theodore Gavras’s military successes? And could the 

appearance of archangel Gabriel as one of Argosti’s saviors have to do with the phonetic 

proximity of the names “Gavras” and “Gavriēl”?185 

Despite this concentration of memory and legends around Argosti, the village has never 

been excavated or even surveyed. However, my own observations made during a visit in 2019, as 

well as descriptions of building remains surviving in oral reports of Argosti’s former residents 

suggest very strongly that the legends told about Argosti’s distant past – even if associations with 

Mên-Pharnakou and Mithridates are misguided – must have some basis in reality and that it 

merits much more scholarly attention than it has hitherto received. At the center of Argosti 

stands a twentieth-century mosque. The mosque was built in place of a church that was destroyed 

by an earthquake in 1939.186 The last Christian Argostians left in 1923 in the Greek-Turkish 

“exchange of populations,” and the first Muslim migrants arrived in 1924 to an empty village. 

 
183 Ibid., 175. 
 
184 Ibid., 168-69. 
 
185 One of the etymologies of the family name Gavras indeed suggests that this was a shortening of Gabriel. Ibid., 
165. The family Karailoğlu might well be a derivation of Gavriyiloğlu. 
 
186 I was given this information by residents of Ardıçlı in an interview that took place at the village teahouse on 
March 19, 2019. 
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For fifteen years, what present residents describe as a “beautiful church” remained at the center 

of the village, perhaps “converted” and used as a mosque. The church of which the locals speak 

was St. Nicholas built in 1830 and decorated with frescos by a master invited from Kayseri.187 

The new church, however, must have replaced an older one. Paul of Aleppo, who visited Argosti 

in the mid-seventeenth century, mentioned that the village had a church dedicated St. 

Nicholas.188 As the presence of still visible spolia indicates, that church too must have been 

erected in place of another building. Near the entrance of the mosque, next to a large tree one 

encounters two column bases (figs. 1 and 2) and another large masonry block. Some blocks of 

finely carved stone are also visible in the wall that must have been one of the church walls and 

which now is integrated in a storage space accessible from the southern façade of the mosque 

(fig. 3). The biggest surprise awaits the visitor when one enters the basement. There, under 

building materials and dust one can clearly distinguish a floor paved with finely cut stones (fig. 

4) and at least one column base still in situ (fig. 5). In the yard across the street from the mosque 

 
187 The church once had an inscription, which preserved the memory of its construction. Iakōvos Engonidēs, 
interview by Eleni Gazē, July 10, 1963, KMS 992 Argoslou, “St. Nicholas,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia 
Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
188 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, trans. F.C. Belfour, vol. 2 (London: Oriental 
Translations Fund, 1836), 437. 
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there is a plot of land on which no vegetation grows, and local residents believe – probably 

having attempted to dig – that there is another stone floor underneath the soil.  

 

  

Figure 1. Column base outside of the mosque at Argosti. 
Photo: author. 

Figure 2. Column base outside of the mosque at Argosti. 
Photo: author. 

Figure 5. Column base in situ in the basement of the 
mosque at Argosti. Photo: author. 

Figure 4. Pavement in the basement of the mosque at 
Argosti. Photo: author. 

Figure 3. Ashlar masonry in the wall of the mosque at 
Argosti. Photo: author. 
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Two of the village’s old water 

fountains have also been constructed with 

spoliated masonry blocks, which most 

likely originated from Argosti’s ancient 

buildings (figs. 6 and 7). One fountain (fig. 

6), located just in front of the mosque and 

formerly known as the “church fountain” 

was built in 1830, along with the church of 

St. Nicholas.189 A stone sarcophagus is 

used as a basin in this fountain – a spolia 

design that one encounters quite often 

throughout Anatolia. The stone in the 

center of the fountain has a large opening, 

and I was able to photograph the rear side 

of stone. Surprisingly, it revealed an 

illegible Arabic inscription (fig. 8), and it 

therefore appears that at least some of the 

stones used in the construction of the 

fountain must have been taken from a 

Muslim cemetery or a destroyed Islamic 

monument. While it may have little to do with Argosti’s medieval past, this case of spolia use is 

 
189 Iakōvos Engonidēs, interview by Eleni Gazē, July 10, 1963, KMS 992 Argoslou, “Waters of the village,” Oral 
Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 

Figure 6. Water fountain at Argosti. Photo: author. 

Figure 7. Water fountain at Argosti. Photo: author. 

Figure 8. Arabic inscription on a spoliated stone, Argosti. Photo: author. 
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remarkable. Spoliated masonry is used ubiquitously throughout Anatolia, though almost 

exclusively these are cases of medieval and Ottoman-era Islamic buildings integrating stones 

from Hellenistic, Roman and Late Antique era structures.190 The integration of masonry from 

Islamic monuments in Christian buildings is virtually unknown in Anatolia – to some extent 

probably due to lack of surviving evidence – and the “church fountain” of Argosti bears witness 

to a unique period in late Ottoman cultural history– a short-lived nineteenth-century “golden 

age” of Anatolian Christians reclaiming the landscape of Anatolia as their own with 

unprecedented confidence.191  

The last Christian residents of Argosti claimed that there were “a lot of old ruined 

churches around [their village].”192 These might refer to remains of Byzantine-era churches, or, 

given the apparent continuity of Christian presence in Argosti, buildings of later medieval and 

Ottoman periods. These places, even if in ruined condition, must have remained important 

elements of the Christian sacred landscape of Inner Pontus, which Argostians kept “alive” for 

centuries through ritual and storytelling. And while oral reports of Argostians might be 

imprecise, they could serve as a precious guide for future survey and excavation work.  

Eight “old” churches and church ruins in the walking distance from the village were 

visited by Argostians on feast days. The closest, known as Panagia (the All-Holy Mother of God) 

was located on the slope of a hill, northwest of Argosti, just ten minutes away by foot. It was a 

small church built of stone, complete with church furnishings and icons. Next to the church was 

 
190 For a discussion of the use of spolia in the architecture of Inner Pontus see Chapter Three, 197-208. 
 
191 Introduction, 21-22. 
 
192 Iakōvos Engonidēs, interview by Eleni Gazē, July 10, 1963, KMS 992 Argoslou, “Peter and Paul,” Oral Tradition 
Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. “All these small churches, it seems, were left from the time when 
this land was Christian. Our elders did not know any particular history about them; they were just saying that [these 
churches] were left from very long ago.” 
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a holy spring, known as Panagia Ayazması.193 This church was visited by Argostians most 

frequently, and indeed it was there that the last liturgy was held in 1923 before Argostians 

forever left their native land.194  

West of the village, amidst an open rocky terrain with breathtaking views of the Lykos 

(Kelkit) River valley was the above-mentioned place called Kavra Kayası captured in the legend 

of Argosti’s miraculous salvation. The 

small church that once stood there was 

in ruins by the late nineteenth century, 

its walls no more than a meter tall. The 

ruins served as a shrine dedicated to 

Argosti’s “saviors” – Archangels 

Michael and Gabriel –and visited 

frequently by the locals.195 When I visited the place in 2019, the remains of walls made of rubble 

stone and mortar were still clearly visible, while the area around it was ravaged by illegal 

excavations (fig. 9).  

Another two churches were located north of the village: one, St. Basil, about an hour 

away, on the road to the place known as Eşek Alanı Yaylası (“donkey place summer pasture”) 

and another, St. Panteleimon, three hours away, up on the summer pasture itself. Of both nothing 

more than human-height walls was remaining.196 Three hours east of the village was another 

 
193 Anastasios Engonidēs, Nikolas Konstantinidēs, and Anestis Charalampidēs, interview by Eleni Gazē, November 
3, 1969, KMS 992 Argoslou, “Panagia Ayazması,” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
194 Iakōvos Engonidēs, interview by Eleni Gazē, July 10, 1963, KMS 992 Argoslou, “Panagia,” Oral Tradition 
Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
195 Ibid., “Michael and Gabriel.”  
 
196 Ibid., “St. Basil” and “St. Panteleimon.”  

Figure 9. Ruins of a chapel at Kavra Kayası outside of Argosti. Photo: 
author. 
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summer pasture called Çegi (?) Yaylası (Gr. tsekgi giailasi) which also contained ruins of a 

church – St. Peter and Paul.197 St. Elias was two and a half hours away, up on top of a mountain 

called Ai-Ilia Tepesi; St. Demetrios was at an unspecified location an hour outside of the village, 

and St. George was just outside the neighboring Alevi village Buhanu (mod. Güvenli).198 

A place that was also sometimes visited by Argostians and perceived as a Christian site 

was the Muslim village called Eskidir (mod. Gürçeşme) located southwest of Argosti, three 

hours away, across the Kelkit river. Translated from Turkish, the name of the village literally 

means “it is old.”  Local tradition claimed that the village was an old Byzantine settlement, and 

that is inhabitants converted to Islam at the time of Mehmet the Conqueror.199 The elders of the 

village would confirm that their forefathers had been Christian at some point long in the past, 

while Muslim women of Eskidir would “open their faces” in front of Christians from Argosti in a 

gesture that communicated intimacy and trust.200 Above the village there was a fountain 

decorated with a stone that bore a Greek inscription, and in the village there were reportedly a lot 

of ancient ruins (chalasmata).  

We might never be able to discover what distinguished Argosti from the surrounding 

settlements and allowed it to survive the Danishmendid conquest and preserve for centuries its 

Christian identity and , to some degree, ex-Christian kin network as well but if Argosti is ever 

excavated some hypotheses might emerge. Might it be that Argostians possessed an economic 

advantage that allowed them to negotiate a privileged status? Argosti appears in the waqfiyya 

 
 
197 Ibid., “Peter and Paul.”  
 
198 Ibid., “St. Demetrios,” “St. George,” and “St. Ilias.” 
 
199 Ibid., “St. Demetrios,” “St. George,” and “Eskidir.” 
 
200 Ibid. 
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document of the fourteenth century (723/1323).201⁠ Along with several other nearby villages, it 

was endowed as part of a waqf, or a foundation that supported the zāwiya of Akhī Pehlivān, itself 

established at the end of the thirteenth century.202 Zāwiyas or lodges of Sufi brotherhoods 

became widespread in the countryside of Inner Pontus in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth 

century and played an important role in the Islamization of space and, possibly, conversion of 

native populations.203⁠ The revenues from endowed properties provided the residents of the 

zāwiya with daily meals and covered salaries for the overseer of the foundation, the shaykh in 

charge the recitals of the Qura’an, a cook, a bath keeper etc. The document does not specify the 

nature of the contributions provided by Argostians, but it makes it evident that in the fourteenth 

century Argosti remained an economically productive settlement.  

When Paul of Aleppo visited Inner Pontus in 1658, he made a note of Argosti’s 

prosperity. Argostians seemed to be well off; their houses were large, and they only had to pay 

kharadj tax to the government without any additional obligations.204 Paul of Aleppo remarked 

that the inhabitants were all Christians and that they owned mules and worked as carriers for 

hire. They were famed in the region for this, and Paul was told to send a letter to them and ask 

 
201 VGMA, 581/2.298.300. It is possible that the status of an endowed village could provide protection of the local 
Christian population. As a possible parallel, one could consider the example of the Christian mountain village of 
Sille outside of Konya endowed to the waqfiyya of ʿAlā’ al-Dīn Kayqubād (r. 1220-1237). Barış Sarıköse, Sille: Bin 
Yıllık Birliktelik, Tarihçesi ve Sosyo-Ekonomik Yapısı (Konya: Çizgi, 2009). I am grateful to Sara Nur Yıldız for 
bringing the case of Sille to my attention.  
 
202 Maxime Durocher, “Zāwiya et soufis dans le Pont intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: Contribution à l’étude 
des processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles),” vol. 2, catalogue no. B5; Bahaeddin 
Yediyıldız, “Niksarlı Ahi Pehlivan’ın Darü’s-Sulehası,” in Türk Tarihinde ve Türk Kültüründe Tokat Sempozyumu 
(2-6 Temmuz 1986), ed. S. Hayri Bolay (Tokat: Tokat Valiliği Şeyhülislâm İbn Kemal Araştırma Merkezi, 1987), 
281–90. 
 
203 The functions of zāwiyas and the history of their proliferation in Inner Pontus is treated comprehensively in 
Durocher’s unpublished dissertation. The monograph based on the dissertation is currently in preparation. 
 
204 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, 438-39. 
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for their assistance from many miles away. The village was by that time entirely turkophone, and 

while local priests conducted the liturgy in Greek, according to the traveler’s observation, they 

had no understanding of their own words.205 

 

1.7 Geksi: Complexities of Continuity  

 

As in the case of Komana, the reality of long-term settlement patterns in places like 

Argosti must have been more complex than what generalizing terms like “abandonment” and 

“continuity” suggest. Six kilometers northwest of Tokat on a slope of a mountain lies the small 

village of Geksi, or Aydınca as it has been called since the second half of the twentieth century. 

Now the name Geksi is hardly familiar to anyone, even the residents of Tokat, and the village 

was not included in the recent survey of the Byzantine-era settlements in the vicinity of Tokat.206 

At the turn of the twentieth century, however, Geksi was well known to residents of Tokat as the 

site of “the monastery” or the Orthodox Monastery of the Dormition of the Mother of God.207 

Some locals claimed that the monastery was “very old” and that St. John Chrysostom lodged 

there when passing through Inner Pontus.208 Others ascribed the monastery’s construction to 

Justinian.209 From the scant descriptions of the monastery’s church, it appears that the church 

 
205 Ibid., 439. 
 
206 Erciyas and Sökmen, “An Overview of Byzantine Period Settlements around Comana Pontica in North-Central 
Turkey.” 
 
207 The monastery is mentioned in all interviews of Tokat’s last Orthodox residents preserved in the Oral Tradition 
Archive of the Centre for Asia Minor Studies in Athens.  KMS 1147 Tokatē.  
 
208 Georgios Papadopoulos, interview by Eleni Gazē, April 10, 1963, KMS 1147 Tokatē, “Keksi Monastery” Oral 
Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
209 T’.Kh. Hakobyan, St.T. Melikʻ-Bakhshyan, and H.Kh. Barseghyan, eds., Hayastani ev harakitsʻ shrjanneri 
teghanunneri baṛaran: chʻors hatorov, vol. 3 (Erevan: Erevani Hamalsarani Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1986), 108. 
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that survived into the twentieth century might have indeed been built in the early Byzantine 

period. It was a large stone church with a colonnade known to locals as “Mermer Kilise” or 

“marble church” suggesting that marble was used substantially in its construction.210  

The monastic community must have been at some point quite large for there were fifty-

sixty rooms on the territory of the monastery which were believed by the locals to have been 

former monks’ cells.211 In the nineteenth century, richer member of Tokat’s Orthodox 

community would rent out these rooms during the summer to escape the heat and enjoy rustic 

living. In the early twentieth century a rich philanthropist from Tokat founded a “patriotic” 

boarding school at Geksi, which instructed Byzantine music among other subjects and attracted 

students even from larger cities like Sivas.212 

 The Armenian residents of Geksi were slaughtered in 1915; the Orthodox left in 1923, 

and the monastery was violently destroyed and burnt.213 Nonetheless, when I visited Geksi in 

2019, many remnants of what once must have been monastic buildings were still visible around 

the village. The village mosque is built upon the remains of an older building, possibly the 

church. Entering the mosque from a rear door, one finds oneself in a basement-level room with 

well-preserved brick vaulting resting on massive rectangular pillars built of alternating layers of 

stone and brick (figs. 10 and 11). The layer of plaster that once covered the brick remains visible 

in some places A wall containing a pointed brick arch and made of alternating layers of brick and 

spoliated (?) stone blocks is also visible from the yard behind the mosque (fig. 12). Several large 

 
210 Ibid. 
 
211 Georgios Papadopoulos, “Keksi Monastery.” 
 
212 Ibid. 
 
213 Artemios Elbolidēs, interview by Eleni Karatza, October 22, 1956, KMS 1147 Tokatē, “The Monastery of 
Panagia” Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
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pieces of finely cut stone are used in the low fence in front of the mosque (fig. 13) and are 

likewise encountered in many yards and houses throughout the village, as are fragments of 

marble columns (figs. 14 and 15). The dating of the brick vaulting might be debatable and should 

be left to a specialist examination, especially because very little is known about ecclesiastical 

architecture in post-Byzantine Anatolia. The significant presence of ashlar masonry and column 

remains, on the other hand, suggests that most probably under the modern village of Geksi rests 

an ancient site, possibly the ruins of a late antique church.  

 

 

 

Figure 10. Brick vaulting under the mosque at Geksi. Photo: 
author. 

Figure 11. Brick vaulting under the mosque at Geksi. 
Photo: author. 

Figure 12. A part of the church(?) building visible behind 
the mosque at Geksi. Photo: author. 

Figure 13. Ashlar masonry used in the fence of the mosque at Geksi. 
Photo: author. 
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This suggestion in further corroborated by the short description of Geksi left by Paul of 

Aleppo who visited along with other important Christian sites around Tokat in 1658. He writes: 

 

On Monday evening we went to visit a large ancient church, dedicated to The 
Assumption of Our Lady, in a village near the town called Caksi, the inhabitants of 
which are all Christians and Armenians. On seeing the church, we were astonished at 
its venerable architecture: it is of magnificent dimensions; and has it lofty cupola 
suspended on four blue marble pillars, from the neighbouring quarries; and is repleted 
with grandeur. The opinion is that it is of the building of the Emperor Theodosius the 
Great. We performed in it an ῾Αγιασμὸς (sic), and the Patriarch asperged the whole 
congregation.214  

 

This description undoubtedly evokes the image of a grand late antique church rather 

than the humble Middle Byzantine period churches, such as those excavated at Komana. It 

appears therefore that the ancient church of Geksi survived into the mid-seventeenth century, 

and that it had a congregation even if there was no functioning monastery – as far as one can 

conclude from the absence of any references to it in Paul’s description. Presumably, for a 

building to survive for hundreds of years there needs to be at least an intermittent presence of 

humans who could care for it, preventing natural decay. Yet, in the absence of archaeological 

 
214 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, 440. 
 

Figure 14. Column fragment at a village house, Geksi. Photo: 
author, 2019. 

Figure 15. Column fragment at a village house, Geksi. Photo: 
author. 
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material pertaining to the Middle Byzantine and late medieval periods it is difficult to make 

assumptions about medieval settlement continuity at Geksi.  

Early Ottoman sources, however, reveal an interesting pattern. The earliest appearance 

of Geksi in a historical source is the short entry in the Ottoman cadastral survey of 1455.215 

There, Geksi appears as a mezra‘a meaning “arable field” or “hamlet” – a designation used for 

settlement smaller than a village.216 The heading of the entry reads as follows: “mezra‘a of 

Geksi [which has the status of] mālikāne-dīvānī of Durak, the fortress commander (dizdār) of 

Tokat, and the latter’s brother Cemal, the son of Bazarlu.”217 Mālikāne-dīvānī refers to the tax 

status of a property, whereby tax revenues are divided into two parts, one (mālikāne) benefitting 

private individuals or foundations, and the other (dīvānī ) benefitting the state.218 The mālikāne-

dīvānī system is thought to have originated in Seljuk Anatolia, and the appearance of properties 

under mālikāne-dīvānī status in the first Ottoman survey suggests that the tax status of these 

properties was probably preserved from the pre-Ottoman period.219 Therefore, it is appears that 

Geksi must have been an agriculturally productive settlement before the fifteenth century. In 

1455 Geksi was a very small settlement consisting of only four houses, and it is not clear if the 

inhabitants were Christian.220 In the second half of the fifteenth century, however, and through 

the sixteenth century the population of Geksi grew significantly, reaching the count of fifty-one 

 
215 BOA TD 2, 112-113. 
 
216 For a more extensive discussion of the term mezra‘a see Chapter Two, 131, footnote 358.  
 
217 Mezra'a-i Geksi mālikāne ve dīvānī Durak dizdār-ı Tokat ve Cemāl birāder-i mezkār evlād-ı Bazarlu. 
218 Mehmet Genç, “Mâlikâne-Divanî,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı, 2003). 
 
219 Ibid. 
 
220 The personal names listed in this entry are very challenging to read. Only one – Beglu – is legible. The remaining 
names appear to be unlike all other Muslim, Armenian and Greek (rare) names recorded in the survey.  
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households and forty bachelors – all Christian – by 1574.221 It is very possible, therefore, that 

the “congregation” of which Paul of Aleppo speaks in the seventeenth century did not consist of 

the descendants of Geksi’s Byzantine-period population. And it is not unlikely that even if 

inhabited throughout the Middle Byzantine period, like Komana, Geksi was depopulated at the 

time of the first Islamic conquests and then reclaimed by Christians in the early Ottoman period. 

The case studies of Komana, Argosti and Geksi demonstrate the necessity of taking a 

local and archaeological perspective on the issue of demographic and cultural change in 

medieval Anatolia in the wake of the Danishmendid and Seljuk conquests. The stories of these 

little-known settlements are not meant to be taken as representative; rather, they are discussed in 

this chapter to underscore the diversity of possible post-conquest scenarios. From the perspective 

of Constantinople, by the mid-twelfth century Byzantine Inner Pontus disappeared. Yet hundreds 

of settlements that once constituted that Byzantine Inner Pontus continued their existence: some 

pillaged and burnt or abandoned by their inhabitants, only to be repopulated again, others 

“miraculously” saved, some converting to Islam, others remaining Christian. From the 

perspective of Inner Pontus, the story of the Byzantine-Islamic transition in medieval Anatolia 

looks rather like the sum of hundreds of such microhistories, and it is a story that is just 

beginning to be told.  

 

 

 

 

 
221 By 1485 there were eight households and three bachelors, by 1520 sixteen households and six bachelors, by 1554 
thirty-one households and fifteen bachelors. Ahmet Şimşirgil, “Osmanlı Taşra Teşkilatında Tokat (1455-1574)” 
(PhD Dissertation, Istanbul, Marmara University, 1990), 245. 
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1.8 Summary and Conclusions 

 

This chapter sketched a portrait of the Byzantine landscape of Inner Pontus as it might 

have been experienced by an inhabitant of a modest Middle Byzantine settlement – Komana 

Pontika located nine kilometers north of the modern city of Tokat. The protagonist of this 

chapter – the owner of a bronze reliquary cross inscribed with an invocation of St. George – 

probably lived in Komana in the eleventh century. At that time, as archaeological evidence tells 

us, Komana must have experienced a period of relative prosperity. Two funerary churches were 

built in its cemetery, decorated with frescos. The high level of monetization reflected in coin 

discoveries suggests that the local economy probably thrived, and the inhabitants of Komana 

could afford simple extras like bronze jewelry and reliquary crosses. From the perspective of 

Constantinople, eleventh-century Komana seems “invisible” since one does not come across its 

name in any contemporaneous written sources or on seals. From the perspective of Inner Pontus, 

however, Komana appears to have been one of the important local centers, not least because of 

its fame as the putative place of burial of St. John Chrysostom. 

The veneration of St. John Chrysostom at Komana represents a conspicuous example of 

provincial cult-making. St. John Chrysostom, a revered theologian who served as the Archbishop 

of Constantinople, had little to do with Komana and just happened to be passing through 

Komana on his way elsewhere when he met an untimely end. His relics were soon transferred to 

Constantinople, but at Komana, the place of his former burial was turned by local Christians into 

a shrine – a place which appears to have retained symbolic significance, at least to local 

worshippers, for centuries. Quite by accident, St. John Chrysostom became a local saint of Inner 

Pontus and a “pillar” of local sacred topography. The other “pillars” of the sacred landscape of 



 

 85 

Inner Pontus were St. Gregory Thaumaturgus and St. Basil, whose lives were tied to 

Neokaisareia, as well as St. Theodore the Recruit who was martyred in Amaseia. The cults of 

these saints, perpetuated through storytelling and rituals animated the local landscape and served 

as community-forming loci of collective memory. The ability to recognize these loci of memory, 

which could be fixed in place or portable (places vs. objects), tangible or intangible (edifices vs. 

toponyms), is what made someone like George of Komana “at home” in this Byzantine 

landscape and demarcated the boundary between insiders and strangers. 

Architecturally, the landscape that George of Komana inhabited must have been one of 

village houses and small churches, like the funerary chapels excavated at Komana. While several 

monumental late antique churches, such as the Church of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus of 

Neokaisareia, appear to have survived throughout the medieval and into the Ottoman period, the 

vast majority of the churches of Inner Pontus must have been simple small structures built of 

rubble stone. The remains of Hellenistic and Roman monuments, so ubiquitous throughout Inner 

Pontus, were undoubtedly also a part of Middle Byzantine landscape. These ruins associated 

with buildings and places mentioned in stories of saints could be perceived by pious Christians 

as memorials to the defeat of paganism or as beguiling talismans to be feared and avoided. Some 

of ancient monuments, on the other hand, could be appropriated and made Christian, like the 

rock-cut Hellenistic tombs transformed into chapels.  

This landscape of chapels and saints was a very fragile one: the monuments themselves 

were fragile, and so was their ability to convey symbolic meanings. The remnants of the ancient 

past of Inner Pontus – ashlar masonry of Hellenistic and Roman monuments, finely carved 

columns and milestones, sarcophagi and inscribed tombstones – always remain conspicuous in 

the landscape and serve as memorials to their time. When reused in later buildings they can be 
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easily singled out as “spolia.” The small Middle Byzantine churches, on the other hand, when 

destroyed, would quickly “blend” with the surrounding landscape, leaving behind very few 

traces like scattered pieces of terracotta rooftiles or, rarely, fragments of stone foundations in 

which the shape of an apse could be recognized. And since symbolic meanings of these humble 

monuments depended so much on oral tradition and ritual, these meanings would dissipate the 

moment that there was no longer anyone to tell the story of a saint or light a candle. When much 

of the Orthodox population of Inner Pontus fled or perished following the Danishmendid and 

Seljuk conquests of Anatolia, the many “St. Georges” and “Panagias” that once dotted the 

landscape of Inner Pontus would quickly become anonymous ruins, turning into “ak virans” 

(Turk. “white ruins”) and “kızıl virans” (red ruins).222 A twentieth-century Iranian poet Ahmad 

Shamlou put it simply and beautifully in one of his poems, saying that “every ruin (vīrāne) is a 

sign of the absence of men.”223 The anonymous and “silent” ruins of Middle Byzantine churches 

scattered throughout Inner Pontus now stand as memorials not to the landscape of saints, to 

which they once belonged, but rather to the absence of those who could perpetuate memory and 

invest these buildings with meanings.  

 Archaeological evidence suggests, that Komana probably experienced a significant 

demographic and cultural break at the time of the Danishmendid conquest. Its churches were 

destroyed and profaned, its Christian cemetery abandoned and used as a site for construction of 

new residential buildings. The indigenous population of Komana most probably fled before the 

attack, or perhaps it was massacred, if one is to believe the tradition preserved in the epic 

 
222 Toponyms such as these are frequent in the Ottoman cadastral survey of 1455. 
 
 :Aḥmad Shāmlū, Majmūʻah-ʼi ās̲ār: Daftar-i 1. shiʻrhā, 8th edition (Tihrān هر ویرانه نشانی از غیابِ انسانی ست 223
Zamānah, 1387 (2003)), 799. 
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Dānişmendnāme. Yet, in the mid-fourteenth century Komana appears to have been Christian 

again, and probably prosperous, as is evident from the attempts of the Patriarchate of 

Constantinople to extract tax payments from Komana’s inhabitants. Had a Christian population 

returned to Komana? Had some of its inhabitants never left or reconverted to Christianity at 

some point? The example of Komana demonstrates that one can make no easy assumptions about 

the fate of Byzantine settlements of Inner Pontus. There must have been many more scenarios. 

Some settlements, like Argosti, might have remained in place and even preserved their Christian 

identity. Others, like Geksi, might have been abandoned for a period of time, but regained a 

Christian population later in the Ottoman period. The demographic history of medieval Inner 

Pontus will remain unknown until histories of little-known places like Argosti, Geksi, and 

dozens of other medieval settlements, can be investigated archaeologically. It is clear, however, 

that despite all the losses of the native Orthodox population, some isolated communities 

continued to quietly perpetuate the memory the Byzantine landscape of Inner Pontus for 

centuries. Perhaps, these were just a few urban neighborhoods and a handful of villages, but for 

them Neokaisareia always remained the domain of St. Gregory and Komana – the burial place of 

St. John Chrysostom. In the centuries that followed the Danishmendid conquest, the Byzantine 

landscape of Inner Pontus might have become nearly invisible, but until the twentieth century it 

never disappeared.  
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Chapter Two 

 Armenian Migration from Vaspurakan and the Formation of an Armenian 

Landscape in Inner Pontus 

2.1 Introduction 

 

 The Museum of Tokat is situated in a former Ottoman marketplace at the foot of the 

mountain where the ascent to the city’s fortress begins. It is a place where many unknown stories 

of Tokat are told. The narrators are countless objects, some on display, some – stored away in 

museum’s depositories. Amidst the latter is a small group of Byzantine lead seals with figural 

images and short inscriptions in Greek. One seal in this group was discovered in the vicinity of 

Tokat and sold to the museum by one of the city’s residents in 1976. The inscription on this seal 

(inv. no. 76.17.29) contains an unusual name, Aposachlēs – a Greek adaptation of the Arabic 

name Abū Sahl . “+Ȁ(ύρι)ε β(οή)θ(ει) Ἀποσάχλῃ νωβελλίσιμῳ τῷ Σιναχηρείμ,” the inscription 

reads, “Lord, help nobelissimos Aposachlēs Sinachēreim.”224 Who was this Abū Sahl turned 

Aposachlēs? Why did he bear an Arabic name while his family name commemorated an 

Assyrian king? How did he earn his Byzantine dignity? How did his life trajectory bring him to 

Tokat – a place far from Assyria and the Arab lands? And what does the presence of this seal tell 

us about the history of Inner Pontus?  

 
224 An exact parallel of this seal recently appeared in an auction sale. Auction Roma Numismatics 9, 22.3.2015, lot 
978, cf. www.romanumismatics.com, cited in Werner Seibt, “The Sons of Senek‘erim Yovhannēs, the Last King of 
Vaspurakan, as Byzantine Aristocrats,” Revue des Études Arméniennes 37 (2016): 124. 
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 Lead seals are among the most important sources for Byzantine prosopography and 

administrative history. Used to seal private and official correspondence, these objects, unlike the 

correspondence itself, survived for centuries and now preserve memory of thousands of people 

whose names would otherwise have been lost. Abū Sahl, rendered Abusahl in Armenian, to 

whom the Tokat seal belonged, was one of the sons of Senek‘erim Artsruni – the last king of the 

Armenian noble dynasty that  established the kingdom of Vaspurakan on the shores of Lake Van 

and ruled over it from the early tenth century. This chapter follows the story told by the seal of 

Aposachlēs-Abusahl – a story of migration, translation, preservation of memory and the 

establishment of a new cultural geography that linked the region around Tokat with Armenian 

lands much further east. Despite its great cultural significance most histories of Anatolia almost 

entirely overlooked this event since so few of its material traces survive. Drawing on 

archaeological evidence, artefacts preserved at the Tokat museum, personal fieldwork 

observations and fragmentary descriptions of architecture, epigraphy and objects found in 

Armenian memory books (houshamadyan),225 this chapter attempts to picture the human 

migration, transfer of a sacred geography and the development of a new cultural landscape that 

emerged as Armenians adopted and adapted the Byzantine landscape of Inner Pontus. 

 In the year 1022/23, thousands of Armenians left their ancestral lands in Vaspurakan 

and followed king Senek‘erim of the royal house of Artsruni into Cappadocia. Brief reports of 

this migration appear in several medieval chronicles, but written by distant observers, these 

histories preserve only fragmentary and imprecise information.226 Most authors agree that the 

 
225 For a discussion of Armenian memory books see Introduction, 23-24. 
 
226 The chronology and circumstances of migration are reviewed in B.P. Stepanenko, “O prichinakh i datirovke 
peredachi Vaspurakana Vizantii” Vizantiiskii vremennik 38 (1977): 72–79 and W. Seibt, “Die Eingliederung von 
Vaspurakan in das Byzantinische Reich (etwa Anfang 1019 bzw. 1022),” Handes amsorya 92 (1978), 49-66. 
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migration was provoked by the growing threat of the Seljuks, who hit Vaspurakan in a 

devastating raid several years prior to the migration. The author of a twelfth-century colophon 

that was added to the dynastic history of the Artsrunis claims that the rulers of Vaspurakan gave 

up their lands willingly, exchanging cities for  “great cities,” fortresses for “impregnable 

fortresses, and gaining control over estates, villages, fields and holy monasteries.”227 These great 

cities, in addition to Sebasteia, could have been Larissa and Avara mentioned by Byzantine 

historian Ioannes Skylitzes as the Artsrunis’ gain.228 And while Sebasteia continued to be an 

important city and a center of Armenian culture till the twentieth century, the latter two must 

have subsequently lost their prominence.229 What Artsrunis handed over in return is not known 

exactly.230 Twelfth-century historian Samvel Anets‘i, for instance, reports that the Artsrunis gave 

up 72 fortresses and over 400 villages, along with 8 cities.231 

 While in Vaspurakan Artsrunis relied on ancestral connections to the land over which 

they ruled, in central Anatolia they were strangers, whose legitimacy largely depended on the 

 
227 Patmutʻyun Artsrunyatsʻ tan, ed. V.M. Vardanyan, (Erevan: Erevani Hamalsarani Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1985), 478; 
Patmutʻiwn Aristakeay Vardapeti Lastiverttsʻwoy (Tʻiflis: Ēlēktratp. Ōr N. Aghanean, 1912), 20. 
 
228 I. Bekker, ed., Georgius Cedrenus Ioannis Scylitzae Opera, vol. 2, Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae 35 
(Bonn: E. Weber, 1839), 464, 15. 

 
229 The Dictionary of toponymy of Armenia and adjacent territories identifies Avara and Larisa with villages east of 
Tokat. Hayastani ev harakitsʻ shrjanneri teghanunneri baṛaran, ed. Tʻ.Kh. Hakobyan et al., vol. 1 (Erevan: Erevani 
Hamalsarani Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1986), 359 and ibid., vol. 2, 565. 

 
230 The territorial extent of the Kingdom of Vaspurakan in the early eleventh century is disputed. Although some 
evidence exists that suggests that Artsrunis might have been in control of major cities like Khlat (Ahlat) and Hizan, 
this evidence is not readily accepted by scholars.  V.A. Arutiunova-Fidanian, “Fema Vaspurakan,” Vizantiiskii 
vremennik 38 (1977): 80–93. 

 
231 Samuēl Anets’i, Samuēli kʻahanayi Anetsʻwoy hawakʻmunkʻ i grotsʻ patmagratsʻ haghags giwti zhamanakatsʻ 
antsʻelotsʻ minchʻew i nerkays tsayrakʻagh arareal, ed. by A. Tēr Mik’elean (Vagharshapat: S. Ējmiatsni Tparan, 
1893), 104.  
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titles bestowed upon them by Constantinople.232 According to Skylitzes, Senek‘erim was given 

the high noble title of patrikios and appointed the strategos, or the head commander, of the 

theme of Cappadocia.233 Sigillography provides reliable evidence about the integration of 

Artsrunis into the Byzantine social hierarchy.234 Several seals survive that belonged to 

Senek‘erim’s wife and his sons – Atom, Constantine, and Abusahl – as well as more distant 

relatives. Khushush (Byz. Chousousa), the wife of Senek‘erim and the daughter of Gagik I 

Shahanshah of Bagratuni dynasty, was granted the court title of patrikia zoste, or chief attendant 

of the Empress, as a seal issued after Snek‘erim’s death indicates.235 Atom was given the title of 

proedros,236  Abusahl – the titles of proedros,237 kuropalates,238 and eventually nobelissimos.239 

 
232 Tim Greenwood, “Historical Tradition, Memory and Law in Vaspurakan in the Era of Gagik Arcruni,” in The 
Church of the Holy Cross of Ałt’amar: Politics, Art, Spirituality in the Kingdom of Vaspurakan (Leiden; Boston: 
Brill, 2019), 34-35. 
 
233 I. Bekker, ed., Georgius Cedrenus Ioannis Scylitzae Opera, vol. 2, 464, 13-14. Werner Seibt, however, concludes 
that the report of Skylitzes contains a mistake and that the dignity of patriokios along with the position of the 
Strategos of Cappadocia were granted to Senek‘erim’s son Davit, rather than Senek‘erim himself. Seibt, “Die 
Eingliederung von Vaspurakan in Das Byzantinische Reich (Etwa Anfang 1019 Bzw. 1022),” 53-54. On the place of 
other members of the Artsruni family in Byzantine aristocracy, see A.P. Kazhdan, Armi︠ a︡ ne v sostave 
gospodstvui︠ u︡ shchego klassa Vizantiĭskoĭ Imperii v xi-xii vv (Erevan: Izd-vo AN ArmSSR, 1975), 33-36. 

 
234 Jean-Claude Cheynet, “De Tziliapert à Sébastè,” Studies in Byzantine Sigillography 9 (2006): 213–26; Seibt, 
“The Sons of Senek’erim Yovhannēs, the Last King of Vaspurakan, as Byzantine Aristocrats.” Seibt lists the seals 
belonging not only to the immediate family members of Senek‘erim but also other more distant relatives who 
probably adopted the name Senek‘erim as their family name. 

 
235 BnF 567.Werner Seibt and Marie Luise Zarnitz, Das byzantinische Bleisiegel als Kunstwerk:Katalog zur 
Ausstellung (Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1997), 269-72; 408-409; 
Seibt, “The Sons of Senek’erim Yovhannēs,” 120. 
 
236 Haluk Perk collection. Cheynet, “De Tziliapert à Sébastè,” 220. Seibt, “The Sons of Senek’erim Yovhannēs,” 
121. 
 
237 BnF 568. Cheynet, “De Tziliapert à Sébastè,” 222. Seibt, “The Sons of Senek’erim Yovhannēs,” 123.  
 
238 Auction Spink 132, 25.5.1999 (Zacos II), no. 121, cf. Cheynet, “De Tziliapert à Sébastè,” 222. Seibt, “The Sons 
of Senek’erim Yovhannēs,” 124.  
 
239 This title is represented by the Tokat seal and its parallel that recently appeared in an auction in Rome, as cited 
above. 
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Constantine, the youngest son, like Atom, was honored with the titles of proedros,240 

kuropalates, and dux.241 Currently, no seals attributed to Senek‘erim’s oldest son, Dawit‘, are 

known. However, we know from Matthew of Edessa that Dawit‘ traveled to Constantinople to 

deliver customary diplomatic gifts – Arabian horses and mules – and in a reciprocal diplomatic 

gesture was taken by Basil II to Hagia Sophia where he was proclaimed an “adoptive child” by 

the emperor.242  

The fact that Abusahl Artsruni, the owner of the Tokat seal, was honored with the dignity 

of nobelissimos suggests that he advanced even further than his brothers in the Byzantine 

hierarchy. The same title, for instance, was imparted by Michael VII to two other contemporary 

sovereigns: King George II of Georgia and the Norman ruler Robert Guiscard. Werner Seibt 

suggests that the title nobelissimos was granted to Abusahl Artsruni by Alexios I Komnenos, in 

or after 1081.243 Though the exact archaeological context of Abusahl’s seal is unknown, it is very 

important that the seal dated 1081 or later has local provenance in Tokat: it suggests that a 

decade after Manzikert Artsrunis still retained authority, or at least presence, in Inner Pontus. 

 
240 D.O.55.1.3294. Cheynet, “De Tziliapert à Sébastè,” 223. An exact parallel of this seal was discovered in 
Bulgaria. Ivan Jordanov, Corpus of Byzantine Seals from Bulgaria, vol. 2 (Sofia: Agato Publishers, 2006), no. 648 
and idem. Corpus of Byzantine Seals from Bulgaria, vol. 3 (Sofia: Agato Publishers, 2009), no. 498. Seibt, “The 
Sons of Senek’erim Yovhannēs,” 125.  
 
241 Both titles are represented on a seal in the collection of American Numismatic Society. ANS Seal 
1944.100.84809 (Coll.E.T. Newell), Cheynet, “De Tziliapert à Sébastè,” 223. Seibt, “The Sons of Senek’erim 
Yovhannēs,” 126.  
 
242 Patmut'iwn arareal Matt'e'osi metsi k'ahanayi Ur'hayets'woy (Vagharshapat: Tparan Mayr Atʻoṛoy Srboy 
Ējmiatsni 1898), 49. On adoption as a political practice see Ruth Macrides, “Kinship by Arrangement: The Case of 
Adoption,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 44 (1990): 109–18. 

 
243 Seibt, “The Sons of Senek’erim Yovhannēs, the Last King of Vaspurakan, as Byzantine Aristocrats,” 124. 
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Just a few years after, their power would be swept away by Dānişmend Ġāzī, the first Muslim 

ruler of the region.244 

 The Artsrunis’ brief ascent to power in central Anatolia and Inner Pontus was not an 

event of political significance alone. If we are to believe the written sources, thousands of people 

migrated along with Vaspurakan’s royal family and nobility. A twelfth-century colophon reports 

that 14,000 people – “not counting women and children” – followed Senek‘erim Artsruni.245 

Matthew of Edessa, likewise, notes that Senek‘erim arrived in Sebasteia not only with family but 

also with “common people.”246 The number given in the colophon might be exaggerated, but it 

does suggest that the event was remembered as a mass movement of people.  

 One must consider Armenian migration to the regions of Sivas and Amasya as part of 

a much larger wave of westward migration of Armenians and establishment of Armenian polities 

in the Eastern Mediterranean in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, set in motion by the advance 

of the Seljuks from the east a more aggressive eastern policy of Byzantium that the Seljuk threat 

occasioned. The best-known instance of this migration is the Armenian settlement in Cilicia, 

which flourished for three centuries and left a significant literary, artistic and architectural 

legacy.247 As such, Armenian migration to Asia Minor and other parts of the Eastern 

 
244 Some evidence suggests that after the fall of Sebasteia to the Muslim conquerors, Atom and Abusahl were 
executed by the Byzantines. J.B. Chabot, trans., Chronique de Michel le Syrien, patriarche jacobite d’Antioche 
(1166-1199), vol. 1 (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1899), 133 and 173, cited in Michel Thierry, “Données archéologiques 
sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe siècle,” Revue des Études Arméniennes 26 (1996–
1997): 122. 
 
245 Patmutʻyun Artsrunyatsʻ Tan, 478. 
 
246 Patmut'iwn arareal Matt'e'osi metsi k'ahanayi Ur'hayets'woy, 49. 
 
247 Gérard Dédéyan, Les Arméniens entre Grecs, Musulmans et Croisés: étude sur les pouvoirs arméniens dans le 
Proche-Orient méditerranéen (1068–1150), 2 vol. (Lisbon: Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, 2003); Claude 
Mutafian, L’Arménie du Levant (XIe-XIVe siècle) (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2012). 
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Mediterranean is nothing new248; yet, in regard to the eleventh and twelfth centuries there 

appears to be a difference of scale and status that the migrants gained in their places of 

destination. Accentuating  the remarkable geographical expanse of Armenian mobility, the rapid 

emergence of Armenian polities beyond the Armenian Plateau and the extensive participation of 

Armenians in power structures in the Eastern Mediterranean, Seta Dadoyan termed the whole 

period between the late tenth to the twelfth century an “Armenian Intermezzo.”249 The word 

intermezzo conveys strong connotations of ephemerality, and indeed the world of Armenian 

sovereignty in the eleventh and twelfth centuries looked like a constantly transforming 

patchwork of cities, lands and fortresses under control of rulers who could be both hereditary 

royals and parvenus – the difference between the two blended by the ambiguity of their status 

outside of their ancestral lands and the ephemeral nature of their power. The word intermezzo, 

however, has another important connotation: that of connectivity. And just as a musical 

intermezzo may connect different parts of an opera or play, medieval Armenian migrants played 

 
248 Jean-Claude Cheynet, « Les Arméniens de l´empire en Orient de Constantin X à Alexis Comnène (1059–1081) », 
in L´Arménie et Byzance. Histoire et culture (Paris: Centre de recherches d’histoire et de civilisation byzantines, 
1996), 67-78; Nina G. Garsoïan, “The Problem of Armenian Integration into the Byzantine Empire,” in Studies on 
the Internal Diaspora of the Byzantine Empire, ed. H. Ahrweiler and A.E. Laiou (Washington, D.C: Dumbarton 
Oakes Research Library and Collection, 1998), 53–124; J. Preiser-Kapeller, “Complex Processes of Migration: The 
South Caucasus in the Early Islamic Empire (7th-10th Century AD),” in Migration und Integration von der 
Urgeschichte bis Zum Mittelalter, ed. Harald Meller et al. (Halle: Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologie 
Sachsen-Anhalt, Land es Museum für Vorgeschichte, 2017), 295–313; idem., “Aristocrats, Mercenaries, Clergymen 
and Refugees: Deliberate and Forced Mobility of Armenians in the Early Medieval Mediterranean (6th to 11th 
Century a.d.),” in Migration Histories of the Medieval Afroeurasian Transition Zone: Aspects of Mobility between 
Africa, Asia and Europe, 300-1500 C.E., ed. Johannes Preiser-Kapeller, Lucian Reinfandt, and Yannis Stouraitis 
(Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2020), 327–84. 
 
249 Seta Dadoyan, The Armenians in the Medieval Islamic World: Paradigms of Interaction: Seventh to Fourteenth 
Centuries, vol. 2, 3 vols. (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 2013), 9. The term makes a reference to 
another application of the word intermezzo to Middle Eastern history, namely the concept of “Iranian intermezzo” 
coined by Vladimir Minorsky to describe the rise and flourishing of Iranian Muslim dynasties in the ninth and tenth 
centuries C.E. Vladimir Minorsky, La domination des Daïlamites (Paris: E. Leroux, 1932), 21; Vladimir Minorsky, 
Studies in Caucasian History (London: Taylor’s Foreign Press, 1953), 110-116. Alison Vacca also used this term in 
her discussion of early Islamic Armenia. Alison Vacca, Non-Muslim Provinces under Early Islam: Islamic Rule and 
Iranian Legitimacy in Armenia and Caucasian Albania (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 
2017), 5-7. 
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a vital role in connecting distant geographies of their origins with those of their destinations and 

acted as cultural intermediaries between the societies that received them as newcomers and those 

other newcomers who would eventually come to vanquish their sovereignty. The Armenian 

kingdom of Sebasteia, the northern extent of which reached Tokat, was one such intermezzo. The 

rest of this chapter explores how the Armenian migrants redefined and preserved the Byzantine 

geography of Inner Pontus, while connecting it with the cultural geography of their ancestral 

lands in Vaspurakan.250  

 

2.2 From Vaspurakan to Sebasteia: Migration and Cultural Transfer 

 

In terms of political history, the establishment of the Armenian kingdom of Sebasteia was 

perhaps an insignificant event. It survived less than a century and left little trace on the political 

landscape of Anatolia: in the late eleventh century the lands of Artsrunis were taken over first by 

the Danishmendid dynasty, and then, a century later – by the Seljuks of Rum. During or shortly 

after the Danishmendid conquests  of Asia Minor the sons of Senek‘erim Artsruni left Sebasteia, 

likely migrating to the west the Byzantine Empire, possibly Bulgaria, where Constantine, one of 

Senek‘erim’s sons, appears to have had connections.251 As an event in cultural and social history, 

however, the Artsrunis’ migration marked the beginning of the expansion of the medieval 

Armenian world further and further west in Anatolia – a process which would continue and 

 
250 A case closely parallel to the Artsruni migration from Vaspurakan to Sebasteia is that of the migration of 
Bagratuni kings of Kars and Ani to Byzantine Cappadocia are not included in this study given the limitations of 
scope. For a basic summary of the geography and chronology of these migrations, as well as the sources mentioning 
them, see Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe 
siècle,” 119-124. 
 
251 Jean-Claude Cheynet, “De Tziliapert à Sébastè,” 226. 
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indeed accelerate in the Ottoman period.252 It is also important to note that  the eleventh-century 

Armenian migration to central Anatolia was an organized resettlement program carried out under 

royal leadership. It therefore entailed a purposeful a cultural transfer, whereby migrating 

sovereigns carried with them mobile symbols of power and attempted to recreate aspects of the 

cultural landscape that they had to leave behind.  

In their move to Sebasteia, the Artsrunis brought a little of Vaspurakan with them. In the 

tenth century, the kingdom of Vaspurakan ruled by the Artsruni dynasty enjoyed a period of 

political and cultural flourishing, paralleled by the flourishing of the neighboring kingdoms of 

Ani and Kars under Bagratunis. Ending former vassalage to the Abbasid caliphate, in the late 

ninth/early tenth century Armenian Bagratuni and Artsruni kings emerged as independent 

Christian rulers and gained formal recognition both by Baghdad and Constantinople.253 Situated 

between these two cultural poles, members of medieval Armenian nobility appealed to models of 

both Byzantine and Islamic courtly iconography, but also asserted legitimacy by claiming deep 

local roots.254 In the now extinct royal palace of his capital Aght‘amar, Gagik Artsruni, the first 

king of independent Vaspurakan, had himself portrayed amidst scenes of royal entertainment 

 
252 On the Armenian migration to the western provinces of the Ottoman Empire in the seventeenth century, see 
Henry Shapiro, “The Great Armenian Flight: Migration and Cultural Change in the Seventeenth-Century Ottoman 
Empire,” Journal of Early Modern History 23, no. 1 (2019): 67–89. 
 
253 Seta Dadoyan, The Armenians in the Medieval Islamic World: Paradigms of Interaction: Seventh to Fourteenth 
Centuries; Volume One The Arab Period in Armīnyah: Seventh to Eleventh Centuries, vol. 1, 3 vols. (New 
Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2011), 113-146; A.N. Ter-Gevondi︠ a︡n, Armenii︠ a︡  i arabskiĭ khalifat 
(Erevan: Izd-vo AN ArmSSR, 1977). For a detailed treatment of the political history of the kingdom of Vaspurakan 
see V.M. Vardanyan, Vaspurakani Artsrunyats tʻagavorutʻyuně: 908-1021 Tʻtʻ (Erevan: Erevani Hamalsarani 
Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1969). 
 
254 Tim Greenwood, “Historical Tradition, Memory and Law in Vaspurakan in the Era of Gagik Arcruni”; Lynn 
Jones, Between Islam and Byzantium: Aght’amar and the Visual Construction of Medieval Armenian Rulership 
(Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2007), 53-54; on the case of Bagratuni see ibid, 35-51 and idem, 
“The Visual Expression of Bagratuni Rulership: Ceremonial and Portraiture,” Revue des Études Arméniennes 28 
(2001-2002): 341–98. 
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with dancers and musicians and depictions of wild beasts in a visual composition comparable to 

those of the palatial complexes and hunting lodges of the Umayyads at Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi, 

Qusayr ‘Amra, and Khirbat al-Mafjar, and the paintings from the Abbasid capital Samarra.255 In 

the rich sculptural decoration of the surviving and newly restored royal church of the Holy Cross 

of Aght‘amar, which was part of the same palatial complex, king Gagik appears seated cross-

legged, framed by a vine frieze, with a goblet of wine in his hand and a halo around his crowned 

head. In another part of the same sculptural program, Gagik is shown standing with the church 

model in his hands – a typical Byantine ktētōr image – and wearing a crown and a robe identified 

as symbols of power given to him at his coronation by the Abbasid emir of Azerbaijan.256 These 

two royal portraits have invited comparisons with representations of both Sasanian kings and 

Abbasid caliphs and the overall decorative program of the church’s exterior has long been 

interpreted in connection with Sassanian and early Islamic art.257 

The iconography displayed on the monuments of Aght‘amar makes it very clear that the 

conversation with the courtly culture of the Abbasid rulers of the Caucasus and Iran played an 

important role in the development of the elite culture of medieval Vaspurakan. Vaspurakan 

nobility must have had regular opportunities to visit neighboring courts of Muslim emirs. In his 

 
255 Tʻovma Artsruni, Patmutʻiwn Tann Artsruneatsʻ (Tʻiflis: Tparan Aghanean, 1917), 482; Lynn Jones, Between 
Islam and Byzantium: Aght’amar and the Visual Construction of Medieval Armenian Rulership, 54; Sirarpie Der 
Nersessian, Aght‘amar, Church of the Holy Cross (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1965), 25. 
 
256 Ibid., 31. 
 
257 The Abbasid and Sasanian connections evident in the decorative program of the Aght‘amar complex have first 
been discussed by Sirarpie Der Nersessian, Aght’amar, Church of the Holy Cross, 25-35.  Since then, these 
observations have been elaborated by other scholars. Igor Dorfmann-Lazarev, “Kingship and Hospitality in the 
Iconography of the Palatine Church at Ałtʽamar,” Rivista di storia e letteratura religiosa LII, no. 3 (2016): 479–516, 
at 503-508; Lynn Jones, Between Islam and Byzantium: Aght’amar and the Visual Construction of Medieval 
Armenian Rulership, 57; D. Kouymijan, “An Interpretation of Bagratid and Artsruni Art and Ceremony: A Review 
Essay,” Journal of the Society for Armenian Studies 18, no. 2 (2009): 111–31; Vacca, Non-Muslim Provinces under 
Early Islam: Islamic Rule and Iranian Legitimacy in Armenia and Caucasian Albania, 145-47. 
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history of the house of Artsruni the anonymous continuator of the Tovma Artsruni describes at 

length the reception that Gagik Artsruni, the founder of the dynasty, was granted at the court of 

the Muslim ruler of Azerbaijan, emir Yusuf ibn Abi'l-Saj.258 The narrator portrays the Muslim 

emir as a disciple, for whom the Armenian king became “a mother of prudence and a tutor/wet-

nurse (dayeak) of wisdom” teaching him about the kings, the noble families and the frontiers of 

all countries “from the lands of the Medians and Persians, to Judea and Jerusalem, Assyria and 

Egypt, Assyria and Egypt, all of the Armenia and up to the Alan and Caspian gates” – the extent 

of their cultural ecumene.259 As Tim Greenwood has observed with regard to this episode, 

although it is unlikely that in reality a Sajid emir would take council from an Armenian king the 

very existence of this episode and its language strongly evocative of the Muslim salon culture 

suggests that the “historical writing in Arcruni Vaspurakan was now in dialogue with 

contemporary Arabic and Persian literature and forms and modes of expression” and that a 

transformation of political culture was taking place.260  

In addition to visual and narrative representations, naming also gives us important clues 

about the cultural orientation of Artsrunis in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Abusahl Artsruni, 

the owner of the Tokat seal, must have been named after his grandfather, Abusahl-Hamazasp 

Artsruni – the first out of a handful of Armenians known to have born this name.261 The choice 

 
258 Tʻovma Artsruni, Patmutʻiwn Tann Artsruneatsʻ, 463-65. 
 
259 Ibid., 464-65. 
 
260 Tim Greenwood, The Universal History of Step‘anos Tarōnec‘i: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary, 
first edition, Oxford Studies in Byzantium (Oxford; New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017), 12. The dual 
orientation of medieval Armenian culture(s) – simultaneously looking west to Constantinople and east to 
Mesopotamia and Iran – though always manifest has taken different forms in different times. Most of the 
foundational work in this field has been done by Nina Garsoïan and her students, Jean-Pierre Mahé and Robert W. 
Thomson, eds., From Byzantium to Iran: Armenian Studies in Honour of Nina G. Garsoïan (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars 
Press, 1997). 
 
261 H. Achaṛyan, Hayotsʻ andznanunneri baṛaran, vol. 1, 5 vols. (Erevan: Izd-vo gos. univ., 1942), 25-27. 
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of the Arabic name Abū Sahl is not surprising in the light of the discussion above – indeed Arab 

names seem to have been favored by Armenian elites in the ninth and tenth centuries.262 The 

significance of the Old Persian name “Hamazasp” is likewise apparent. In his history, T‘ovma 

Artsruni grants an ancient local pedigree to the Artsrunis by mentioning as their ancestor one 

Hamazasp who lived during the reign of Artavazd I (159-123). 263 Artavazd I was the son of the 

Alan princess Satenik and Artashes I, the founder of the Artaxiad dynasty that would rule 

Armenia for two centuries, contesting for power with the Romans, Seleucids and Parthians. The 

name of Abusahl’s father, Hovhannes Senek‘erim, makes an even stronger claim to ancient 

origins. As T‘ovma Artsruni makes it clear, the Artsrunis traced their origin to none other than 

the king of Assyria Sennacherib.264 This tradition probably stems from the claim made by the 

fifth-century historian Movses Khorenats‘i to the effect that the Artsrunis descended from 

Sanasar, one of the sons of  Sennacherib who had allegedly escaped to Armenia after having 

slain the father.265  

 The assertion of an ancient royal pedigree was one element in Artsrunis’ claim to 

legitimacy. Another was their role as the stewards of the True Cross of Varag. The cult appears 

to have emerged in the seventh century as Armenia was conquered by the Arabs, in the 

circumstances emblematic of Armenia’s position as a frontier between Byzantium and the 

 
262 While I am not aware of any studies devoted specifically to Armenian onomastics in this period, one may get a 
good idea of this trend by skimming, for instance, through entries on names starting with “Abd-” or “Abu/Apu” in 
H. Achaṛyan’s dictionary of Armenian personal names: Abdlay, Abdlmseh, Ablgharip, Abughamr etc.  
 
263 Tʻovma Artsruni, Patmutʻiwn Tann Artsruneatsʻ, 102. 
 
264 Ibid. 46. 
 
265 Robert W. Thomson, “Tovma Artsruni Historian of Vaspurakan,” in Armenian Van/Vaspurakan (Costa Mesa, 
Calif.: Mazda Publishers, 2000), 61. 
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nascent Caliphate, geographically, politically, and culturally.266 The earliest known source about 

the True Cross of Varag is a seventh–century homily recording a miraculous vision and the 

subsequent discovery of the cross relic. These events, which make clear reference to St. 

Constantine and Helena, are connected to the last rulers of the Armenian Rshtuni dynasty who 

had made an unsuccessful alliance with the Arabs and subsequently needed to bolster their 

political legitimacy and restitute their stature as good Christian rulers.267 Not only did the new 

cult help aggrandize its patrons but it profoundly transformed the symbolic geography of 

Vaspurakan: Mount Varag where the relic was purportedly discovered was now exalted as the 

New Zion and Heavenly Jerusalem, linking the shores of Lake Van to the Holy Land.268 Two 

centuries after the promotion of the cult by Rshtunis, Artsruni rulers of Vaspurakan would again 

draw on the authority of the True Cross of Varag for political gain, this time in the context of 

rivalry against the neighboring Armenian Bagratuni dynasty. While Bagratunis commanded 

larger territories and claimed the title of “kings of all Armenians,” Artsrunis could pride 

themselves on the possession of one of the holiest – perhaps the holiest –  relic in Armenian 

Christianity.269 The fact that the new rulers of Vaspurakan were fully aware of the political heft 

of the relic is clearly manifested in king Gagik’s dedication of his splendid palatial church at 

 
266 For a detailed investigation of the history of the True Cross of Varag, on which the present account relies, see 
Zaroui Pogossian, “Relics, Rulers, Patronage: The True Cross of Varag and the Church of the Holy Cross on 
Ałt‘amar,” in The Church of the Holy Cross of Ałt’amar : Politics, Art, Spirituality in the Kingdom of Vaspurakan, 
ed. Zaroui Pogossian and Edda Vardanyan (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2019), 126–206. 
 
267 Ibid., 143-155. 
 
268 Ibid. 133. It must be noted, however, that at the same time the pre-Christian mythologization also remained an 
important element in the Armenian authors’ conceptualization of Van’s significance.  
 
269 Ibid.  
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Aght‘amar to the Holy Cross and the construction of a monastery on Mount Varag by king 

Senek‘erim-Hovhannes and his wife in the late tenth and early eleventh century.  

 Nothing is known of Senek‘erim Artsruni or his son Abusahl – the owner of the 

Tokat seal – beyond a few short mentions in chronicles. Nevertheless, this brief overview of the 

cultural orientation(s) of the Artsrunis and the kingdom over which they ruled helps one imagine 

what kind of historical memory and what forms of cultural expression they could have 

introduced to Inner Pontus as they migrated from Vaspurakan to Sebasteia. Vaspurakan was a 

frontier zone that gave rise to an elite frontier culture – one that was equally well versed in 

symbolic languages of both Byzantium to its west and the Abbasid Caliphate to the east and 

south.270 This is beautifully captured in the seal of Abusahl Artsruni, his Arabic name easily 

furnished with a Byzantine title. But as much as this “bilingualism” was characteristic of the 

Armenian culture of Vaspurakan it would be wrong to represent it as just that – an amalgam of 

the Byzantine and the Abbasid. In the direct vicinity of the Artsrunis’ palatial complex at 

Aght‘amar lay the monastery of Narek – the place that gave the name to the most exalted figure 

in the history of Armenian literature, the mystic theologian and poet Gregory of Narek. His great 

poetic work, the Book of Lamentations has come to be revered as much as the Bible among 

Armenians, perhaps even surpassing the latter in popularity.271 Vaspurakan Armenians possessed 

a distinctly Armenian culture, which the descendants of Vaspurakan migrants in Inner Pontus 

managed to preserve and perpetuate till it was tragically uprooted in the twentieth century. The 

remainder of this chapter explores the emergence and development of a new, Armenian 

 
270 Given the nature of surviving sources it is hardly possible for one to say anything about the non-elite culture of 
Vaspurakan or to make an argument against the elite/non-elite distinction. 
 
271 Agop J. Hacikyan et al., eds., The Heritage of Armenian Literature, Volume II: From the Sixth to the Eighteenth 
Century (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2002), 274-279. 
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landscape in Inner Pontus that can be glimpsed from the scant surviving material sources and 

mentions of now extant artefacts in memory literature.  

 

2.3 New Vaspurakan in Sebasteia 

 

 Unfortunately, very few sources survive that can shed light on the immediate social 

effects of Artsruni settlement in and around Sebasteia. Sebasteia is known to have had an 

Armenian population that dated back to late antiquity and to the period of the earlier, tenth-

century Armenian migration into the region.272 Practically no local sources are known that could 

testify to the cultural orientation of this population, and arguments have been made – ex silentio 

– that this population had been completely assimilated within the local Grecophone Orthodox 

population, losing both its linguistic and confessional distinction.273 Senek‘erim Artsruni and his 

decedents ruled Sebasteia and its environs for about fifty years, and we know that they initiated a 

number of building projects that altered the landscape marking it as distinctly Armenian and 

linking it visually and symbolically to the kingdom of Vaspurakan.  

 As discussed above, Artsrunis took pride in serving as the guardians of the True 

Cross of Varag, honoring the cult with the construction of the Aght‘amar complex under Gagik 

Artsruni and Varagavank‘ monastery on Mount Varag itself under Senek‘erim Artsruni and his 

wife Khushush. There is little doubt that the dedication of the new monastery to the Holy Sign 

(Surb Nshan) that the Artsrunis founded outside of Sebasteia was meant to evoke the memory of 

 
272 S. Peter Cowe, “Armenian Immigration to the Sebastia Region, Tenth-Eleventh Centuries,” in Armenian 
Sebastia/Sivas and Lesser Armenia, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian (Costa Mesa, Calif.: Mazda Publishers, 2004), 111–
35. 
 
273 Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 165. 
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the True Cross of Mount Varag. There is a recurrent speculation in secondary literature that the 

monastery was supposed to house the relic transferred from Vaspurakan to Sebasteia, but there is 

no certain evidence that could testify to this suggestion, and some that in fact speaks against it.274  

The new monastery contained three churches, dedicated respectively to the Holy 

Cross/Sign (Surb Khach/Nshan), the Holy Mother of God (Surb Astvatsatsin), and St. [John] the 

Forerunner (Surb Karapet), of which the former two had survived into the twentieth century 

while the last was completely rebuilt.275 Nothing of the buildings survives today, and the territory 

where the monastery once stood now lies within the confines of Turkish military base, 

inaccessible to visitors. To imagine what the monastery must have looked like, and to speculate 

about the possible transfer of aesthetics and architectural skills from Vaspurakan to Sebasteia, 

one must turn to indirect evidence.  

A description of the churches of the Holy Sign and the Holy Mother of God survives in 

letters written in the early twentieth century by bishop of Sebasteia T‘orgom Gushakyan to the 

“father” of Armenian architectural history, T‘oros T‘oramanyan.276 T‘oramanyan asked 

Gushakyan to visit a number of old churches in the region of Sebasteia, which he could not visit 

in person, and provide detailed descriptions of them with simple floor plans. The Holy Mother of 

 
274 Pogossian, “Relics, Rulers, Patronage: The True Cross of Varag and the Church of the Holy Cross on Ałt‘amar,” 
191-192. The tradition that the relic was transferred from Vaspurakan to Sebasteia seems to stem from oral tradition 
recorded by Hovhannes Sebastatsi (d. 1830), who served as the bishop of Sebasteia in the early nineteenth century 
and wrote a history of the city from the time of Artsrunis’ migration to his own days. He suggests that the relic was 
brought to Sebasteia and repatriated back to Vaspurakan, along with Senek‘erim’s body in accordance with the the 
king’s will. Hovhannes Sebastats‘i, Patmutʻiwn Sebastioy, ed. B.L. Ch’ugaszyan (Erevan: Haykakan SSH GA 
Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1974), 32-33.  
 
275 Patrik Aṛakʻel, Patmagirkʻ hushamatean Sebastioy ew gawaṛi hayutʻean (Niw Yorkʻ: Hratarakutʻiwn 
Hamasebastahay Verashinatsʻ Miutʻean, 1974), 243-45. 
 
276 Ibid., 250-54. On the intellectual project of T‘oros T‘oramanyan, see Christina Maranci, “Hellenophilia in 
Armenia: The Scholarship of T’oros T‘oramanyan,” in Medieval Armenian Architecture: Constructions of Race and 
Nation (Leuven; Sterling, Va.: Peeters, 2001), 43-78. 
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God, as Gushakyan reports, according to local tradition predated Artsrunis’ arrival in Sebasteia 

and was the oldest building of the monastic complex, its establishment attributed to Apostle 

Thaddeus. The church had a plan of an inscribed tetraconch, with four small chambers in the 

corners, the ones on the western side rectangular in shape and the ones on the east side 

terminating in small apses of their own. Despite the tradition of greater antiquity, it is likely that 

this church was built on the prototype of The Holy Mother of God of Varagavank‘, as suggested 

by the resemblance of their floor plans.277 The original plan of the church of the Holy Sign, was 

more severely altered by later rebuilding. Gushakyan asserts, however, citing the manuscript of 

Hovhannes Sebastats‘i’s history, that it too must have been a tetraconch with two-story corner 

chambers and was probably based on the model of one of the churches of Varagavank‘.278 

Another monastery in the vicinity of Sebasteia, St. Archangel (Surb Hreshtakapet) near the 

village of Aght‘, contained two churches with similar tetraconch plans and its construction was 

likewise ascribed to the Artsrunis.279 Reviewing the floor plans and descriptions sent by 

 
277 The floor plan of the Holy Mother of God at Varagavank‘ is published in Walter Bachmann, Kirchen und 
Moscheen in Armenien und Kurdistan (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1913); the floor plan of its counterpart in Sebasteia 
drawn by Gushakyan is published in Patrik Aṛakʻel, Patmagirkʻ hushamatean Sebastioy ew gawaṛi hayutʻean, 257. 
Also see Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe siècle,” 
127-8. Thierry additionally lists another three prototypes: seventh-century St. Hripsime church near Etchmiadzin, 
the ninth-century Holy Cross church at Soradir and the tenth-century Holy Cross of Aght‘amar. 
 
278 Patrik Aṛakʻel, Patmagirkʻ hushamatean Sebastioy ew gawaṛi hayutʻean, 252. This is likewise suggested by 
Michel Thierry. Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe 
siècle,” 127. 
 
279 Ibid., 129-132; Patrik Aṛakʻel, Patmagirkʻ hushamatean Sebastioy ew gawaṛi hayutʻean, 264-66. The monastery 
is mentioned in the colophon of a manuscript dated 1176. The theory of the medieval origins of this monastery, or at 
least the settlement around it, is strengthened by the alleged discovery in its vicinity of a reliquary with an 
inscription containing the names of local Armenian neomartyrs and dated 1387. Ibid., 266. The reliquary, preserved 
at Surb Nshan of Sebasteia till the twentieth century has disappeared, and it is impossible to verify the authenticity 
of the inscription. On the martyrdom of Goharine and her brothers Radios, Tsamindes, Dukios, killed at the hands of 
the Danishmendids in Sebasteia in the year 1155 see H. Manandean and H. Achaṛean, eds., Hayotsʻ nor vkanerě: 
1155-1843 (Vagharshapat: Tparan Mayr Atʻoṛoy S. Ējmiatsin, 1903), 12-22. 
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Gushakyan, T‘oramanyan took them as convincing evidence to his suspicion that migrating 

Armenians “took a lot with them to the Byzantine territories.”280   

Did the builders working for the Artsrunis in and around Sebasteia indeed replicate the 

aesthetics and techniques of the built environment of Vaspurakan?281 Did the Artsrunis – in the 

several decades of their reign – visibly transform the local landscape through building activities 

and establishment of new settlements? Matthew of Edessa praised Atom, the son of Senek‘erim 

as the builder of many churches and monasteries, which must have dotted the lands around 

Sebasteia and beyond.282 And it is said that Senek‘erim’s daughter Shushanik commissioned a 

bridge over Halys/Kızılırmak known as the “crooked bridge.”283 It is said likewise that many 

villages in the vicinity of Sivas were established by Armenian migrants who arrived in Sebasteia 

with the Artsrunis.284 So much does our knowledge of the heritage the eleventh-century 

Armenian migration to Sebasteia migration rely on something so nebulous and contentious as the 

“local tradition,” that one could begin to question whether it had ever happened at all. Armenian 

 
280 T‘oros T‘oramanyan to T‘orgom Gushakyan, letter dated 25 September 1911, reproduced in Patrik Aṛakʻel, 
Patmagirkʻ hushamatean Sebastioy ew Gawaṛi hayutʻean, 254. 
 
281 Nothing is known of the architects and builders from Vaspurakan working in Sebasteia but the evidence of 
manuscript production at Surb Nshan suggests that indeed many artists must have migrated along with the royal 
family. On the eleventh-century manuscript production in Sebasteia see T.A. Izmailova, “Lokalizatsiia gruppy 
illiustrirovannykh rukopisei xi veka po ikh pamiatnym zapisiam,” Lraber hasarakakan gitutyunneri 9 (1966): 42–
56. Although the existence of a distinct “school” of manuscript illumination in Sebasteia has been since disputed, the 
existence of a scriptorium at Surb Nshan operated by “migrant” masters is very likely. More thoroughly studied is 
the story of the nearly contemporaneous migration of the scriptorium/library of the Bagratid king Gagik-Abas from 
his dynastic stronghold in Kars to Tsamandos in Byzantine Cappadocia.  
 
282 Mattʻēos Uṛhayetsʻi, Patmutʻiwn Mattʻēosi Uṛhayetsʻwoy (Herusaghēm: Tparan Aṛakʻelakan Atʻoṛoy S. 
Hakovbeantsʻ, 1869), 74. 
 
283 Patrik Aṛakʻel, Patmagirkʻ hushamatean ebastioy ew gawaṛi hayutʻean, 63. This tradition appears spurious given 
that a nineteenth-century repair inscription identifies it as a Selçuk construction dating 1217 and no Armenian 
inscriptions survive to prove it otherwise. Sivas Kültür Envantarı 58.01.01.25. 
 
284 Citing local tradition, Patrik Aṛakʻel lists the following villages: Khorkhoṛunik‘/Khorkhon, Ishkhani, Petrosi, 
Mashkert, Vardenik', Kamrkap, Bagrat, Tandzik, and more. Ibid., 64. 
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heritage of Sivas was destroyed before it could be studied, turning to a half-real, mythical past 

that historians aptly describe using the phrase “bir varmış bir yokmuş – there was and there was 

not,” the opening phrase common to Turkish, Armenian and Persian fairy tales.285 That the area 

around Tokat was also part of Artsrunis’ domain is known also only by tradition. Levon 

K‘ajberuni, a Tokat-born intellectual, noted it in his memoirs that there was a local tradition, 

according to the Armenian community of Tokat stemmed from the Artsrunis: kind Senek‘erim 

apparently found the continental climate of Sebasteia too harsh and moved north to Tokat, which 

was a much more hospitable place.286 The tradition would have remained just that – a tradition, a 

myth, “bir varmış bir yokmuş” – but the appearance of Abusahl Artsruni’s seal in Tokat Museum 

suddenly brought out something very tangible in the otherwise nebulous story. Abusahl Artsruni 

son of Senek‘erim existed, he sent and received letters, and it is very reasonable to think that that 

the area around Tokat where the seal was discovered was part of the same eleventh-century 

migration story. The remainder of this chapter focuses on Armenian settlements around Tokat 

and Amasya, tracing the ways in which Armenian newcomers adopted and adapted the 

Byzantine landscape.  

 

2.4 Armenian Inner Pontus: a Synthesis of Landscapes  

 

 
285 Goshgarian, Rachel, “There Was and There Was Not,” Harvard CMES (blog), September 12, 2005, 
https://cmes.fas.harvard.edu/news/there-was-and-there-was-not. The phrase also appears at the epigraph opening 
Michael Pifer’s dissertation dedicated to the figure of gharib across the literatures of medieval Anatolia. Michael 
Pifer, “The Stranger’s Voice: Integrated Literary Cultures in Anatolia and the Premodern World” (PhD Dissertation, 
University of Michigan, 2014).  
 
286 Levon Ka‘jberouni, Housher, cited in Arshak Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, 
patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 1360. 
 



 

 107 

The lands around Sebasteia and Evdokia (Tokat) might have been a foreign land for 

Armenians arriving from Vaspurakan, but it was not a terra incognita. It was a land marked with 

names and invested with meanings that could be easily understood, translated and appropriated 

by the newcomers. The new landscape that emerged after the Armenian migration was therefore 

deeply interconnected, geographically and semantically, with the native landscape of Greek-

speaking Orthodox. The synthesis of the landscapes can be envisioned as a two-directional 

process: on the one hand, as shown above, literally and symbolically Artsrunis brought some 

elements of the holy geography of Vaspurakan with them; on the other hand, the existing local 

configurations of sacred geography affected the way the newcomers construed the space around 

them.  

 

2.4.1 Adopted Saints 

 

The figures that dominated the local sacred geography of Inner Pontus – St. Gregory 

Thaumaturgus and St. John Chrysostom held prominent places in Armenian theological tradition. 

Patristics and ecclesiastical histories, along with Neo-Platonic literature, were among the first 

works translated to Armenian as early as the fifth century, a period widely accepted by modern 

scholars as a “golden age” of the Armenian literary tradition.287 Sermons of Chrysostom and 

Thaumaturgus must have circulated widely in Armenia, often within the same miscellanies, 

though surviving manuscripts only provide evidence for the period starting with early thirteenth 

 
287 Manuk Abeghyan, Erker, vol. 3, 6 vols. (Erevan: Haykakan SSH GA Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1968), 113; S.S. 
Arevshatian, Formirovanie filosofskoi nauki v drevnei Armenii (Erevan: Izd-vo AN ArmSSR, 1973).  
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century.288 Thus a manuscript containing sermons of Chrysostom and Thaumaturgus, along with 

those of Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa, is known to have been copied in Erznka (Mod. 

Erzincan, 250 km east of Sebasteia) in 1202. The translation of the vita of Chrysostom, along 

with other hagiographies, was produced in the eleventh century as part of the translation 

initiative spearheaded by Grigor Vkayaser (Martyrophile), the son of Grigor Magistros, who 

served as the Catholicos of the Armenian Church in the second half of the eleventh century.289 

The compilation produced by Grigor Vkayaser laid the foundation for the subsequently 

standardized genre of haysmavurk‘, the Armenian equivalent of the Greek synaxarion. 

Neither St. Chrysostom nor St. Thaumaturgus, however, could be considered as popular 

saints in the medieval Armenian tradition. There were no churches or shrines dedicated to them, 

no major feasts held in their memory; they were distant, if familiar, ecclesiastical authorities. The 

popular cults, as names of churches and brief mentions in medieval chronicles suggest, were 

rather those of the Holy Cross (Holy Sign), Holy Mother of God, St. Gregory the Illuminator, St. 

John the Forerunner, St. Minas and St. Sergius (Sargis), the latter becoming Armenians’ 

“national” military saint.290  

St. Theodore appears in the sculptural relief on the walls of the church of the Holy Cross 

at Aght‘amar, side by side with St. Sergius and St. George. In Vaspurakan, St. Theodore might 

 
288 A. Hatityan, “Surb Grigor Ak‘anch‘elagorts hayrapet Pontosi Neokesaria k‘aghak‘i (213-270),” Ējmiatsin 28, no. 
1 (1981): 28–36. 
 
289 Garegin Zarbhanalean, Haykakan hin dprutʻean patmutʻiwn: 4.-13. dar (Venetik: Mkhitʻarean Tparan, 1897), 
599-605. On the more general context of these translations see Robert W. Thomson, “The Influence of Their 
Environment on Armenians in Exile in the Eleventh Century,” in Proceedings of the XIIIth International Congress 
of Byzantine Studies, Oxford, 5-10 September 1966, ed. J.M. Hussey, D. Obolensky, and S. Runciman (London, 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), 432–38. 
 
290 Artsruni Sahakian, “Sb. Sargis srbavayrerě Gagum ew Ushium,” Banber Erevani Hamalsarani. Hayagitut’yun 
29, no. 2 (2019): 29–37.  
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have held a special place of respect also because Theodore, or T‘ēodoros/T‘odik, was the name 

of the Rshtuni king of Vaspurakan who was probably responsible for the introduction and the 

promulgation of the cult of the True Cross of Varag.291 That several military saints, along with 

St. Sergius, enjoyed some level of popular devotion is furthermore suggested by medieval 

collections of hymns.292 St. Theodore, whose feast day was celebrated on the first Saturday of the 

Lent, was venerated as the champion of fasting and, like St. George, associated with the miracle 

of dragon-slaying.293 Hymns celebrating St. Theodore have been composed by such illustrious 

scholars as Gevorg Skevṛats‘i, Grigor Khlatets‘i and Aṛakel Baghishets‘i active in thirteenth-

century Cilicia, fourteenth-century Ahlat and fifteenth-century Bitlis respectively.  

Sigillographic evidence suggests St. Theodore became particularly popular with the 

military elites of the Armenian principalities established in the Eastern Mediterranean through 

the eleventh and the twelfth centuries. Similarly, St. Theodore appeared on the seals of Philaretos 

Brachamios – the kouropalates and doux of Antioch,294 T‘oros I295 and Leo I296 of the Rubenid 

dynasty of Cilicia, T‘at‘ul Pakourianos – a member of the aristocratic Pakourianos family,297 

T‘oros the Kouropalates – the ruler of Edessa at the time of the First Crusade.298 The fact that St. 

 
291 Pogossian, “Relics, Rulers, Patronage: The True Cross of Varag and the Church of the Holy Cross on Ałt‘amar,” 
143-155. 
 
292 Vardan Devrikyan, “Zinvor srberi ganzaranayin kanonnerě,” Patma-Banasirakan Handes, no. 3 (2010): 117–28. 
293. Ibid., 119. 
 

294 Several seals of Philaretos Brachamios bear the image of St. Theodore, Gérard Dédéyan, Les Arméniens entre 
Grecs, Musulmans et Croisés: étude sur les pouvoirs arméniens dans le Proche-Orient méditerranéen (1068–1150), 
2 vol. (Lisbon: Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, 2003), fig. 84, 85, and 86.  
 
295 Ibid., fig. 95. 
 
296 Ibid., fig. 94.  
 
297 Ibid., fig. 102. 
 
298 Ibid., fig. 103. 
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Theodore, along with St. Demeterios, appeared on the seal of Abusahl Artsruni seems to fall into 

this particular pattern. 

There were several Armenian monasteries, churches and shrines dedicated to St. 

Theodore in eastern Anatolia (villages around Erzerum, Van, Bitlis, Divriği, Arapgir, Kars), but 

only in the case of the monastery of St. Theodore and St. Merkerios in Kaisereia/Kayseri there is 

evidence of this attribution existing already in the medieval period, since the name of the 

monastery was mentioned in the colophon of manuscript dating 1206.299 The earliest known 

representation of St. Theodore in an illustrated manuscript also dates to the thirteenth century 

and appears in the Lectionary of Het‘um II of Cilicia  (Matenadaran MS 979) – a celebrated 

manuscript that bears witness to Armenian engagement of Byzantine, Western European and 

East Asian artistic traditions.300 

South of Sebasteia stood a monastery dedicated to St. Theodore, the construction of 

which was ascribed to the Artsrunis by local tradition, though no material evidence to support it 

survives.301 St. Theodore must have held a special place among Armenians inhabiting Sebasteia 

and the surrounding region in the period prior to the arrival of new settlers from Vaspurakan. 

The devotional practices of the former must have been determined not only by their confessional 

identity but also by the fact that they were living on the Byzantine territory and in immediate 

proximity to celebrated shrines. For them, St. Theodore must have been their own, local saint, 

 
299 Hakobyan, Melikʻ-Bakhshyan, and Barseghyan, Hayastani ev harakitsʻ shrjanneri teghanunneri baṛaran: chʻors 
hatorov, vol. 2, 292-294.  
 
300 Alvida Mirzoyan, “La representation des saints guerriers dans l'art médiéval arménien,” in The Fourth 
International Symposium on Armenian Art, Yerevan, September 11-17, 1985: Theses of Reports. (Yerevan: 
Publishing House, Academy of Sciences, Armenian SSR, 1985), 260–61. On MS 979 see Christina Maranci, The 
Art of Armenia. An Introduction (New York: Oxford, 2018), 114-17. 
 
301 Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe siècle,” 129. 
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whom they held perhaps in greater esteem than distant St. Sergius. Precious information about 

this community, the existence of which would have otherwise remained obscured, is provided by 

a history composed by Ukhtanes of Sebasteia, who served as the bishop of the city in the late 

tenth century.302 The history consisted of three parts: the first reconstructed the chronology of 

kings and patriarchs from beginning of humanity to the Christening of Armenia in the fourth 

century, the second focused on the separation of the Armenian and Georgian churches in the 

seventh century, and the third, which does not survive, was apparently a polemic against 

Chalcedonian Armenians, i.e. those Armenians who accepted the diophysite postulates of the 

Council of Chalcedon and followed the leadership of the Roman Church.  

Although the history is viewed by scholars mainly as a reflection of confessional 

polemics of the tenth century that is disappointingly silent on other aspects of local social and 

cultural history, it contains two passages that shed light on the ways in which Armenians 

engaged with the local sacred landscape.303 Both appear in the first part of history, interspersed 

between chronologies of emperors. The first narrates the life of St. Theodore of Amaseia and 

appears to be a redaction of an earlier Armenian vita.304 The narrative places the birthplace of St. 

Theodore in a village called Sabobe a few kilometers away from the city of Verisa – a Roman 

town in the vicinity of Tokat that later came to be known as Bolus and that at some point – 

perhaps already in the medieval period – was settled by Armenians.305 The story briefly 

 
302 Ukhtanēs Episkopos, Patmutʻiwn Hayotsʻ (Vagharshapat: Tparan Srbotsʻ Katʻoghikē Ējmiatsni, 1871); M. 
Brosset, ed., Deux historiens arméniens: Kiracos de Gantzac, XIIIe s., Histoire d’Arménie; Oukhtanes d’Ourha, Xe 
s., Histoire en trois parties (St. Pétersbourg: Eggers & Cie., 1870). 
 
303 Nina G. Garsoïan, L'Église arménienne et le grand schisme d'Orient (Lovanii: Éditions Peeters, 1999), 308-331; 
Tim Greenwood, The Universal History of Step‘anos Tarōnec‘i: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary, 21-30. 

 
304 Greenwood, The Universal History of Step‘anos Tarōnec‘i, 28. 

 
305 William Mitchell Ramsay, The Historical Geography of Asia Minor (London: John Murray, 1890), 329; 
Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 506. 
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describes  Theodore’s childhood, noting that he was brought up by a widowed father who fed 

him porridge of grain; it then proceeds to the episode of Theodore defeating the dragon on the 

estate of the noblewoman named Eusebia and ends with Theodore’s martyrdom and secret burial 

at Euchaïta.306 The inclusion of this brief hagiography with references to specific localities 

suggests that indeed the cult of St. Theodore held an important place for Armenians of Sebasteia 

and was likely also adopted by the new arrivals from Vaspurakan.  

The second episode is devoted to another local cult, that of the Forty Martyrs. Ukhtanes 

relates the story of the start of the persecution, of the forty Christians taking refuge outside of 

Sebasteia on the banks of the river Halys and of their ultimate martyrdom. Here too the author 

provides very specific topographical details. He mentions fortress Melesitn and mountain 

Takhalasun as places where Christians took refuge and a settlement named after Vahan the Brave 

as the place of hiding of the Forty Martyrs. Since many churches were erected in the place of the 

death of the Forty Martyrs, he notes, that area came to be known as Ekeghets‘adzor, or “the 

valley of the churches.”307 All of the toponyms mentioned by Ukhtanes are recognizably 

Armenian, and they differ from the toponyms recorded in the Greek hagiographies, which 

suggests that the author intentionally “Armenized” the geography of the cult. Tim Greenwood, 

who has studied the work closely, points out another intriguing clue. Ukhtanes mentions that the 

arrest of the Forty Martyrs at their place of hiding and first tortures took place on the “fifteenth 

day of the month of areg,” saying that he has established this day, and not the day established by 

the Church Fathers, as the day of the celebration of the festival of the Forty Martyrs among the 

 
 

306 Brosset, Deux historiens arméniens, 245-246. On the cult of St. Theodore in Inner Pontus see Chapter One, 46-
47. 
 
307 Ibid., 261. 
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Armenians. Greenwood concludes that such an explicit adjustment of the date and the place of 

celebration of the cult probably suggests that Armenians of Sebasteia probably did not have 

access to the conventionally celebrated shrine and thus had to invent their own independent 

tradition.308 

If indeed prior to the eleventh century local Armenians had little access to the major 

Byzantine shrines like that of the Forty Martyrs, the situation must have begun to change after 

the arrival of the Artsrunis. The construction of the magnificent Monastery of the Holy Cross 

discussed above must have served as an unambiguous signal of transforming power dynamics. It 

appears that already under the Artsrunis, and in the ensuing centuries, two processes directed the 

development of a new, Armenian, landscape in Inner Pontus. First, Armenian foundations began 

to spring up in the vicinity of the Byzantine holy sites, and secondly, Armenians began to take 

over some of the Byzantine shrines, whose former guardians either fled or were forced to give up 

their rights of stewardship in the aftermath of Danishmendid attacks and the demise of the 

imperial administrative system. Michel Thierry traced this process to some extent throughout 

Artsrunis’ domains in Cappadocia and in parts of Eastern Anatolia, suggesting that indeed in 

some cases Armenians under Artsrunis might have not simply taken over abandoned shrines but 

rather forcibly evicted the Greeks who were left without administrative protection: “Si les 

princes ardzrouniens fondèrent des couvents, comme ceux du Saint-Signe de Sebaste, de 

l’Archange d’Ałtic, du Saint-Illuminateur de Xornavul, il est évident qu’ils permirent aussi aux 

moines qui les accompagnaient d’évincer leurs confrères grecs de certains couvent.”309 In what 

 
308 Greenwood, The Universal History of Step‘anos Tarōnec‘i, 29-30. 
 
309 Michel Thierry, “Deux couvents Gréco-Arméniens sur L’Euphrate Taurique ,” Byzantion 61, no. 2 (1991): 510–
11. That the Orthodox population of Sebasteia was complaining of mistreatment by the Armenians was reported by 
Michael the Syrian. Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au 
XIe siècle,” 122. 
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follows, I discuss several particular cases of ap-propri-ation, or making “their own,” of 

Byzantine holy sites and settlements by the Armenians, starting with the case of the Forty 

Martyrs shrine in Sebasteia and moving on to the regions of Tokat and Amasya.  

 

2.4.2 Appropriated Spaces 

 

The Shrine of the Forty Martyrs, Sebasteia 

 

The Byzantine shrine of the Forty Martyrs must have been located just outside the city of 

Sebasteia. Centuries after the church built in commemoration of their martyrdom was destroyed, 

the cult was sustained by devotional practices of local Christians, both Orthodox and Armenian. 

The earliest description of the site is preserved in the travelogue of Paul of Aleppo who visited it 

in the mid-seventeenth century. He mentions that some remains of the church, like piers and 

corner stones, were still in place and that the site was venerated by the locals as the place where 

the bones of the martyrs had been burnt.310 He also mentions that the site was used as a burial 

ground both by Armenians and Greeks. One of the earliest known Armenian graves found there, 

as recorded in memories of Sebasteia’s last Armenian residents, belonged to Step‘anos the 

bishop of Sebasteia who was martyred by Muslim rulers in 1387.311 At some point after his 

death, Step‘anos acquired the status of a saint, and his vita entered the canon of the Armenian 

tradition of neomartyrs – Christians who died in defense of faith while living under Muslim rule 

 
 
310 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, trans. F.C. Belfour, vol. 2 (London: Oriental 
Translations Fund, 1836), 444. 

 
311 Sebasteia’s residents’ recollections about the grave are mentioned in Patrik Aṛakʻel’s Memory Book of Sebasteia.  
Patrik Aṛakʻel, Patmagirkʻ hushamatean Sebastioy ew gawaṛi hayutʻean, 296. 
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in the medieval and the Ottoman periods.312 The hagiographic narrative mentions that the church 

of the Forty Martyrs was destroyed  along with other Armenian churches at the time of the 

bishop’s martyrdom. Likewise, a colophon of a sixteenth-century manuscript that once belonged 

to the monastery of the Holy Sign (Surb Nshan), notes that the church of the Forty Martyrs, 

which it calls “our sacred church,” was destroyed by Ḳāżı Burhān al-Dīn, the governor of Sivas 

at the time when Tamerlane seized the city, and dates the event to 1387.313 And according to the 

local oral tradition it was Tamerlane himself who was responsible for the destruction of the 

church.314 The brief references in historical sources and the oral tradition suggest that by the time 

of the destruction of the church, the place was probably used and perceived by Armenians as 

“their own.” It is likely that the shrine was taken over by the Armenians or at least became a 

shared sacred space after the collapse of the Byzantine administrative control. Continuing his 

survey of Sivas, Paul of Aleppo notes that around the city there were numerous monasteries that 

once belonged to the Greeks but that were now “in the hands of the Armenians.”315 While saying 

that he visited many of them, the traveler provides no further data about these sites.316  

 

St. Joachim and Anna, Tokat 

 

 
312 H. Manandean and H. Achaṛean, Hayotsʻ nor vkanerě: 1155-1843), 137-150. 

 
313 Tʻorgom Gushakean, “Tsʻutsʻak hayerēn dzeṛagratsʻ S. Nshani Vanutsʻ i Sebastia,” Handēs amsōreay, no. 6 
(1927): 315, cited in Hamazasp Oskean, Sebastiayi Vankʻerě (Vienna: Mkhitʻarean Tparan, 1946), 78. 

 
314 Patrik Aṛakʻel, Patmagirkʻ hushamatean Sebastioy ew gawaṛi hayutʻean, 296. 
 
315 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, 445.  
 
316 One such site could have been the monastery of St. [Gregory] the Illuminator in Osman Pasha neighborhood of 
Sivas. Demolished in the 1950s, its main church had a floor plan that corresponded more to Byzantine rather than 
Armenian prototypes. Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale 
au XIe siècle,” 143.  
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In the area of Tokat and Amasya 

there were in the past a few shrines that 

offer further evidence in support of the 

claim that at some point after the 

eleventh-century Armenian migration 

and prior to the establishment of the 

Ottoman rule in the area in the fifteenth 

century Armenians had taken over much 

of the Byzantine sacred landscape, 

contributing to its preservation and developing 

new for the Armenian ecclesiastic tradition 

locally-rooted cults. Some six kilometers north 

of Tokat lies a village formerly called Biskeni 

(mod. Yayladalı) that was once known as the 

location of the Armenian monastery of St. 

Joachim and Anna. Today little remains of the 

monastery apart from a faint memory 

preserved by the older inhabitants of the village. The stones from the walls of the church and 

remains of columns are scattered throughout walls of village houses and gardens, easily 

recognizable by their distinct masonry (fig 16). The floor of the garage of one of the houses is 

paved with stones that may have once served as the floor of the church (fig. 17). Any antiquities 

that were once found in the village, according to the locals, by now have been looted and sold. 

The site of the monastery itself, which has never been entered into the inventory of cultural 

Figure 16. Ashlar masonry re-used in a village fence, Biskeni. Photo: 
author. 

Figure 17. Ashlar masonry re-used in a garage, Biskeni. Photo: 
author. 
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heritage sites by regional authorities, has been completely devastated by illegal excavations: it is 

just a patchwork of pits and trenches that makes the place recognizable amidst the surrounding 

fields.317 In the absence of any archaeological data or physical remains one is left with only few 

fragments of information. The date of the foundation of the monastery is unknown, though local 

tradition ascribes it to Apostles Thaddeus, Bartholomew and Andrew. The persistence of this 

tradition has led scholars to believe that the Armenian monastery was likely built on the place of 

an older Byzantine foundation.318 The dedication of the monastery also suggests the possibility 

of a pre-existing local cult: there are no other known Armenian monasteries or churches bearing 

the same name.319 The name is certainly not modern, since the place is mentioned in 

seventeenth-century Armenian poetry of Tokat as “the monastery of St. Anna” – one of the 

highlights of local Armenian topography.320 The monastery must predate the fifteenth century for 

an inscription on its old wooden door – that now survives only on a photograph – records 

reconstruction works undertaken by Karapet II Catholicos of Sis (Cilicia), himself by origin a 

native of Tokat.321  

Nothing at all would have been known about the Byzantine settlement at 

Yayladalı/Biskeni had it not been for a single object preserved at the Tokat Museum (97.3.1. 

 
317 These observations were made and documented during my visit to Yayladalı in 2019. 
 
318 Hamazasp Oskean, Sebastiayi, Kharberdi, Tiarpēkʻiri ew Trapizoni nahangneru Vankʻerě (Vienna: Mkhitʻarean 
Tparan, 1962), 13. 

 
319 Michel Thierry likewise uses the absence of particular names/dedication in the Armenian tradition as evidence of 
the Byzantine origin of certain Armenian foundations in Eastern Anatolia. Thierry, “Deux couvents Gréco-
Arméniens sur l’Euphrate taurique,” 511-13.  

 
320 P.M. Khachʻatryan, Hay mijnadaryan patmakan oghber: (zhd-zhe dd) (Erevan: Haykakan SSH Gitutʻyunneri 
Akademiayi Hratarakutʻyun, 1969), 257, lines 133-136. 

 
321 Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 736. 
The ebony door itself, carved by a Jerusalem artisan whose name is mentioned in the inscription, was an exceptional 
piece of craftsmanship. It perished when the monastery was destroyed during the Armenian genocide. 
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7186).322 A fragment of a thin bonze plate measuring 12.5 cm by 30 cm could have been part of 

a book cover, a reliquary box or another ecclesiastical object. The plate bears two medallions 

with frontal images of saints holding martyr’s crosses in front of them and a large inscription that 

can be partially read. One of the saints is labeled as St. Prokopios; the image of the other is too 

damaged to allow for a reading. The large inscription is an invocation, probably of a saint, of 

which only “ΤΟ ΣΟ ΔΟΥȁΟ” i.e. “[help] your servant” followed by an illegible personal name 

remains. The shape of the ligatures suggests the dating for twelfth century or later.323 Museum 

records indicate that the object was found in Biskeni village and sold to the museum by one of its 

residents in 1997. An object as this likely would not have been an item of private devotion; it 

would be much more likely to found at a church of a monastery. A frail piece of evidence though 

it is, it strengthens the possibility that indeed it was a Byzantine foundation – probably still 

active at the time of the arrival of Armenians – that laid a basis, physically and symbolically for 

the establishment of the Armenian monastery. Many more such objects must have been dug out, 

sold and destroyed, but many might still remain in the ground waiting for the day when forgotten 

places like Biskeni village will be deemed worthy of archaeological studies. 

While the evidence about the Byzantine foundation at Biskeni is inconclusive, it is worth 

noting that the neighboring village, Geksi, was once the site of the Byzantine monastery of the 

Dormition, which seems to have remained active to some extent from the medieval period until 

the twentieth century.324 It has been proposed that the foundation at Biskeni might once have 

 
322 To my knowledge, the object has never been published or studied.  
 
323 I am grateful to Eric McGeer, a research associate at Dumbarton Oaks, for his assistance in dating this object. 
 
324 When in the seventeenth century Paul of Aleppo visited Geksi, the site of a “large ancient church” he found that 
the village inhabited by Greeks and Armenians living together. Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch 
of Antioch, 440. See Chapter One, 78-83 for more information on Geksi.  
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been a dependency of the Byzantine monastery at Geksi before it was taken over by the 

Armenians.325  In any case, the proximity of St. Joachim and Anne to the Dormition monastery 

further supports the claim that newly established Armenian shrines probably gravitated 

geographically to the sacred loci of the preexisting Byzantine landscape.  

 

The Monastery of the Holy Cross (Surb Nshan)/St. Chrysostom, Bizeri, Tokat  

 

Among the sites around Tokat, the best documented case is the monastery of the Holy 

Cross (Surb Nshan) outside of the village of Bizeri (mod. Akbelen) 20 kilometers north of Tokat. 

The monastery was allegedly established in the eleventh century by king Senek‘erim Artsruni 

himself and remained an important pilgrimage destination until its destruction at the time of the 

genocide.  

The monastery’s claim to the antiquity comes primarily from the oral tradition associated 

with it, as well as several khach‘k‘ars (Arm. “stone-cross”) that were once mounted on the walls 

of the monastery and which today stand among the few physical remains of the monastery still 

present in the village. During my visit to Bizeri in 2017 I observed three khach‘k‘ars placed 

outside an administrative building (muhtarlık), amidst pieces of marble –possibly Byzantine 

spolia– tombstones and oil presses, which all likely once belonged to the monastery. 

Khach‘k‘ars or large upright stone slabs with a cross carved on one side, are a characteristic 

form of Armenian monumental art.326 The first khach‘k‘ars served as markers of territory and 

 
325 Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe siècle,” 146. 
 
326 Patrick Donabédian, « Le khatchkar (IXe-XIIe siècle) », in Armenia sacra: mémoire chrétienne des Arméniens, 
IVe-XVIIIe siècle, éd. par Jannic Durand, Ioanna Rapti, et Dorota Giovannoni (Paris: Musée du Louvre: Somogy, 
2007), 153-61; In 2010, khach‘k‘ars were inscribed on the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity. https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/armenian-cross-stones-art-symbolism-and-craftsmanship-of-
khach’ka’rs-00434 
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symbols of sovereignty. Their appearance coincided with the weakening of Abbasid caliphate’s 

power over Armenia and a revival of Armenian sovereignty in the ninth century.327  

The khach‘k‘ars in Bizeri are 

relatively small in size (ca. 1 m x 40 

cm), carved of white travertine. The 

first khach‘k‘ar survives only in 

fragment (fig. 18). On the upper part 

of the slab the shape of a cross with a 

handle is visible, although the surface 

of the stone is worn. The cross has 

triangular arms of equal length and is 

inscribed in a circle. The bottom arm 

of the cross connects to an oval-

shaped handle decorated with what 

appears to be a circular medallion.328 

No traces of inscriptions are visible 

on it. The second khach‘k‘ar is very 

simple: the carving is confined to the upper part of the rectangular slab, depicting a cross with V-

shaped arms of equal length, every tip ending with a round point (fig. 19).329 The third 

 
 
327 Hamlet Petrosyan, Khachʻkʻar: tsagumě, gortsaṛuytʻě, patkeragrutʻyuně, imastabanutʻyuně (Erevan: Pʻrintʻinfo, 
2008), 90-110.  

 
328 I have not been able to find any close iconographic parallels but the overall simplicity of execution places it in 
line with early, ninth- to eleventh-century specimen. 

 
329 For parallels see Petrosyan, Khachʻkʻar: tsagumě, gortsaṛuytʻě, patkeragrutʻyuně, imastabanutʻyuně, 82-83, figs. 
88, 92. 

Figure 18. Khach‘k‘ar in Bizeri. Photo: author. 

Figure 19. Khach‘k‘ar in Bizeri. Photo: author. 



 

 121 

khach‘k‘ar survives in full, preserving 

also a small protruding part at the bottom 

that indicates that the khach‘k‘ar 

originally was installed as a free-standing 

stele and not mounted on a wall of a 

building (fig. 20). The shape of the cross, 

echoing the shape of a processional metal 

cross, is the characteristic for ninth- and 

tenth-century khach‘k‘ars.330 The cross, each arm of which is fitted with a pair of bud ornaments, 

is inscribed in an ellipse; each of four corners around the cross is decorated with an eight-leaved 

rosette. At the bottom, the cross connects to a staff terminating in a globe. The medieval likes of 

such cross executed in metal are now scattered across museums and private collections 

worldwide.331 An inscription runs around the ellipse containing the cross. At present, the wear on 

the surface of the stone renders it indecipherable but the shapes of a few letters that one can 

distinguish suggest that the inscription was produced in a simple rough script like those on some 

of the ninth- and tenth-century khach‘k‘ars.332 The inscription on the khach‘k‘ar is possibly the 

same inscription that has been noted by nineteenth-century travelers and taken as evidence of the 

monastery’s medieval foundation.333 The inscription reads ՍԵՆԵՔԵՐԻՄ ԱՐՔԱՅ ՀԱՅՈՑ 

 
 

330 Ibid., 83 fig. 89, 90 fig. 101, 92 fig. 102. 
 

331 John A. Cotsonis, Byzantine Figural Processional Crosses, (Washington, D.C: Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Library and Collection, 1994). 
 
332 Petrosyan, figs. 102, 111, 112. 

 
333 Arshak Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 
History of the Armenians in Tokat (Gahirē, 1952), 167-168.  

 

Figure 20. Khach‘k‘ar in Bizeri. Photo: author.  
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ՄԵԾԱՑ ԵԿՆ ԵՒ ՇԻՆԵԱՑ ՏԱՃԱՐՍ ՆՀԱ (1022): “Senek‘erim, the king of Great Armenia 

came and build this temple in the year 1022.” Another inscription was apparently carved on a 

now destroyed stele and read as follows: ԿԱՆԳՆԵՑԱԻ|ՍԲ ԽԱՉՍ|ՍԲ ՆՇԱՆԻ|ՀԱՆԳԵԱԻ 

ԱՐԾՐՈԻՆԻ| ՍԵՆԵՔԵՐԻՄ ԱՐՔԱՅ|Ի ԹՎԻՆ ՀԱՅՈՑ|ՆՀԵ “Senek‘erim Artsruni the King 

of Armenians erected and completed this Holy Cross Holy Sign in the year of the Armenians 

1026.” The authenticity of these inscriptions, especially that of the latter, has been put into 

question by the prominent Armenologist Hamazasp Oskean, who suggested that the inscriptions 

might have been falsified in the nineteenth century in an attempt on the part of the monastery’s 

leadership to prove its antiquity in the midst of a row with the local Greeks over the right of the 

monastery to the relics of St. John Chrysostom.334 Even if the inscriptions indeed were added at a 

later date, it is incontestable that all three khach‘k‘ars preserved at Bizeri today stylistically fit 

the tenth- to eleventh-century dating. However, it also remains possible that the old khach‘k‘ars 

would have been brought to Bizeri from another location and incorporated in the building during 

nineteenth-century repairs.  

 While there is little material evidence that would suggest the earlier, Byzantine, 

origin of the monastery, an intriguing observation is offered by Paul of Aleppo who visited 

Bizeri while traveling from Niksar to Tokat.335 The village, he notes, contained “an ancient 

Roman church” dedicated to the Holy Cross. He observed that the walls of the church were 

 
334 Hamazasp Oskean, Sebastiayi, Kharberdi, Tiarpēkʻiri ew Trapizoni nahangneru Vankʻerě, 31-32. On the 
nineteenth-century dispute between Armenians and Greeks over St. Chrysostom relics see Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn 
Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 763-767. This view is seconded by 
Michel Thierry. Thierry, “Données archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe 
siècle,” 145. 
 
335 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, trans. F.C. Belfour, vol. 2 (London: Oriental 
Translations Fund, 1836), 441. 
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covered in crosses, and this likely referred to the Armenian practice of placing khach‘k‘ars on 

church walls and carving crosses on both exterior and interior walls of churches in a devotional 

practice that persists to the present day. What is remarkable is that inside of the church he 

describes a dome with an image of Christ in gold – suggesting the presence of a mosaic – and 

images of saints in another dome with some inscriptions in Greek still visible. The traveler 

further notes that the church contained a sarcophagus of blue marble, thought to have been the 

tomb of St. John Chrysostom brought to Bizeri from Komana. Mosaics are rare in medieval 

Armenian architecture and, taking into consideration reported presence of Greek inscriptions, it 

is not unreasonable to suspect that like many other Armenian churches and monasteries in the 

region, the monastery of the Holy Cross indeed incorporated an older Byzantine structure, the 

traces of which disappeared during subsequent restorations and reconstructions.  

 Some more possible clues are given by the descriptions of the monastic buildings 

themselves. In the nineteenth century the monastery underwent a complete reconstruction, and it 

was completely destroyed in the twentieth century, thus only from reports of travelers one may 

get an idea about the earlier appearance of its structures.336 The original monastery contained 

three churches, dedicated to the Holy Cross of Varag (Varaga Surb Nshan), St. Forerunner (Surb 

Karapet) and St. Gregory [the Illuminator] (Surb Grigor) respectively. The dedication of one of 

the churches to the relic of Varag establishes a connection between this monastery and the 

monastery of Varagavank‘, the royal establishment of the Artsrunis.  No descriptions of the pre-

renovation churches survive but one imagines that these churches, like the structures of 

 
336 Garegin Sruandzteantsʻ, Tʻoros Aghbar: Hayastani chambord, vol. 1, 2 vols. (K. Pōlis: Tpagrutʻiwn E. M. 
Tntesean, 1879), 104-128. 
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monastery of the Holy Cross of Sebasteia, were built on the models of Varagavank‘ of 

Vaspurakan, also perhaps by the masters who migrated with Senek‘erim in the 1020s.  

 A detail that might add weight to the possibility of the medieval origin of the 

monastery is the fact that at least one of the churches, Surb Karapet (St. Forerunner) as it 

appears, had a gavit, which by the nineteenth century had been covered in soil and which was 

destroyed in the course of the renovation of 1842.337 The gavit, otherwise known as the 

zhamatun, is an architectural form originating in Armenian monastic complexes in the eleventh 

but developed mainly in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.338 Gavits were 

quadrangular, often large structures added to churches mainly on the west side, their interior 

space  usually divided by four columns supporting a dome (or cloister vault) with a skylight 

(Arm. erdik). Often these domes were formed by stalactite squinches carved of stone, known as 

the muqarnas in Islamic architecture. Their presence, along with the nine-partite square floor 

plans of gavits, invited historians to speculate about possible connections between the 

architecture of the gavits and mosque architecture in the context of the development of a 

common artistic idiom throughout Iran, the Caucasus and Anatolia under Seljuk and Ilkhanid 

rule.339 Gavits were multi-purpose spaces, serving as burial halls for clergy and wealthy patrons 

of the church or as congregational spaces. Historians connect the appearance of gavits with the 

rise of monasteries as administrative and economic centers. The inscriptions on the walls of the 

 
337 Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 759. 

 
338 Edda Vardanyan, “The Žamatun of Hoṙomos and the ‘Žamatun/Gawit’ Structures in Armenian Architecture,” in 
Hoṙomos Monastery: Art and History, ed. Edda Vardanyan (Paris: ACHCByz, 2015), 207-236. 
 
339 Armen Ghazarian and Robert Ousterhout, “A Muqarnas Drawing from Thirteenth-Century Armenia and the Use 
of Architectural Drawings during the Middle Ages,” Muqarnas 18 (2001): 141–54; Mattia Guidetti, “The 
‘Islamicness’ of Some Decorative Patterns in the Church of Tigran Honents in Ani,” ed. Patricia Blessing and 
Goshgarian, Rachel (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), 155–81. 
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gavit of the Holy Apostles church in Ani, for example, apart from documenting donations given 

to the church, announce important commercial rules and regulations addressed at Armenians, 

Georgians and Muslims alike.340 Gavits spread quickly through Armenian monasteries in the 

thirteenth century, and the fact that we have evidence of formerly existing gavits in Sebasteia and 

in Bizeri suggests that not only these monasteries remained active in the twelfth/thirteenth 

century but that they also continued to follow trends characteristic for Armenian architecture of 

leading ecclesiastical centers.341 

Another important piece of evidence supporting the medieval origin of the monastery, or 

at least the Armenian settlement at Bizeri, is comprised by a thirteenth-century tombstone 

mentioned by some of the nineteenth-century geographers and travelers.342 The authors report 

that in the Armenian cemetery of Bizeri there was a tombstone inscribed with the Armenian date 

ՉԼԵ (735/1286). Despite all the destruction and deliberate annihilation of memory that took 

place through the twentieth century, the tombstone appears to have been preserved in the village. 

During my visit to Bizeri in 2019 I was allowed to visit the shrine in the basement of the house 

of one of its residents. In the basement, amidst a few candles and lamps lies a stone, covered 

with an embroidered piece of fabric of the type that is conventionally used to cover old 

tombstones in mausolea in Turkey. The tomb is worshiped by locals as an “evliya,” or a saint, 

 
340 N. M. Tokarskiĭ, Arkhitektura Drevneĭ Armenii (Erevan: Izd-vo AN ArmSSR, 1946), 247. 

 
341 It must be noted, however, that in his discussion of the gavits at Surb Nshan monastery in Sebasteia Michel 
Thierry expressed doubts that these gavits dated back to the time of the Artsrunis given that no examples of gavits 
are known in Vaspurakan dating earlier than the sixteenth century. Thierry, « Données archéologiques sur les 
principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe siècle », 128. 
 
 
342 Ghewond Alishan, Kʻaghakʻakan ashkharhagrutʻiwn: nkaratsʻoytsʻ patkerōkʻ (Venetik: Surb Ghazar, 1853), 
554; Nerses Sargisean, Teghagrutʻiwnkʻ i Pʻokʻr ew i Mets Hays (Venetik: Tparan Srboyn Ghazaru, 1864), 62; 
Hovhannes Babessian, Ashkharhagrutʻiwn Hayastani (Pʻariz: Tpagr. Tēr-Hakobean, 1933), 29. 
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and visited by residents of Bizeri and several nearby villages. I asked to have the fabric lifted for 

a moment and saw that the shrine in fact was an Armenian gravestone (fig. 21). The stone was 

carved in the shape of a 

triangular prism, and 

inscriptions in a simple script 

ran across its two sides. The date 

on the gravestone was readable 

as ՉԼ[…] (last letter obscured) 

which placed it in the 730s of 

the Armenian calendar (or 1280s 

CE). Thus it is very likely that 

this indeed was the very tomb that travelers spotted in the nineteenth century. The inscription is 

largely illegible under a thick coat of white paint, but one word stands out clearly: t‘amam – the 

Armenian transliteration of the of the Arabic tamām meaning “completion” or “perfection.” The 

most probably interpretation is that the name of the buried person was Tamam: as far as narrative 

and epigraphic sources indicate, this female name was in use by Armenians since the early 

thirteenth century.343 Gravestones in the form of triangular prisms are not common in Armenian 

tradition of funerary monuments, but such shapes were commonly used by local Muslims, as the 

thirteenth- and fourteenth-century tombs at the medieval cemetery of nearby Niksar 

 
343 H. Achaṛyan, Hayotsʻ andznanunneri baṛaran, vol. 2, 5 vols. (Erevan: Izd-vo gos. univ., 1944), 265. Another 
possibility is that the word t’amam here is used in place of Armenian verb katarets‘aw (aorist of inf. katarel), which, 
literally meaning “reached perfection,” is also used to say “passed away.” The first possibility seems much more 
likely since the verb katarel does not usually appear on Armenian funerary inscriptions. 

 

Figure 21. Armenian gravestone in the basement of a private house in Bizeri. 
Photo: author.  
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demonstrate.344 Three Armenian 

gravestones similar in shape and 

execution of the inscriptions are 

currently preserved in the open-air 

museum at the fortress of Niksar; 

according to museum administration 

they are all of local provenance. 

Like many Armenian gravestones, 

these are decorated with rosettes of 

various sizes, while one bears an 

image of a cross standing upon four 

steps and flanked by rosettes on the 

sides. The inscriptions on the 

tombstones are weathered and not 

fully legible but two dates are visible 

(figs. 22 and 23):  ՉԼԵ (735/1286) 

and ՉԼԹ (739/1290). The name 

inscribed on the tombstone dated 739/1290 ends in  letters ԵԿՑԻ typical for Armenian 

toponymic surnames. If it becomes possible to read the name fully, it may provide an important 

clue about the origins of Niksar’s medieval Armenian community. The existence of this series of 

tombstones attests not only to the presence of Armenians in the area between Bizeri and Niksar 

 
344 Turgay Yazar, Cafer Kelkit, and Hüseyin Şahin, “Niksar Melik Gazi Mezarlığı,” in Gaziosmanpaşa Üniversitesi 
Danişmendliler Sempozyumu (12-13 Kasım 2015) Tokat Bildiriler, ed. Ali Açıkel and Murat Serdar (Tokat: Tokat 
Valiliği Özel İdaresi, 2016), 491–512. 
 

Figure 22. Armenian gravestone in Niksar. Photo: author. 

Figure 23. Armenian gravestone in Niksar. Photo: author. 
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in the latter part of the thirteenth century, but also – given the monumental scale of the 

gravestones –to their affluence.  

A trace of the Armenian community of Bizeri also surfaces in a mid-fifteenth-century 

document: the first cadastral survey that the Ottoman administration conducted after taking 

control of this part of Anatolia.345 Though a much later document, this record suggests that the 

community at Bizeri probably had medieval origins and was well-established by the time the 

Ottomans came to power.346 It portrays a village of over eighty households and twelve bachelors. 

Since in villages with mixed populations such surveys usually recorded Muslim and non-Muslim 

inhabitants separately, and there is no such separation in the entry on Bizeri, it appears that all of 

the inhabitants of the village were Christian, in this case Armenian. Only one name in the list 

appears to be unambiguously Muslim and raises questions: Mehmed son of Hasan. The rest of 

the names in the list are either clearly Armenian names or names frequently used by Armenians 

in the later medieval period: Sarkis, T‘oros, Krikor, Simeon, Baruyr (here rendered as Barūr), 

Kirakos, Ohannes, Astvatsatur/Asadur (here rendered as Azdūr), Bedros, Boghos, Sahak, 

Mik‘ael, Martiros but also Arslan, Gökçe, Yadgār, Polat, Afend, Ibrahim, Amīr etc.347 One can 

 
345 BOA TD 02, 171-173. A description of the village according to this cadastral survey given by Ahmet Şimşirgil in 
his doctoral thesis appears to be inaccurate. He describes the village as a mixed settlement with 87 Muslim and 114 
non-Muslim households; these numbers, however, do not correspond the information provided by the document. 
Ahmet Şimşirgil, “Osmanlı Taşra Teşkilatında Tokat (1455-1574),” 167. For a detailed discussion of early Ottoman 
cadastral surveys as a source for demographic and cultural history, see Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr, « La géographie 
historique de l’Anatolie centrale d’après les registres ottomans, communication du 30 avril 1982 », Comptes rendus 
des séances de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 126, no 3 (1982): 443-503. 

 
346 Evangelia Balta has similarly used onomastic evidence to trace the presence of Orthodox communities in 
Ottoman Cappadocia. Evangelia Balta, “Tracing the Presence of the Rum Orthodox Population in Cappadocia: The 
Evidence of Tapu Tahrirs of the 15th and 16th Centuries,” in Between Religion and Language: Turkish-Speaking 
Christians, Jews and Greek-Speaking Muslims and Catholics in the Ottoman Empire, ed. Evangelia Balta and 
Mehmet Ölmez (İstanbul: EREN, 2011), 185–214. 
 
347 On the discussion of the use of non-Armenian names by Armenians from the thirteenth century onwards see 
Chapter Three, 161-63. 
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safely assume that the owners of these non-Armenian names were also Armenian because they 

appear as fathers, sons and brothers of other Armenian inhabitants of Bizeri. The village seemed 

to be affluent, producing wheat, barley, walnut, a variety of fruit and vegetables and operating its 

own mill.  

The same cadastral survey also sheds some light on the links between Surb Nshan 

Monastery and Komana, and the transfer of St. Chrysostom’s relics to the former. The survey 

describes Komana as a town (şehir) and not a village and lists 159 names – some heads of 

households, some bachelors.348 Christians are listed separately from Muslims under the heading 

“ẕimmi.” The personal names of these Christians suggest that, as in Bizeri, they were all 

Armenian. The names are either traditional Armenians like Sahak, Gharabed, Sarkis, Nikoghos, 

Kirakos, Simeon, Vartan-Manuk, Krikor, Toros, Avag etc. or, again, non-Armenian names 

popular among Armenians at this time: Amīr, Amīr Khān, Yādgār, Doğan. Interestingly, there 

are no Greek names in the list, and one can presume that by the fifteenth century the descendants 

of the of the native Byzantine population of Komana had either left or converted to Islam (or to 

Armenian Christianity?), taken up Muslim names and assimilated with the Muslim population.349 

Armenians probably settled at Komana prior to the fifteenth century, though there is no clear 

archaeological or documentary evidence of this.350 An intriguing note appears in the description 

 
348 BOA TD 02, 176-178. 

 
349 As a reference for possible Greek names I used those encountered in the same survey’s entry on the village 
Armus that appears to have been Orthodox-populated, as well as the list provided in F.D. Apostolopoulos and Er. 
Andreadēs, “Ta vaptiskika onomata andrōn kai gynaikōn tēs Kappadokias.,” Deltio Kentrou Mikrasiatikōn Spoudōn 
1 (1977): 89–135. 
 
350 Two coins were discovered at the excavations in Komana that appear to be Armenian imitations of eleventh-
century Byzantine bronze coinage, though their identification remains an open question. ⁠ Polina Ivanova, “The 
Coins: Danishmend/Seljuk Phase,” in Komana Small Finds, ed. Burcu Erciyas and Meryem Acara Eser (Istanbul: 
Ege Yayınları, 2019), 255–256.  
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of Tokat by French geographer Vital Cuinet. Cuinet gives a special attention to the Armenian 

cemetery of Forty Martyrs, pointing out that it was apparently the oldest of the city’s thirty-two 

cemeteries. He mentions a gravestone belonging to one Boghos of Komana who died – 

according to the inscription – in 965.351 This would be an extraordinarily early date, and one 

suspects Cuinet mistaking an Armenian date for a Gregorian, which would place this grave in the 

sixteenth century.352 The cemetery was destroyed in the twentieth century, and I was not able to 

find any other find other references to this grave.353  

As discussed in Chapter One, Komana had been associated with the burial place of St. 

John Chrysostom. When Armenians came to form the majority of the Christian population at 

Komana they must have become the guardians of the shrine. The relics of Chrysostom remained 

at Komana at least till the early seventeenth century, as they are mentioned as one of the wonders 

of Tokat in a poem that Step‘anos T‘okhatts‘i composed on the occasion of the city’s destruction 

by the Celalis.354  

 

Krikoros/Kirkoros, St. Gregory, Tokat 

 

 
351 Vital Cuinet, La Turquie d’Asie:  Géographie Administrative Statistique Descriptive et Raisonnée de Chaque 
Province de l’Asie-Mineure, Réédition refondue de l'édition de 1891 (Paris) sans les cartes, vol. 6 (Istanbul: Isis, 
2001), 357. 

 
352 In the same paragraph Cuinet mentions a grave dated 1780 – certainly a Gregorian date. Armenians appear to 
have started to use Roman numerals and Gregorian dates in funerary and monumental inscriptions in the late 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The practice became very common in the nineteenth century. It is possible that 
Cuinet was unaware of the necessity to convert the dates in earlier inscriptions. 
 
353 The grave is mentioned in the encyclopedia of Armenian geography compiled by Sukias Ēpr’ikean. The latter, 
however, repeats the information given in Cuinet, which seems to have been his source putting a question mark next 
to the date 965. H.S. Ēp’rikian, Patkerazard bnashkharhik baṛaran, vol. 1 (Venetik: S. Ghazar, 1902), 711.  

 
354 P.M. Khachʻatryan, Hay mijnadaryan patmakan oghber: (zhd-zhe dd), 254, lines 81-84. 
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Seven kilometers away from Komana lies the village of Hasanbaba, formerly known as 

Krikoros or Kirkoros. Krikoros is the Armenian rendering of the name of St. Gregory. The local 

oral tradition recorded in the late twentieth century held Krikoros  to be the birthplace or the 

place of burial of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus , and it likely presents another case of Armenians 

adopting and adapting a Byzantine locus sanctus.355 The village makes its first appearance under 

its name in historical sources in 1295, when it is listed in an endowment document among the 

properties benefitting the zāwiya of Khalaf ibn Sulaymān in Tokat.356 One can be certain of this 

identification since other identifiable villages mentioned in the same document are all located in 

the vicinity of Krikoros.357 The rendering of the name suggests that in the thirteenth century the 

village was probably populated by Armenians or preserved memories of earlier occupation by 

Armenians. Krikoros appears again in the Ottoman survey of 1455, this time as a mezra‘a or a 

hamlet.358 Just a few households were located there, and they were all Armenian as is evident 

from the names of the household heads: Kirakos, Martyros, Garabed, Sarkis, Mkrdich, Baron, 

 
355 Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 487-89. 

 
356 Atatürk Kitaplığı Muallim Cevdet Fermanlar 43, recto, Ali Açıkel and Abdurrahman Sağırlı, Osmanlı 
Döneminde Tokat Merkez Vakıfları-Vakfiyeler (Tokat: Gaziosmanpaşa Üniversitesi, 2005), 66-70; Durocher, 
“Zāwiya et Soufis Dans Le Pont Intérieur, Des Mongols Aux Ottomans: Contribution à l’étude Des Processus 
d’islamisation En Anatolie Médiévale (XIIIe-XVe Siècles),” 51-53. 

 
357 A village by the same name, Krikorij, is mentioned in another endowment document, that of Zāwiya Shams al-
Dīn ibn Ḥusayn, dated 1293. This village appear to have been located in the district of Artova and thus must refer to 
another place. BOA EV.VKF.19.17, Açıkel and Sağırlı, Osmanlı Döneminde Tokat Merkez Vakıfları-Vakfiyeler, 73-
77 and Durocher, “Zāwiya et Soufis dans le Pont Intérieur, Des Mongols Aux Ottomans: contribution à l’étude des 
processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe Siècles),” 29-32. 
 
358 The term mezra‘a can be translated in different ways. Usually, it is understood as a hamlet or sparsely inhabited 
settlement on arable land. The term may also refer to abandoned arable land or land with abandoned/ruined 
buildings. Adanır, Fikret. „Mezra’a: Zu einem problem der siedlungs- und agrargeschichte südosteuropas im 
ausgehenden mittelalter und in der frühen neuzeit“. In Deutschland und Europa in der Neuzeit, Festschrift für Karl 
Otmar Freiherr von aretin zum 65. Geburtstag, herausgegeben von Ralph Melville, Claus Scharf, Martin Voght, 
und Ulrich Wengenroth, 193–204. Stuttgart: F. Steiner Verlag Wiesbaden, 1988; Metin Rafet, “XVI. Yüzyılda 
Bozok, Kırşehir ve Niğde’de Köye Dönüşen Mezraalar,” Karadeniz Arastirmalari: Journal of Black Sea Studies 54 
(2017): 135–52. 
 



 

 132 

Ohanes, along with two other names, which were not readable.359 A survey conducted in 2007 

has preliminarily established Krikoros as a Byzantine settlement based on spotted architectural 

remains, including decorative terracotta rosettes commonly immured in the masonry of 

Byzantine buildings and the presence of late-Byzantine-era pottery.360 The site where the 

samples were collected is located on a hilltop to the north of the village and is  known among 

locals today as Meryemana Tekkesi or “Mother Mary Lodge,” suggesting that it is still 

recognized as a holy place. This appears to be the same place, whence, according to the legend 

told by local Armenians in the nineteenth century St. Gregory Thaumaturgus miraculously cast a 

huge rock that now stands on the side of the road next to Komana. Because of its prominent 

position and the tombs cut inside of it, the rock has long attracted the attention of travelers and 

scholars.361 Among the masonry discovered at the hilltop was a fragment of an undecorated 

khach‘k‘ar, the dating of which is difficult because only a small part of it survives but which 

does bear resemblance to some tenth and eleventh-century khach‘k‘ars.362 As noted above, St. 

Gregory Thaumaturgus, known as Grigor Sk‘anchelagorts in Armenian, was esteemed as a 

Church Father in the Armenian tradition but there appears to be no evidence of popular cults 

 
359 BOA TD 02, 141-142. 

 
360 Burcu Erciyas and Emine Sökmen, “Komana Antik Kenti ve Çevresi Yüzey Araştırması 2007,” Araştırma 
Sonuçları Toplantıları 26, no. 1 (2008): 297; idem., “An Overview of Byzantine Period Settlements around Comana 
Pontica in North-Central Turkey,”134-135. 

 
361 J.G.C. Anderson, Studia pontica I. A Journey of Exploration in Pontus (Bruxelles: H. Lamertin, 1903), 64-65; 
Franz Cumont and Eugène Cumont, Studia pontica II. Voyage d’exploration archéologique dans le Pont et la petite 
Arménie. Bruxelles: (Bruxelles: H. Lamertin, 1906), 253. 

 
362 I am grateful to Burcu Erciyas for sharing an unpublished photo of this khach‘k‘ar with me. For a parallel see for 
instance the khachk‘ar  of Gnishik, Armenia in Petrosyan, Khachʻkʻar: tsagumě, gortsaṛuytʻě, patkeragrutʻyuně, 
imastabanutʻyuně, fig. 127. 
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associated with his name in Vaspurakan or other Armenian populated areas.363 The appellation 

St. Grigor ubiquitous in Armenian geography refers rather to St. Gregory the Illuminator – the 

foremost Armenian saint, credited with converting Armenian to Christianity in the early fourth 

century. It seems very likely, therefore, that settling in the village of Krikoros or establishing it 

anew at some point in the thirteenth century or earlier, Armenian migrants seized upon a local 

tradition, which they continued to keep alive until the twentieth century.  

 

Omala, St. Basiliskos, Tokat 

 

As discussed in Chapter One, a lesser but important local cult that defined the topography 

around Tokat was that of St. Basiliskos, an early Christian saint martyred at Komana. An 

identification of Omala (mod. Gözova), a village nine kilometers north of Komana, as ancient 

Chomiala, the native village of the martyr mentioned in hagiographies, has been proposed based 

on the phonetic similarity of the two names and Omala’s proximity to Komana.364 Over a century 

ago scholars suggested the possibility of Omala being a Roman and Byzantine-era settlement 

following discoveries of milestones, a fine Ionic column capital and some Christian 

inscriptions.365 Belgian Byzantinist Henri Grégoire, who visited Omala in 1907, noted the 

presence of two “very curious” medieval epitaphs, which he could neither identify no not date 

 
363 I use Thierry’s catalogues as points of reference. Jean Michel Thierry, Répertoire des monastères arméniens 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 1993); idem., Franz Cumont and Eugène Cumont, Studia pontica II (Bruxelles: H. Lamertin, 
1906), 253. 

 
364 W. Lüdtke, “Das Martyrium des Basiliscus,” Archiv für Slavische Philologie 35 (1914): 45. 

 
365 Anderson, Studia pontica I, 60; Cumont and Cumont, Studia pontica II, 255-256. 
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since the inscriptions were rendered in “langue barbare.”366 The survey conducted in 2007 

furthermore identified the remains of a building in the vicinity of the village possibly belonging 

to the Byzantine period.367  The building had at least four rooms of a “generic” design, while a 

cross carved on one face of one of its corner blocks was taken by surveyors as an evidence of the 

structure belonging to the “Christian era.” The term “Christian era” is very vague, and the site 

undoubtedly requires further study: while it might be tempting to identify the structure as 

Byzantine and perhaps even link it to the cult of St. Basiliskos, it might very well be the remains 

of an Armenian church of a much later period. As the 1455 Ottoman survey indicates, in the 

fifteenth century Omala was a mixed settlement, where – judging by the name of household 

heads – Armenians lived side by side with Greeks and perhaps a few Muslims.368 This is further 

corroborated by the short mention of Omala in Paul of Aleppo’s travelogue who notes that 

Omala was inhabited both by Armenians and the Orthodox.369 

 

Other Medieval(?) Armenian Settlements Around Tokat 

 

Several other places in the vicinity of Tokat should be discussed along with Biskeni, 

Bizeri, Krikoros and Omala. These, though not associated with particular saintly cults, may 

belong to the same pattern of former Byzantine settlements repopulated by Armenians in the late 

medieval period and thus call for a further archaeological exploration. Four kilometers away 

 
366 Henri Grégoire, « Rapport sur un voyage d’exploration dans le Pont et en Cappadoce », Bulletin de 
Correspondance Hellénique 33 (1909): 29. 
 
367 Erciyas and Sökmen, “Komana Antik Kenti ve Çevresi Yüzey Araştırması 2007,” 300; Anderson, Studia pontica 
I, 63. 

 
368 BOA TD 2, 187-188. 

 
369 Paul of Aleppo, The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, 440. 
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from Bizeri lies the village of Cincife (mod. Çamağızı). Cincife has never been subject to a 

thorough investigation. A recent survey recorded remains of a column and a statue base, and an 

early-twentieth-century visitor was shown a masonry fragment with a dedication to Antonius 

Pius.370 The toponym Cincife is mentioned in the medieval epic of Dānişmendnāme (see further 

discussion below), however to date no Byzantine material has yet been identified at Cincife 

perhaps simply reflecting insufficient pursuit.371 By the fifteenth century Cincife, known as 

Cincife-i Büzürk, was a large village that gave name to a whole administrative district (nahiye). 

It was mainly populated by Muslims but also had twenty Christian households – all Armenian.372 

Southwest of Tokat one might note Endiz (mod. Büyükbağlar) and the group of Armenian 

villages around it: Gürci (literally meaning “Georgian” mod. Yazıbağı), Berib (mod. Büyükyıldız 

), Varaz (mod. Ulaş) and Kesere (unidentified). Endiz, Gürci and Berib appear as Armenian 

settlements in the 1455 survey.373 In his early-twentieth-century survey Anderson noted the 

presence of “ancient stones” at Berib and Gürci, and also traces of a “large building plundered to 

supply an old cemetery.”374 At Endiz Anderson recorded a “defaced tombstone.”375 A more 

recent survey recorded a tumulus at Gürci and remains of a church at Endiz, identified as 

“medieval”  though this might be a misidentification of an Ottoman-era Armenian church.376 The 

 
370 Erciyas and Sökmen, “Komana Antik Kenti ve Çevresi Yüzey Araştırması 2007,” 300; idem., “An Overview of 
Byzantine Period Settlements around Comana Pontica in North-Central Turkey,” 134. 

 
371 Mélikoff, La geste de Melik Dānişmend: étude critique du Dānişmendnāme, 254. 

 
372 BOA TD 02, 165-168. 

 
373 BOA TD 02, 117-118, 122-123. 
 
374 Anderson, Studia pontica I, 69. 

 
375 Ibid., 72. 
 
376 These survey results have not been included in any publications, and I am grateful to Burcu Erciyas for sharing 
them with me in private correspondence. 
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ruins of the monastery of the Holy Unmercenaries Cosmas and Damian at Kemer, three 

kilometers south of Tokat, has also been identified as a formerly Byzantine foundation taken 

over by Armenians but this has not been substantiated by any material evidence. Only the Polish 

Armenian traveler, Simeon Lehats‘i identified it as “old and ruined” already in the early 

seventeenth century.377  

A number of other villages in the vicinity of Tokat were solely or partially populated by 

Armenians in the fifteenth century. Although nothing is known at present about the medieval 

origins of these settlements (Amlus/Almus, Ipsili, Feridoksa, Muhad, Farni, Biskencik, Yildiz), 

these several locations should be taken into consideration when future archaeological surveys are 

planned.378 The apparent Greek etymology of some of these toponyms might serve as further 

evidence of their pre-fifteenth-century origins. 

 

Amasya/Amaseia, St. Nicholas  

 

Unfortunately, the kind of data which allows one to sketch a geography of medieval 

Armenian settlements in the vicinity of Tokat is not available for the regions of Niksar and 

Amasya. There is, however, some evidence that indicates that in Amasya, as in Tokat, Armenian 

settlements and churches were likely established in places of existing shrines. Armenian 

migration to Byzantine Amaseia must have taken place around the eleventh-twelfth century. 

Amasya is mentioned as one of the destinations of the migration of the Armenian Bagratid 

 
377 Oskean, Sebastiayi, Kharberdi, Tiarpēkʻiri ew Trapizoni nahangneru vankʻerě, 7-9; Thierry, “Données 
archéologiques sur les principautes arméniennes de Cappadoce orientale au XIe siècle,” 147. 
 
378 Amlus BOA TD 02, 592-595; Ipsili BOA TD 02, 646-647; Feridoksa BOA TD 02 616-617; Muhad BOA TD 02, 
609-611; Farni BOA TD 02 98-99; Biskencik BOA TD 02,154-155; Yildiz BOA TD 02, 442-444. 
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dynasty of Kars that followed four decades after that of the Artsrunis.379 The first evidence of 

Armenian communities in and around Amaseia, however, appears in the thirteenth century in the 

colophon of a Gospel copied at the monastery of St. Forerunner (Surb Karapet) in Amaseia in 

1230 and now preserved in New Julfa in Iran.380 In this short colophon, the scribe complains of 

living in “bitter and evil times” under the oppression of the “nation of Ismael,” i.e. the Muslims 

rulers. Nothing is known about the location and the history of the monastery where the 

manuscript was copied. Another medieval Armenian foundation in Amaseia – the Church of St. 

Nicholas – appears as the place of copying in the colophon of a collection of sermons dated 

1367, the contents of which will be discussed later.381 It can be inferred, therefore, that the 

Church of St. Nicholas was in the hands of Armenians by mid-fourteenth century and likely 

earlier. The church was located next to the fifteenth-century Bayezid Paşa Mosque. It was 

popularly known to the locals as Çukur Kilisesi or the “pit church” since its  floor was five 

meters below the ground level, which itself maybe an indication of the antiquity of the 

building.382 Furthermore, local tradition identified the church as an old Roman foundation, 

predating even the proclamation of Christianity as the official faith, and pointed to the Church of 

St. Nicholas as the burial place of Saint Asterius who served as the bishop of Amaseia in the 

 
379 Matthew of Edessa and Smbat Sparapet do not mention Amaseia as one of the cities received by King Gagik of 
Kars but both list Tsamndav, in the vicinity of Cappadocian Kaisareia (Kayseri). Vardan Areveltsi’, however, in 
addition to Tsamndav also mentions Amaseia, Larisa and Komana, the of which may indeed refer to Komana 
outside of Tokat. Smbat Sparapet, Smbatay Sparapeti Taregirkʻ (Venetik: S. Ghazar, 1956), 78; Mattʻēos 
Uṛhayetsʻi, Patmutʻiwn Mattʻēosi Uṛhayetsʻwoy, 151; Vardan Arewelts’i, Hawakumn patmutʻean Vardanay 
vardapeti (Venetik: S. Ghazar, 1862), 102. 
 

380 MS 29 in Smbat Tēr Awetisean, ed., Tsʻutsʻak hayerēn dzeṛagratsʻ Nor Jughayi Amenapʻrkichʻ Vankʻi, vol. 1, 2 
vols. (Vienna: Mkhitʻarean Tparan, 1970), cited in G.H. Simonean, Hushamatean Pontakan Amasioy, 343. 
 

381 Chapter Three, 158-59. 
 
382 Simonean, Hushamatean Pontakan Amasioy, 339. 
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fourth century.383  The legend must have circulated so widely that it made it into the history of 

the city penned by a nineteenth-century Muslim savant and local historian Hüseyin Hüsameddin 

who otherwise had rather little interest in the history Amaseia’s Christian sites. Hüsameddin 

notes that Çukur Kilise was the place of burial of the Christian bishop.384 While nothing remains 

of the church today, the last Armenian residents of Amasya preserved a precious description of 

it. They noted that whereas the church was destroyed and rebuilt many times, a small part 

remained visible from the original structure: three apses and a chapel on the right side of the 

church, all built of stone and brick – “in accordance with the old practice.”385  Armenians of 

Amasya recognized the masonry of the church as ancient and not Armenian, and indeed 

interlaying of brick and stone was never employed by Armenian builders, while it was a 

hallmark of Byzantine, especially early Byzantine architecture.386 It appears thus that St. 

Nicholas must have indeed once been a Byzantine church, possibly established in the late 

antiquity. At some point, probably in the twelfth or the thirteenth century, it passed under the 

stewardship of Armenians and flourished as an Armenian foundation until the twentieth century. 

It is noteworthy that the church remained in place when in the early fifteenth century a mosque 

was built right next to it by an Ottoman grandee and future grand vizier Bayezid Paşa. During a 

nineteenth-century reconstruction project several Armenian fifteenth-and sixteenth-century 

graves were unearthed next to the church.387 The names of the buried individuals, some of them 

 
383 Ibid. 
 
384 Ibid., 338. 
 
385 Ibid., 339. 
 
386 Cyril A. Mango, Byzantine Architecture (New York: H. N. Abrams, 1976), 9-10. 

 
387 Simonean, Hushamatean Pontakan Amasioy, 356.  
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women, suggest that they were probably members of Armenian nobility, and if indeed they were 

buried at St. Nicholas, then it is evident that the church remained one of the most important 

symbolic sites of Armenian Amasya into the early Ottoman period. 

Hüseyin Hüsameddin also notes that Halīfet Ġāzī mausoleum – possibly built on the site 

of a Byzantine church or even a metropolitan see – was referred to by locals as “Venk,” the 

Armenian word for monastery.388 Citing Dānişmendnāme, he adds also that when Amasya was 

conquered by the Muslims, the former “patriarch” of the city named Kayrilus who died at the 

time of the siege was replaced by someone named Venkliyus who resided at the “church and the 

patriarchate” for long years.389 Kayrilus evidently being a rendering of the Greek name Kyrillos 

or Cyril and Venkliyus a made-up name derived from vank‘, this local tradition may echo the 

change in power dynamics in the wake of conquest of Amasya by Danishmendids whereby many 

of the formerly Byzantine churches and shrines would have been given over to the Armenians, 

some of whom might have fought against the Byzantines alongside the Muslim conquerors.   

 

The City of Tokat 

 

The settlement of Armenians in the city of Tokat likely also had medieval origins, though 

there is little direct evidence of this. Through deliberate acts of destruction and rapid remaking of 

the city’s fabric through the twentieth century, the traces of Armenian presence in the city have 

been entirely erased, and one is left to rely on fragmentary documentary evidence and 

 
388 Abdî-zâde Hüseyin Hüsameddin, Amasya Tarihi, ed. Ali Yılmaz and Mehmet Akkuş, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Ankara: 
Amasya Belediyesi Kültür Yayınları, 1986), 35. Albert Gabriel, Monuments turcs d’Anatolie, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Paris: 
E. de Boccard, 1934), 57-59.  
 
389 Ibid.  
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observations of past visitors and scholars. The earliest manuscript known to me to have been 

copied in Tokat is a New Testament copied at the church of St. George (Surb Gevorg) in 1297.390 

An Armenian tombstone dated 1314 by its inscription is known to have been found next to the 

Armenian church of St. Nicholas (St. Nicholas of Tokat this time) in Kaya neighborhood, and at 

some point, after the destruction of the church in the seventeenth century the tombstone was 

brought to the above-mentioned monastery of St. Joachim and Anne.391  

The survey of 1455 shows that by the fifteenth century Armenians made up the majority, 

if not the entirety, of the city’s Christian population. As the lists of names suggest, Armenians 

lived compactly in several neighborhoods (Mihmad Hacib, Pazarcuk, Taş Merdiban, Kaya, 

Diraz, Keremler, Terbiye, Çorban/Hurman), and in each one of these Armenian names certainly 

account for the majority.392 Certain names suggest that there might have been a small number of 

Greeks (Orthodox) or Jews living among them, but there were no Greek- or Jewish-majority 

neighborhoods.  

All the churches of Tokat have been destroyed, and only little proxy evidence exists that 

can give clues about the churches’ dating.  Apart from St. Nicholas mentioned above, several 

other churches might have had medieval origins. St. Sargis (also known as St. George/Sb. 

Gevorg) in the neighborhood called Pazarcuk was considered to be the oldest Armenian church 

in Tokat.393 Pazarcuk (today known as Semerkant Mahallesi) was a large neighborhood on the 

 
390 Garegin Zarbhanalian, Matenadaran haykakan tʻargmanutʻeantsʻ nakhneatsʻ: nakhneatsʻ, (Dar D-ZhG) 
(Venetik: Mkhitʻarean Tparan, 1889), 156. 
 
391 Trdat Palean, Hay vanōrayk’ i T’urk’ia (Zmiwṛnia: Tparan K’ēshisheani, 1914), 134 cited in Alpōyachean, 
Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 617. 
 
392 BOA TD 2, 43-62. 
 
393 This must have been the church of St. George where the earliest known Armenian manuscript of Tokat was 
copied. 
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fringe of the city populated by about 500 Armenian families in 1455.394 The church was 

destroyed in 1488 and thus likely predated the fifteenth century. While formally an Armenian 

church, St. Sargis was venerated by non-Armenians alike, suggesting that it might have been 

built in place of an older shrine, perhaps a Byzantine church.395 Not far from Pazarcuk, in the 

nearby, likewise Armenian, neighborhood of Mihmad Hacib, stood the church of the Forty 

Martyrs, which, along with St. Sargis was known as one of the two oldest Armenian churches, 

and which might have been built in place of a Byzantine shrine dedicated to the Forty Martyrs.396 

Next to this church was the oldest Armenian cemetery of Tokat.397  

Another old Armenian church, St. Stefanos the Protomartyr, located in Taş Merdiban 

(Taşmerdiven) neighborhood, apparently stood right next to a Greek church, though nothing is 

known of that Greek church and the relation between the two structures.398 The earliest surviving 

manuscript copied at St. Stefanos dates to the mid-fifteenth century.399 The colophon of the same 

manuscript mentioned another two churches: St. Mkrtich‘ (John the Baptist) and St. Simeon, the 

exact location of which is uncertain. 

 Across from the fortress of Tokat, at the foot of the small mountain formerly known as 

Haç Dağı or “the mountain of the cross” (from Arm. khach‘ meaning “cross”) and now 

 
394  BOA TD 02, 46-54. The survey only lists men’s names, which may be both heads of families or bachelors. 
395. Hovhannēs Gazanchean, “Evdokiats’i hay kině,” Arevelean Mamul 39 (September 22, 1904): 952 cited in 
Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 606. 
 
396. Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 613. 
 
397. Cuinet, La Turquie d'Asie:  géographie administrative statistique descriptive et raisonnée de chaque province de 
l'Asie-Mineure, 357. 
 
398. Ghukas Inchichean, Ashkharhagrutʻiwn Chʻoritsʻ Masantsʻ Ashkharhi: Asioy, Ewropioy, Apʻrikoy Ew Amerikoy, 
vol. 1 (Venetik: Surb Ghazar, 1802), 290 cited in Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy Hayotsʻ: Teghagrakan, Patmakan Ew 
Azgagrakan Teghekutʻiwnnerov, 604, 611. 
 
399. Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 604. 
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refashioned as Hac Dağı or “mountain of the Hajj” (from Arab. ḥajj meaning the pilgrimage to 

Meca), stood the church of St. Minas. The existence of a manuscript copied there in the fifteenth 

century suggests an early construction date, but, as in the case with churches mentioned above, 

no further evidence survives that could corroborate it.400 Another old church dedicated to St. 

Barsauma was apparently located on the mountain itself and surrounded by a cemetery.401  

 

2.5 Armenian Landscape in Dānişmendnāme  

 

Another, literary, source adds further weight to this picture of the proliferation of 

Armenian settlements and shrines in Inner Pontus: the epic of Dānişmendnāme that celebrates 

the exploits of the first Muslim conqueror of the region, Ahmed Ġāzī Dānişmend. As discussed 

in Chapter One, Dānişmendnāme has often been used by scholars as a historical source on the 

history of the Danishmendid conquest of Inner Pontus or as a representation of the ways the 

conquest was remembered in the thirteenth/fourteenth century.402 A more careful approach, 

however, suggests that until further evidence becomes available, Dānişmendnāme should be 

considered a sixteenth-century Ottoman composition. Yet, it is possible that Dānişmendnāme 

preserves of elements of earlier topographic memory of Inner Pontus, and this issue deserves to 

be investigated further.  

The world of Christians is represented in Dānişmendnāme through topography – 

fortresses, churches and monasteries – as well as people: powerful local lords, warriors, priests 

 
400 Ibid., 611. 
 
401 Ibid., 612. 
 
402 For a discussion of Dānişmendnāme and its manuscript traditions see Chapter One, 41-42. 
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and heads of monasteries, and Christian converts to Islam who had joined the forces of the emir. 

While mentioning Armenian names and toponyms, the epic does not distinguish between the 

Armenians and the Orthodox, which may reflect the purview of the narrator for whom such 

distinction perhaps had no meaning. It may also reflect the (Ottoman?) author’s imagination of 

the Christian world of medieval Anatolia: a world where Armenians and Greeks resided side by 

side, formed alliances or, to the contrary, wrestled for power.  

Dānişmendnāme mentions, for instance, a castle named Migirdic in Tokat controlled by 

one Miẖāil Beg.403 “Migirdic” is certainly a rendering of the Armenian mkrtich‘ meaning 

“baptist” – a short form of John the Baptist and a common Armenian name frequently 

encountered in Armenian topography.404 It is not unlikely that in this case the reference is made 

to Tokat’s church of St. Mkrtich‘. Another toponym mentioned in Dānişmendnāme is one 

Monastery of the Cross: “Ol ulu deyr kim Dokiya ḳarşusĭnda ṭaġ üstindedür, ol deyrün adĭ Ḫāç 

dur” [there is a great monastery on the mountain across from Dokiya, that monastery’s name is 

Khach].405 The monastery was protected by mighty monk-warriors who fended off the enemy 

with arrows.406 Given the description of its position, there is little doubt that the place mentioned  

here is indeed the above-mentioned Haç Dağı or the Mountain of the Cross.  

 
403 Mélikoff, La geste de Melik Dānişmend, vol. 2, 79. 
 
404 Turkish Migirdic reflects the Western Armenian pronunciation of this word, mgrdich’, since likely it was a 

dialect of Western Armenian that was spoken in the area. T’.Kh. Hakobyan, St.T. Melikʻ-Bakhshyan, and H.Kh. 
Barseghyan, eds., Hayastani ev harakitsʻ shrjanneri teghanunneri baṛaran: chʻors hatorov, vol. 3, 4 vols. (Erevan: 
Erevani Hamalsarani Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1986), 840. 
 
405 Mélikoff La geste de Melik Dānişmend, vol. 2, 78. 
 
406 Ibid. 
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One of the main antagonists of the epic is a mighty Christian warrior named Nesṭōr, who 

happens to be a relative of the Byzantine Emperor.407 Among the supporters of Nesṭōr is the son 

of his uncle named Haçatur. Khach‘atur is an unmistakably Armenian name meaning “given by 

the cross.” The relationship of Nesṭōr and Khach‘atur exemplifies the connectedness between the 

local Armenians and the Orthodox finished by familial ties and military alliances. Two of Emir 

Dānishmend’s closest companions also bear Armenian-sounding names: Artuhi and Serkīs. 

Artuhi was a Christian convert of mixed blood, a digenes from the frontier city of Miletene 

(Malatya). The ending -uhi is commonplace in Armenian female names, and the confusion of a 

female and a male names is not inconceivable. Serkīs (Arm. Sargis), the nephew of the governor 

of Ankara is also portrayed as convert to Islam, who takes us a Muslims name Ahmed but rather 

than giving up his Christian name keeps both names and appears as  Ahmed-Serkīs or Ahmed-i 

Serkīs throughout the epic.408 These are only a few examples, though one comes across many 

more names of local lords that one could add to this discussion: Levon, Bedros, Mihran, Girpas, 

Migirdic, Morderos, brothers Totoros and Grigor.409   

 

2.6 Summary and Conclusions 
 

 
This chapter opened with the discovery in the Museum of Tokat of a lead seal that once 

belonged to a prince of the Artsruni dynasty of Vaspurakan. This seal, an object of little aesthetic 

value and nominal worth, nonetheless serves as an eloquent witness to the history of the 

eleventh-century Armenian migration to Inner Pontus and the development of a new Armenian 

 
407 Ibid., 36-37. 
 

408 Ibid., 186-92. 
 
409 Ibid., passim.  
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landscape in the region of Tokat. The Greek inscription bears memory of the reasons for the 

migration: Armenian royalty of Vaspurakan, once independent sovereigns, were now aristocrats 

with clearly designated places in Byzantine social hierarchy, their ancestral lands on the shores 

of Lake Van exchanged for a territory in Cappadocia and Inner Pontus. The name of the owner 

of the seal – Abusahl Artsruni – echoes one of the important aspects of the cultural history of 

Vaspurakan: the continuing existence of links between this medieval Armenian principality and 

its former overlord, the Abbasid caliphate. Vaspurakan under the Artsrunis was a frontier 

principality, and its surviving artistic heritage clearly demonstrates that Armenians of 

Vaspurakan developed their own aesthetics and symbolic languages looking both west to 

Byzantium and east to Sasanian and Abbasid models.  

The arrival of Armenian migrants from Vaspurakan in places like Sebasteia and Evdokia 

(Tokat) marked the integration of this part of Anatolia in a larger Armenian world. This 

“medieval Armenian world” should not be defined in clear territorial terms. What we call 

medieval Armenia could neither be equated to any one of the medieval principalities ruled by 

sovereigns who called themselves “kings of Armenia,” nor the sum all such Armenian 

principalities. Rather, the Armenian world was a totality of all places which Armenians inhabited 

and visited, marked as their own and invested with meanings through naming and devotional 

practices. Belonging to this Armenian world, in my view, meant recognizing certain places, 

things and actions as meaningful and sharing a repertoire of meanings. An Armenian in eleventh-

century Anatolia could bear the name Abusahl and the Greek title nobelissimos and yet know 

very well the meaning and the semantic field of the phrase “Surb Nshan.” The appearance of 

holy sites dedicated to the cult of the True Cross of Varag and evoking the memory of the famed 

churches of Vaspurakan unambiguously marked Inner Pontus as a part of the Armenian world. 
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The cult remained inscribed in the local landscape up until the destruction and looting of all 

things Armenian and the subsequent erasure of memory in the twentieth century.  

As the pervious chapter demonstrated, following the withdrawal of Byzantine 

administrative and military control, the presence of Orthodox communities on the cultural map 

of the region faded: even if isolated communities remained in place, tending quietly to their 

shrines, their activities would leave ever fewer traces rendering them almost entirely invisible to 

scholars of history and, to some extent, to their contemporaries as well.  

This was not at all the case with Armenian communities. The Danishmendid conquest did 

not spell the end of the Armenian presence in Inner Pontus. Possibly, as recent migrants from 

frontier places like Vaspurakan, Kars and Ani, local Armenians could adapt much more easily to 

Muslim rule; possibly, seen as “the enemy of the enemy” they might have been perceived as 

natural allies by the Muslim conquerors and given favorable treatment. By the mid-fifteenth 

century, when the Ottomans conducted a survey of their imperial possessions in the region of 

Tokat, Armenians constituted the vast majority of local Christians. In his oft-cited chapter on 

“Byzantine residue in Turkish Anatolia,” Speros Vryonis brings up Tokat as an example of an 

Anatolian city that retained significant Christian populations centuries after the initial Muslim 

conquest of the region.410 This chapter has shown that the reality was more complex. Far from 

being a “Byzantine residue” the Christian population of fifteenth-century Tokat was in fact 

something new and original, the result of a long and complex history of Armenian migrations 

and settlement, materially and mentally adopting, adapting, and reshaping the Byzantine legacy 

 
410 Vryonis, The Decline of Medieval Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh 
through the Fifteenth Century, 445. 
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they discovered, appropriated and transformed over a near millennium, and which persists in the 

echoes and fossils of its unique civilization that they bequeathed to their successors. 

The eleventh-century migration from Vaspurakan established Inner Pontus as a place on 

the map of the Armenian world and a potential destination for future migrations. It is clear that 

Armenians continued to migrate into the region throughout ensuing centuries, though new 

migrations were no longer led by royal dynasties nor recorded in chronicles. Unlike the 

Orthodox, the Armenian communities did not just manage to retain a strong foothold in Inner 

Pontus throughout the centuries of Muslim rule but even flourished. In the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries Tokat and Amasya would become two of the most important centers of Armenian 

culture in all of the Ottoman realm. It is not surprising that from this milieu could emerge such 

figures as Amirdowlat Amasyats‘i – a polyglot scholar with a Persian name who would be 

summoned to Constantinople to serve as the chief physician at the court of Mehmed II. The next 

chapter investigates how this reality became possible – how new forms of mobility and 

connections rendered Inner Pontus a part of the Persianate world. Armenian communities, as I 

will demonstrate, not only benefitted from the cultural Persianization of region but also played 

an active role in this process. 
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Chapter Three 

 Inner Pontus as the West of a Persian Poet’s World 

3.1 Introduction  

 

If poems were objects that could be found in soil and brought to archaeological museums, 

the Museum of Tokat would possess a large collection of Persian poems discovered in and 

around the city. Among them would certainly be verses by Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī – a great Sufi and 

poet who in the late thirteenth century became the overseer of Tokat’s first known dervish lodge. 

Like Abusahl Artsruni’s seal, ‘Irāqī’s poem would bear witness to the transformation of the 

cultural landscape of Inner Pontus. Arriving in Tokat in the thirteenth century, Fakhr al-Dīn 

‘Irāqī, a native of Hamadan in western Iran and a long-time resident of Multan in southern 

Punjab, would experience Tokat not quite as a strange land but as a part of his own world. 

Indeed, he would be at ease finding Persian among the languages spoken and written throughout 

Inner Pontus. Wherever he would go, he would meet migrants like himself or descendants of 

migrants whose names revealed their origins in cities like Ray, Tus, Maragha and others. For 

‘Irāqī, Persian was also the language of Sufi thought, and it was his career as a prominent Sufi, 

along with his poetic talent, that allowed him to integrate so well in the circles of Sufi poets and 

scholars in Anatolia and won him the patronage of Ilkhanid political elites.  

Architecturally too, Inner Pontus would not be quite a foreign land for ‘Irāqī. Probably 

surprised by some of its unusual features, he would find at least some elements of the built 

environment of the thirteenth-century Inner Pontus familiar. The appearance of formulaic Arabic 

inscriptions on buildings and tombstones firmly placed the landscape of Inner Pontus within the 
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wider Islamic ecumene, while the spread of particular architectural designs and techniques of 

building established visual connections with specific monuments and specific locations, such as 

Maragha and Nakhchivan.  

The chapter begins with an exploration of the new modes of mobility that rendered Inner 

Pontus as part of ‘Irāqī’s world and goes on to show that the migrant milieu of Inner Pontus 

included Armenians as well as Muslims, and that Armenians likewise must have played an 

important role in the formation of the new cultural landscape of the region. The second part of 

the chapter considers how migrations and the establishment of new Muslim ruling elites resulted 

in the proliferation of new practices, institutions and tastes that dramatically transformed the 

appearance of the built environment of Inner Pontus.  The last part of the chapter questions 

whether, and how, the new architectural forms interacted with the pre-existing cultural landscape 

of Inner Pontus. The chapter concludes by discussing how the local evidence from Inner Pontus 

helps question and clarify the meaning of such terms as “Persianization,” “Islamization,” and 

“syncretism” often used in conceptualizing cultural change in medieval Anatolia. 

  

3.2 Trajectories of Migration, Modes of Migration, and the Migrant Milieu of ‘Irāqī’s Anatolia 

 

Although our knowledge of Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī biography mostly derives from 

hagiographical sources, their narratives provide a fairly clear overview of the geographical 

trajectory of ‘Irāqī’s very mobile life and shed some light on the social and political 

circumstances of his peregrinations.411 Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī was born in 610/1213 in a village 

 
411 Eve Feuillebois-Pierunek, A la croisée des voies célestes: Faxr al-din ’Eraqi: Poésie mystique et expression 
poétique en Perse médiévale (XIIIe siècle), Bibliothèque iranienne 56 (Institut Français de Recherche en Iran, 2002), 
5-21; Feuillebois, Ève. “ʿIrāqī, Fakhr Al-Dīn,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, edited by Kate Fleet et al. 
Accessed May 20, 2021. What is known about ʿIrāqī’s life primarily comes from an 
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called Komjān in the vicinity of Hamadan, an ancient city in western Iran. Known as Ecbatana in 

the antiquity, the city served as the capital of the Median Kingdom, and later as a summer 

residence of the Achaemenid kings and then again as a capital under the Parthians. In the 

medieval period, Hamadan was inhabited by a mixed population of Iranians, Arabs, Syriac 

Christians and Jews and was the birthplace of several prominent intellectuals, such as the 

geographer Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadāni (fl ca. 900), the poet Badi’ al-Zamān Hamadāni (d. 1007), 

the dervish poet Bābā Tāher (fl. early eleventh century), and the Jewish mystic Joseph of 

Hamadan (late thirteenth century).412 By far the most famous Hamadāni of all was the physician 

and historian Rashid al-Dīn Hamadāni (d. 1318), a Jewish convert to Islam who served as the 

vizier under Ghāzān Khān, became one of the most powerful statesmen of the Ilkhanid period 

and wrote the most influential history of the Ilkhanid rule.413 An older contemporary of  Rashid 

al-Dīn, Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī probably never met the latter, but his life trajectory too was shaped 

both by the cultural environment of Hamadan and the vicissitudes of the political climate of the 

Mongol conquest and the Ilkhanid rule. 

 ‘Irāqī was born into a learned family and received what must have been an excellent 

education for a young boy.414 When he was eight years old, he witnessed the Mongol siege and 

capture of his city which resulted in a massive destruction and a massacre of the city’s residents. 

 
anonymous Muqaddima (“introduction”) to his dīwān, or collection of poetry. Muqaddima might date to as late as the 
beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century. ‘Irāqī’s hagiographical tradition has been mainly shaped in the late Timurid 
period by the mystical poet and hagiographer Jāmī (d. 1492) who quoted extensively from the Muqaddima. 
 

412 Feuillebois-Pierunek, A la croisée des voies célestes: Faxr al-din ’Eraqi: Poésie mystique et expression poétique 
en Perse médiévale (XIIIe siècle), 10. On medieval Hamadan see Bert Fragner, Geschichte der Stadt Hamadān und 
ihrer Umgebung in den ersten sechs Jahrhunderten nach der Hig̐ra. Von d. Eroberung durch die Araber bis zum 
Untergang d. „ʻIräq-Selčuken.“ (Wien: Verl. Notring, 1972). 
 
413 Rashīd al-Dīn Faz̤l Allāh Hamadānī, Jāmiʻ al-tavārīkh, ed. Muḥammad Rawshan and Muṣṭafa Mūsavī, 4 vols. 
(Tihrān: Nashr-i Alburz, 1373). 
 

414 The following biographical sketch draws on Feuillebois’s studies cited above. 



 

 151 

This traumatic event, according to the hagiographer, prompted the boy to take interest in 

theology and to start composing his poetry. At the early age of seventeen – perhaps an 

exaggeration – ‘Irāqī began teaching Qur’ānic interpretation at one of the medreses of Hamadan. 

One day, when he was teaching, a group of antinomian qalandar dervishes entered his 

classroom, reciting love poetry and performing a musical ceremony (sama’). ‘Irāqī was 

reportedly so impressed by their poetry and the beauty of the one of young dervishes that he 

decided to leave his life in Hamadan and join the qalandars on their journey.415 Passing through 

all of Iran they reached Multan, a great center of medieval Sufi piety located in what is now 

Pakistan, then – a part of the Sultanate of Delhi. They were hosted at the Sufi lodge (khangāh) 

newly established in Multan by Bahāʾ al-Dīn Zakariyyāʾ(d. 1262) – a scholar, poet, and the 

pioneer of Suhrawardiyya Sufism in South Asia.416 ‘Irāqī then became a follower (murīd) of 

Bahāʾ al-Dīn Zakariyyāʾ, marrying the shaykh’s daughter and remaining in his service for 

twenty-five years. After the shaykh’s death, ‘Irāqī briefly inherited his position but soon fell 

victim to slander, lost the favor of the local ruler and had to flee to avoid persecution. After a 

quarter-century in Multan, he was on the road again, this time traveling by sea to Oman and from 

there to the pilgrimage destinations in the Hejaz and finally to Konya – a distant land that 

beckoned with a good promise of patronage.  

Konya might have been a long way from Hamadan and Multan, but it was a place that 

harbored a welcoming circle of scholars. Arriving in Konya, ‘Irāqī soon entered the service of 

 
415 On ‘Irāqī as a qalandar and his contribution to the genre of qalandariyāt see Ashk Dahlén, “The Qalandar in the 
Persianate World: The Case of Fakhrod-Din ’AArāqi,” in Holy Fools and Divine Madmen: Sacred Insanity through 
Ages and Cultures, ed. Albrecht Berger and Sergey Ivanov (Neuried [Germany]: Ars una, 2018), 125–53. 
 
416 On Suhrawardiyya Sufism see F. Sobieroj, “Suhrawardiyya,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. 
Bearman et al., accessed August 12, 2021, http://dx.doi.org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1163/1573-
3912_islam_COM_1108. 
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Ṣadr-al-Dīn Qūnavī – a venerated Sufi scholar of Bahāʾ al-Dīn Zakariyyāʾs magnitude and one 

of the disciples of the great philosopher Ibn al-ʿArabī himself. And it was in Konya also that 

‘Irāqī had a chance to enter the circle of the celebrated poet Jalal al-Dīn Rumī whose gatherings 

he frequented. At one of these gatherings, he is said to have become acquainted with the Seljuk 

statesman and one of the most powerful political figures of his time, Muʿīn al-Dīn Sulaymān 

Daylamī, the Parvāna. The latter soon became a murīd of ‘Irāqī and rewarded his teacher by 

building for him a new Sufi lodge in the city of Tokat. ‘Irāqī presumably spent about ten years in 

Tokat, between 1273 – the year of Rumī’s death – and 1283. The reason why ‘Irāqī did not stay 

in Tokat longer was that his position became more precarious with the loss of his patron. In 

1277, Parvāna was found guilty of collaborating with the Mamluks and executed on the order of 

the Ilkhanid ruler Abaqa. Fleeing from Tokat, ‘Irāqī first went to Sinop, then to Egypt, and 

eventually to Syria where he passed away in 1289.  

‘Irāqī’s education defined the geography of his life, while the form of literacy that 

enabled his mobility and made him a welcome insider at Rumī’s circle in Konya was his poetry. 

‘Irāqī’s extensive poetic oeuvre consists of some twenty qaṣīdas (eulogies), as well as hundreds 

of rubāʿīs (quatrains) and ghazals devoted to love and spiritual struggles.417 The poetry 

verbalizes ‘Irāqī’s iterations of the prevalent themes of mystical spirituality such as the struggle 

between human passions and the yearning for unity with God, the journey toward unity with God 

with its different states and stations, physical manifestations of the divine etc. These themes are 

explored through a familiar set of allegorical characters: the lover and the beloved, the cupbearer, 

the wine and the seductive beardless youth, the iconoclast qalandar dervish and the Christian 

 
417 Fakhr al-Dīn Ibrāhīm ʻIrāqī, Kullīyāt-i Fakhr al-Dīn Ibrāhīm Hamadānī mutakhallaṣ bih ʻIrāqī: shāmil-i 
muqaddamahʼ-i Dīvān, qaṣāyid, muqaṭṭaʻāt, tarkībāt, tarjīʻāt, ghazalīyāt, rubāʻīyāt, ʻUshshāq-nāma yā dah nāma, 
lamaʻāt, iṣtilāḥāt-i taṣavvuf, ed. Saʼīd Nafīsī (Tihrān: Kitābkhānah-i Sanāʼī, 1338). 
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tavern keeper. ‘Irāqī’s best known and most copied work, Lamaʿāt translated as “[Divine] 

Flashes,” was composed during his time in Anatolia.418 This is a treatise of mixed verse and 

prose built as an allegory of a lost pilgrim who with each “flash” comes closer to the realization 

of the unity of being. ‘Irāqī himself said to have been inspired by the famous love treatise, 

Sawāniḥ al-ʿushshāq translated as “Auspices of the lovers,” by Aḥmad al-Ghazālī, the celebrated 

philosopher, poet and mystic from Khorasan who was active a century before ‘Irāqī’, and 

scholars see Lamaʿāt as a synthesis of the philosophical traditions of al-Ghazālī and Ibn 

‘Arabī.419 Poetic talent and philosophical knowledge, as the biography of ‘Irāqī illustrates, were a 

highly prized commodities in Konya, Tokat and many other places across Anatolia. And it is 

precisely this participation in the culture and economy of poetic patronage that marked these 

spaces as parts of the Persianate world.420  

‘Irāqī was a newcomer in Anatolia, and so must have been most of the people whom he 

encountered and with whom he had significant relationships. The range of people around him 

must have been wide – from highest-ranking statesmen to scholars, poets and dervishes, but what 

was common to them all was that they all had origins and links across the Persianate world, 

which they were often eager to remember and display. Muʿīn al-Dīn Sulaymān Parvāna, ‘Irāqī ‘s 

 
418 Fakhr al-Dīn Ibrāhīm ʻIrāqī, Divine Flashes, trans. William C. Chittick and Peter Lamborn Wilson (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1982); N. Pourjavady, “The Concept of Love in ‘Erāqi and Ahmad Ghazzāli,” Persica 21 (2007): 51–
62. The work remained very popular in Anatolia in the subsequent centuries as a search through the database of 
Islamic texts produced and circulated in medieval Anatolia indicates, Database of medieval Anatolian texts and 
manuscripts in Arabic, Persian and Turkish, https://www.islam-anatolia.ac.uk/. 
 
419 Feuillebois-Pierunek, A la croisée des voies célestes: Faxr al-din ’Eraqi: Poésie mystique et expression poétique 
en Perse médiévale (XIIIe siècle), 19. 
 
420 This study adopts the definition proposed by historian Nile Green in his introduction to a recent collection of 
essays devoted to the topic. He defines the “Persianate world” as “an interregional or “world” system generated by 
shared knowledge of religiosity, statecraft, diplomacy, trade, sociability, or subjectivity that was accessed and 
circulated through the common use of written Persian across interconnected nodal points of Eurasia.”⁠ Nile Green, ed., 
The Persianate World: The Frontiers of a Eurasian Lingua Franca (Oakland, California: University of California 
Press, 2019), 9. 
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patron who brought him to Tokat was the son of Muhad̲h̲d̲h̲ab al-Dīn ʿAlī al-Daylamī, the vizier 

of the Seljuk sultan Kayk̲h̲usraw II. Parvāna’s father, as his name suggests, probably had origins 

in Daylam, a mountainous area in Gīlān in northern Iran on the shore of the Caspian.421 Apart 

from his patron, the two most significant individuals in ‘Irāqī’s life in Anatolia were the 

celebrated mystics Ṣadr-al-Dīn Qūnavī and Jalāl al-Dīn Rumī. Both displayed pride in their 

Anatolian identity through their names and both were of recent migrant origins. Jalāl al-Dīn 

Rumī was born in Balkh, a region in the present-day northern Afghanistan, from where his 

family fled in the wake of the Mongol incursions in the 1215-20, when he was a young man.422 

Of Qūnavī’s personal biography little is known apart from the fact that he was born in Anatolia, 

in the family of a man who served as the Seljuk sultan’s personal shaykh, and that throughout his 

life he traveled extensively between Anatolia, Damascus and Egypt, studying and teaching.423 

While proficient in Arabic, Qūnavī seems to have relied on Persian for teaching, since the 

majority of his students – like Fakhra al-Dīn ʿIraqī  or Saʿīd al-Dīn Saʿd al-Farghānī  – hailed 

from Persian-speaking lands.424  

While rare mentions in hagiographic sources do not allow one to reconstruct with 

precision the network of ʿIraqī’s contacts in Anatolia, it is possible to imagine what kind of 

people could have formed his circle. A most vivid collective portrait of scholars, poets and 

 
421 Osman Turan also suggests that the family might have originated from a village Kāze in the region of Marw in 
Khorasan. Osman Turan, Selçuklular Zamanında Türkiye: Siyâsi Tarih Alp Arslan’dan Osman Gazi’ye, 1071-1318, 
522. 
 
422 A. Bausani, “D̲j̲alāl Al-Dīn Rūmī,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1991). 
 
423 Richard Todd, The Sufi Doctrine of Man:  Ṣadr al-Din al-Qunawi’s Metaphysical Anthropology (Boston: Brill, 
2014), 13-17; Sara Nur Yıldız and Haşim Şahin, “In the Proximity of Sultans: Majd al-Dīn Isḥāq, Ibn ‘Arabī and the 
Seljuk Court,” in The Seljuks of Anatolia. Court and Society in the Medieval Middle East, ed. A. C. S. Peacock and 
Sara Nur Yıldız (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2013), 173–205. 
 
424 Ibid., 19-20. 
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ascetics active in Anatolia in the thirteenth and early fourteenth century is painted by Shams al-

Dīn Aflākī in his Manāḳib al-ʻārifīn wa marātib al-kāshefīn. The author himself was not a native 

of Anatolia and arrived in Konya after 1291. While sources are silent on his place of origin, it is 

possible that he came from Sarāy, the capital city of the Golden Horde where his father was a 

scholar at the court of Muḥammad Özbek Khān.425 Having resided mainly in Konya, Aflākī 

accompanied his shaykh, Rūmī’s grandson ʿĀrif Chelebī, on journeys to many Anatolian cities 

as well as Tabriz and Sultaniyya in Iran. Aflākī ’s Manāḳib al-ʻārifīn is a collection of anecdotes, 

some witnessed by the author in person, others transmitted to him by word of mouth. These 

stories, which certainly have their genre constraints and cannot always be used as reliable 

sources of factual information, are nonetheless extremely helpful in imagining the geographical 

extent of ʿIraqī’s world. They not only reveal general patters of mobility common to individuals 

of his background but also sketch a geography of the narrative space that such people inhabited: 

Azerbaijan426 and Kerman, Khorasan and Balkh – all the way to the shores of the River Oxus, 

the symbolic boundary between Īrān and Tūrān, the sedentary civilization of Īrān and the 

nomadic world beyond, as captured in Ferdowsī’s Shāhnāmah.427  

It must be emphasized, however, that the Persianate Anatolia where ‘Irāqī must have felt 

 
425 Paul E. Losensky, “Aflākī ʿĀrifī,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, 2017. 
 
426 Unless indicated otherwise, here and thereafter the name “Azerbaijan” is used to designate the historical region of 
Azerbaijan that includes the territory of northwestern Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan.  
 
427 D. Davis, “Tūrān,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Leiden: Brill, 2000). Tirmidh, an ancient city on 
the shores of the River Oxus near modern Termez in Uzbekistan, for instance, was the birthplace of Jalāl al-Dīn 
Rūmī’s teacher and one of the most prominent scholars of medieval Anatolia, Burhān al- Dīn Tirmidhī. Semih 
Ceyhan, “Seyyid Burhâneddin,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, 2009. Analyzing concepts of space in Byzantine 
martyria and epic literature of medieval Anatolia, Buket Kitapçı Bayrı has recently drawn a map of the “story-
worlds” of such epics.  Buket Kitapçı Bayrı, Warriors, Martyrs, and Dervishes: Moving Frontiers, Shifting Identities 
in the Land of Rome (13th-15th Centuries), 204. The story-world as it appears on this map looks quite different from 
the geography of Manāḳib al-ʻārifīn: it is much more Anatolia-centric, and Iran appears only as a general entity in the 
very corner of the map. 
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so at home was not just a part of some abstract “Persianate world.” It as part of a Persianate 

world under Mongol rule and, since around 1258-1260, under the Ilkhanate.428 Scholars and 

poets of ‘Irāqī’s circle in Konya, and probably those in his circle in Tokat too, were part of a 

wide intellectual network sustained by Ilkhanid patronage. ‘Irāqī’s patron Ṣadr-al-Dīn Qūnavī 

engaged in correspondence with Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī, the director of the observatory in Maragha 

and the most prominent intellectual of the Ilkhanid world.429 And Ṭūsī’s student Quṭb al-Dīn 

Shīrāzī served as a judge (qāḍī) in Sivas for over a decade, also appointed by the Parvāna.430 

‘Irāqī’s proximity to the latter made his position in Anatolia at once privileged and precarious. 

When the Parvāna was executed, ‘Irāqī, as his confidant, was endangered too, and only the 

intervention of Shams al-Dīn Juvaynī, the Ṣāḥib-Dīvān (financial minister) of the Ilkhanid ruler 

Abaqa Khan, allowed ‘Irāqī to leave Anatolia safely.431 

 

3.3 Anatolian Armenians and Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī’s World  

 

Imagining the migrant milieu of medieval Inner Pontus, one must be careful not to 

assume that all migrants who made Anatolia their home in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 

were Muslims like the characters of Manāḳib al-ʻārifīn, even if that group remains most visible 

 
428 On Anatolia under Mongol rule see Peacock, Islam, Literature and Society in Mongol Anatolia and Yıldız, 
Mongol Rule in Seljuk Anatolia: The Politics of Conquest, 1243-1282. 
 
 

429 Peacock, Islam, Literature and Society in Mongol Anatolia, 45. For a study of this correspondence and intellectual 
debate see Gudrun Schubert, Annäherungen: der mystisch-philosophische Briefwechsel zwischen Ṣadr ud-Dīn-i 
Qōnawī und und Naṣīr ud-Dīn-i Ṭūsī (Beirut and Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1995). 
 
430 Azmi Şerbetçi, “Kutbüddîn-i Şîrâzî” (Ankara: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı, 2002). 
 
431 George E. Lane, Early Mongol Rule in Thirteenth-Century Iran: A Persian Renaissance (Abingdon, Oxon: 
Routledge, 2003), 240-41. 
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in surviving sources. It has been noted in Chapter Two that by the early Ottoman period 

Armenians comprised nearly half of the population of Tokat. Although many of them must have 

been descendants of those who migrated in the eleventh century with the Artsruni dynasty, most 

likely many arrived in later centuries, probably from eastern Anatolia, the southern Caucasus and 

western Iran.432  The culture of Armenian communities of Inner Pontus in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries must have been substantially different from that of eleventh-century 

Vaspurakan migrants. As much as the former shared with Abusahl son of Senek‘erim they now 

must have also shared with Fakhr al-Dīn ʿIraqī whose world would be not a foreign land to them. 

It would be not a foreign land because firstly, quite literally, many of the significant places on 

the map of ʿIraqī’s life should have been familiar and meaningful to them; and secondly, because 

the language that mediated his world at least to some extent must have been also their language. 

One has to content oneself, however, with a lot of “must-have-beens” because most of the 

material heritage of the Armenian communities of Inner Pontus was destroyed and scriptoria of 

its churches plundered. In what follows, this section of the chapter takes a closer look at the 

cultural history of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Armenian communities of western Iran and 

southern Caucasus, suggesting that history of Armenians of Inner Pontus must be seen within 

this larger context. 

One of the very few surviving Armenian manuscripts from medieval Inner Pontus is The 

Book of Sermons by Bartholomew of Bologna copied at the church of St. Nicholas in Amasya in 

1367.433 The name of the Dominican missionary Bartholomew of Bologna, also known as 

 
432 These were areas with significant Armenian populations in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Cilicia, which 
fell to the Mamluks in the fourteenth century must have been another important point of origin for Armenian 
migrants arriving in Inner Pontus, however, I have not yet been able to find any documentary or material evidence of 
this.  
 
433 MS 312 in the collection of the library of the Mekhitarist Congregation in Vienna. Hakovbos Tashean, Tsʻutsʻak 
hayerēn dzeṛagratsʻ Mkhitʻarean Matenadaranin i Vienna (Vienna: Mekhitʻarean Tparan, 1895), 741-44. Page 
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Bartholomew of Maragha, is not as well-known as that of William of Rubruck, though he was a 

near contemporary of the latter and, like the latter, traveled far east, to the land of the Mongols, 

to propagate the Catholic faith. In 1318, the Pope issued a decree to establish Catholic 

episcopates in Tabriz, Dehkharghan (a settlement on the shores of Lake Urmia), Maragha and 

Tiflis. Bartholomew was appointed the bishop of Maragha, where he resided for twelve years, 

before relocating to a newly established Catholic monastery in Kırna (Krna), Nakhichevan, 

where he remained until his death in 1333.434 The mission was hardly a success – it only 

managed to convert a handful of villages, but the translation and educational activities 

undertaken by Bartholomew and his followers had a long-lasting impact on Armenian 

intellectual history.435 Bartholomew’s work titled The Book of Sermons and composed during the 

last years of his life, is a collection of parables and discourses on a variety of topics from 

theology to law and natural philosophy,436 and some of the book’s content might have been 

translated from Persian.437 The fact that the book was copied in Amasya just thirty years after its 

composition could be an indication of links between Inner Pontus and Armenian centers of 

northwestern Iran, though of course these links might have been indirect. The book could have 

 
reference is given wrongly in Simonean, Hushamatean Pontakan Amasioy, 345. 
 
434 S.S. Arevshati͡ an, K istorii filosofskikh shkol srednevekovoĭ Armenii XIV v. (Erevan: Izd-vo AN Armi͡ anskoĭ SSR, 
1980), 16-17. 
 
435 For a list of translations completed under Bartholomew and other contemporary missionaries’ patronage see Ibid., 
20-23. Works attributed to Bartholomew continued to be copied by Armenians up to the nineteenth century. 
 
436 An analysis of the contents of the work has been undertaken in Nora Manukian, “Pritchi i besedy ‘Knigi 
propovedeĭ’ Barfolomeia Maragatsi (Bolonskogo)” (PhD Dissertation, Academy of Sciences of Arm. SSR, M. 
Abeghyan Institute of Literature, 1991). 
 
437 Tashean, Tsʻutsʻak hayerēn dzeṛagratsʻ Mkhitʻarean Matenadaranin i Vienna 744. Most likely this concerns the 
note on medical properties of plants. Several medicinal plants discussed by Bartholomew are all named by their 
Persian names, such as sataf (Pers. ṣadab, Lat. Ruta montana L.) or marema (Pers. mariām Lat. Teucrium polim L.). 
N.N. Manukian, “Mediko-biologicheskie dannye v ‘Knige propovedeĭ’ Barfolomeia Maragatsi (Bolonskogo),” 
Hayastani kensabanakan handes 35, no. 4 (1982): 319. 



 

 159 

arrived in Amasya through one of the other important medieval hubs, such as Erznka (Erzincan) 

in Eastern Anatolia or Kaffa in Crimea. Whatever the trajectory of the book might have been, it 

is clear that the city of Maragha, mentioned in the introduction of the book, must have been as 

familiar to Armenians of Inner Pontus as it was to its Muslim population, whose connection to 

Azerbaijan and Nakhichevan will be discussed later in this chapter.  

Ilkhanid cities like Maragha, Tabriz and Sultaniyya appear to have possessed sizable and 

active Armenian populations in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.438  The flourishing of 

these communities is attested by the construction of churches and monasteries throughout 

western Iran and production of a large number of manuscripts, many of which were copiously 

decorated.439 A rare glimpse at people behind these monuments and books is offered by the 

names that come into view in the colophons. A Bible was copied in Tabriz in 1336 on the order 

of one Nazkhat‘un (Nāz-Khātūn); the same year another Bible was commissioned in Tabriz by a 

couple: Sargis and Aghut‘ Khat‘un (Yāḳūt Khātūn).440 A commentary on Luke was copied in 

Sultaniyya in 1326 by one Vardapet Karapet. Both the scribe and the commissioner were recent 

migrants from Ani: in the colophon, the former explains that they both left Ani in the wake of its 

destruction and came to settle in the “newly established” city of Sultaniyya.441 A copy of Grigor 

Narekats‘i’s Book of Lamentations was produced in Tabriz in 1277 by a scribe named Nerses 

 
438 For a survey of Armenian settlements in late medieval Iran see A.U. Martirosi͡ an, Armi͡ anskie poselenii͡ a na 
territorii Irana v XI-XV vv (Erevan: Aĭastan, 1990). 
 
439 Ibid., 185-237. 
 
440 Ibid., 199. 
 
441 Norayr Bogharean, Mayr tsʻutsʻak dzeṛagratsʻ Srbotsʻ Hakobeantsʻ, vol. 2 (Jerusalem: Armenian Convent 
Printing Press, 1966): 419-21, cited in A.U. Martirosi͡ an, Armi͡ anskie poselenii͡ a na territorii Irana v XI-XV vv, 201. 
Alpōyachean mentions another 4 manuscripts produced by migrants from Ani in Sultaniyya between the years 1326 
and 1357 suggesting perhaps a larger wave of migration. Arshak Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn hay gaghtʻakanutʻean: 
hayeru tsʻruumě ashkharhi zanazan maserě, vol. 2 (Gahirē: Tp. Sahak Mesrop, 1955), 311. 
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who called for remembrance of his father and mother, Hovhannes and Ghbch‘akh (Tr. Ḳıpchaḳ). 

The same manuscript was later redeemed “from captivity” in the hands of a Turcoman by one 

khoja (Pers. khvājah) Astvatsatur son of khoja Amir Mulk‘ (Amīr Mulk) mahdasi (maḳdasi). 

The ransoming of the book took place near Van at the monastery of Upper Varag (Verin 

Varagay) where the book was brought at the time of the sack of Van by Karakoyunlu 

commander Iskandar Mirza in 1425.442 Khoja Astvatsatur bought the book and gave it as gift to 

the monastery of Upper Varag. The benefactor concluded the story asking for remembrance for 

himself, his father and mother, Amir Mulk‘ (Amīr Mulk) and Msěr Mēlik’ (Miṣr Malik), his wife 

Khat‘un Mēlik‘ (Khātūn Malik), his sons Mirak‘ (Pers. Mīrak), Karapet and Hovanis, his brother 

Amir Umēt (Amīr Umīd) and his son-in-law Ēvatshay (Ayvad-shāh).  

Another interesting story is told by the manuscript of a Bible illustrated in P‘aytakaran – 

an ancient city identified with a place in the Caspian region where the rivers Kura and Araxes 

meet or, alternatively, with Tiflis.443 On the order of two patrons, Sorghat‘mish and his wife 

Bēgikhat‘un, Avag, the illuminator of this Bible who had been previously active in Tabriz and 

Sultaniyya, traveled to Sis, Cilicia, and returned with an unillustrated  Bible copied in Sis in 

1314.444 In 1358 Avag produced a series of illustrations in this manuscript, one of which contains 

 
442 Hakob T’op’chean, Ts’uts’ak dzeṛagrats’ Dadean Khach’ik vardapeti, zhoghovats 1878-1898, vol. 1 
(Vagharshapat: Tparan Mayr Atʻoṛoy S. Ējmiatsin, 1898), 54-55; colophons reproduced in L.S. Khachʻikyan, 14. dari 
hayeren dzeṛagreri hishatakaranner (Erevan: Haykakan SSṚ Gitutʻyunneri Akademiayi Hratarkchʻ., 1950), 523 and 
idem., 15. dari hayeren dzeṛagreri hishatakaranner, vol. 1 (Erevan: Haykakan SSṚ Gitutʻyunneri Akademiayi 
Hratarkchʻ., 1955), 328. 
 
443 A.U. Martirosi͡ an, Armi͡ anskie poselenii͡ a na territorii Irana v XI-XV Vv, 210.  On the identification of P’aytakaran 
see Artur Ambartsumian, “Oblast’ Paĭtakaran i Gora Sabalan. Filologicheskie i ētimilogicheskie ocherki,” Banber 
hayagitutʻyan 2 (2016): 5–25. 
 
444 Matenadaran MS 6230. Garegin Hovsēpʻean, Khaghbakeankʻ kam Pṛosheankʻ Hayots patmutʻean mēj (Lisboa: 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation Armenian Library, 1969), 278, cited in A.U. Martirosi͡ an, Armi͡ anskie poselenii͡ a na 
territorii Irana v XI-XV vv, 210 
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a portrait of the donors (fig. 24).445 Sorghat‘mish and 

Bēgikhat‘un are shown with their hands extended out in a 

supplication gesture. Sorghat‘mish wears a typical Mongol 

headdress: a pointed hat with an upturned brim; Bēgikhat‘un 

has a coat with a fur collar thrown over her shoulders. 

Evidently the couple is dressed in a manner appropriate for 

Ilkhanid-era nobility.446 

What do these glimpses from the pages of 

manuscripts tell us about Armenians who inhabited the 

regions at the crossroads of Iran, the Caucasus and Anatolia? They had disposable wealth to 

invest in prestigious and costly works of their religion. And their names reveal a complex 

cultural identity. There is no doubt that confessionally these people identified as Christian and 

Armenian, given that they acted as patrons of such sacred books. It is evident, nonetheless, that 

the use of Islamicate names was extremely widespread in these communities, and among women 

perhaps more so than among men. Here, by Islamicate names one understands names of Arabic, 

Persian and Turkish origin commonly used by Muslims. One notes, on the other hand, that none 

of the names mentioned here are explicitly religious names. Rather, frequently including words 

like malik, amīr, mulk, shāh, bēg they seem to connote status or at least aspire to do so. This 

phenomenon was certainly not limited to western Iran, though western Iran might have been its 

point of origin. Similar onomastic patterns can be observed in Anatolia, including Inner Pontus, 

 
445 This illustration is reproduced in A.N. Svirin, Miniati︠u︡ra drevneĭ Armenii (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1939), 99. 
 
446 Yuka Kadoi, “Textiles in the Great Mongol Shahnama: A New Approach to Ilkhanid Dress,” in Dressing the Part: 
Textiles as Propaganda in the Middle Ages, ed. Kate Dimitrova and Margaret Goehring (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 
2014), 153–65. 
 

Figure 24. Sorghat‘mish and 
Bēgikhat‘un, fourteenth-century donor 
portrait. Source: Svirin, Miniati︠ u︡ ra 
drevneĭ Armenii, 99. 
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and Crimea, which will be addressed in more detail further in this chapter.447 

In addition to names, honorifics likewise point to the patrons’ status awareness. Men’s 

names are furnished with titles like khoja and mahdasi. The former – Persian in origin and used 

commonly by scholars, merchants and bureaucrats across the Islamic world – would become 

widely adopted as an honorific by Armenian merchants starting in the sixteenth century, though 

it is possible that the title was already used in that meaning in the fourteenth-fifteenth century 

and that Astvatsatur who ransomed the Bible from Tabriz was indeed a merchant and a son of a 

merchant. The title of Astvatsatur’s father – mahdisi – derives from the Arabic maḳdisī, the 

appellation used by Arab Christians for anyone who has gone on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, or 

bayt al-maḳdis. Evidently, both Astvatsatur and his father Amir Mulk’ were people of wealth and 

status.  

All women’s names include the word khat‘un either as an appellation or part of the name 

itself. The term khātūn of old Turkic or possibly Sogdian origin was used extensively in 

medieval Persian and Arabic sources to designate noble women and became especially 

widespread in Ilkhanid Iran.448 The names of some women, like “Ḳıpchaḳ”, suggest that they 

 
447 For proliferation of these kinds of names across Armenian communities elsewhere see Achaṛyan, Hayotsʻ 
andznanunneri baṛaran, passim. This precious reference work contains mentions of thousands of manuscripts and 
inscriptions that show how various new names came into use in the thirteenth and fourteenth century.  A 
chronological progression of some general trends in medieval Armenian onomastics is outlined in Nina G. Garsoïan, 
« Notes préliminaires sur l’anthroponymie arménienne du Moyen Âge », in L’Anthroponymie:  document de 
l’histoire sociale des mondes méditerranéens médiévaux: actes du colloque international /  organisé par l’Ecole 
française de Rome, avec le concours du GDR 955 du C.N.R.S. « Genèse médiévale do l’anthroponymie moderne », 
Rome, 6-8 octobre 1994, edited by Monique Bourin, Jean-Marie Martin, and François Menant (Roma: Ecole 
française de Rome, Palais Farnèse, 1996), 227-39. By contrast in Cilicia, which remained under Armenian 
sovereignty in the thirteenth and the fourteenth centuries, “traditional” Armenian names appear to have prevailed. 
J.J.S. Weitenberg, “Cultural Interaction in the Middle East as Reflected in the Anthroponomy of Armenian 12th-14th 
Century Colophons,” in Redefining Christian Identity: Cultural Interaction in the Middle East since the Rise of Islam, 
ed. J.J. van Ginkel, H.L. Murre-van den Berg, and T.M. van Lint (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters en Dep. Oosterse 
Studies, 2005), 265–73. 
 
448 Bruno De Nicola, Women in Mongol Iran: The Khātūns, 1206-1335 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2017), 2. 
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might have been non-Armenians who married into noble Armenian families. Names alone, 

however, cannot be taken as firm evidence of this since we encounter similar names not only 

among wives but also among daughters of Armenian men. What can be concluded is that upper-

class Armenians inhabiting the Ilkhanid realms shared names, status markers and probably dress 

with their Muslim counterparts, while for the most part preserving a distinct confessional 

identity. For the most part – because as the famous mid-fourteenth-century trilingual Armenian-

Arabic-Persian epitaph from Yeghegis in present-day southern Armenia demonstrates, in some 

cases confessional identities could be not so clear: the Armenian inscription celebrates the 

deceased young man as a devout Christian and a martyr (martiros), the Arabic commemorates 

him as a Muslim martyr (shahīd) while the Persian celebrates his beauty with commonplace 

poetic metaphors.449 

 The apparent alignment of naming patterns among Armenians inhabiting distant 

regions from Crimea to Tabriz suggests that there was a great deal of mobility and 

communication among these different Armenian communities. This observation is further 

corroborated by what the colophons tell us about mobility of individuals and objects.450 The 

example of scholars from Ani active in Sultaniyya not only serves as evidence of connections 

between these two far-away places but also acts as an important reminder that movement 

between Anatolia and Iran was never uni-directional: while we perhaps more often read about 

settlers from Iranian cities in Anatolia, there were many who traveled in the opposite direction.  

The story of manuscript illuminator Avag links the Caspian and the Mediterranean and 

 
449 A. A. Khachatri︠ a︡n, “Trekh’i︠ a︡zychnai︠ a︡ nadpis’ iz Elegisa,” Kavkaz i Vizantii︠a ︡ 3 (1982): 124–34. 
 
450 On travel infrastructure and experiences of travel in medieval Armenia see Kathryn J. Franklin, Everyday 
Cosmopolitanisms: Living the Silk Road in Medieval Armenia (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 
2021). 
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shows how far artists could travel on the orders of their patrons. Furthermore, even when the 

colophons do not say anything about human travel, they remain very informative, signposting 

manuscripts’ biographies with topographic and chronological points of reference. Thus, for 

instance, we learn that the Narek (Book of Lamentations) produced in Tabriz somehow ends up 

in Van in the hands of a Muslim, and its “ransoming” takes place at the monastery of Varag – the 

royal establishment of the Artsrunis, the place whence the dynasty migrated to Sebastia in the 

eleventh century. Armenian communities of Sebastia and Inner Pontus, in turn, must have been 

likewise well integrated into these extensive networks of communications. Where Inner Pontus is 

concerned, however, the traces of these communications have almost entirely been obliterated. 

One must appreciate Bartholomew of Maragha’s Book of Sermons copied in Amasya, with which 

the present discussion began, as a precious accidental survivor that affords a glimpse into a 

largely lost history.  

Another “survivor” that sheds light on the cultural history of Armenians inhabiting Inner 

Pontus is a small corpus of tombstone inscriptions published by Gabriel Simonean in his memory 

book of Amasya.451 In the nineteenth century, these tombstones, mostly dating to the fifteenth 

century, were found incorporated in the walls of Amasya’s several churches. By 1915 all 

Armenian churches of Amasya, and the tombstones with them, were destroyed. Garabet 

Kazazean, a schoolteacher from Amasya had copied the inscriptions at some point probably in 

the early twentieth century and took his notes with him as he emigrated to the US. In 1912, 

Kazazean sent his notes in a personal letter to Hrachʻeay Achaṛean – an Armenian from 

Constantinople who was then teaching in Russia’s New Nakhichevan (mod. Rostov-on-Don) and 

who would become one of Armenia’s most important linguists and lexicographers. Achaṛean 

 
451 Simonean, Hushamatean Pontakan Amasioy, 356-58. 
 



 

 165 

later deposited the notes in a Soviet archive in Yerevan where Simonean discovered them.  

Executed in stone, the tombstones that have been preserved must have belonged to 

wealthier members of Amasya’s Armenian community. The majority of the names that appear in 

the inscriptions are non-Armenian in origin and denote status: P‘asha Khat‘un, Sinan, Melik‘, 

Ch‘ihan (Jahān) Melik‘, Amir, Alt‘un, Salch‘uk. Interestingly, the onomastic evidence from the 

1455 Ottoman cadastral survey already discussed in the previous chapter suggests that the use of 

such names was not limited to urban elites but was also common in villages.452 And although due 

to limited availability of sources, the onomastic evidence for Armenian communities of Inner 

Pontus is limited to the fifteenth century, it is very likely that this pattern of naming became 

popular among in these communities, as elsewhere, already in the thirteenth-fourteenth centuries. 

The appearance of the name T‘amam on the unpublished thirteenth-century inscription in Bizeri 

is an important testimony to this; and if it becomes possible to read the inscriptions on the 

thirteenth-century tombstones in Niksar mentioned in the previous chapter, they might yield 

further evidence.  

Apart from their names, the fact that they were Christian and that they used Armenian 

language and Armenian calendar in their burial inscriptions, we know nothing of these Amirs, 

Melik‘s and T‘amams that inhabited Inner Pontus in the late medieval period. Yet, it is possible 

to trace at least some general outlines of their cultural milieu if one assumes that indeed 

Armenian communities of cities like Amasya and Tokat were indeed well connected with those 

of Crimea, eastern Anatolia and Iran and were not isolated from cultural currents observed 

elsewhere.  

Perhaps the clearest testimony to the currents that shaped the cultural life of medieval 

 
452 For a discussion of Armenian onomastics in rural settlements around Tokat see Chapter Two, 129. 
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Armenian communities across western Eurasia is found in the development of the Middle 

Armenian language and the literature to which the new idiom gave rise.453 There term “Middle 

Armenian” is not a precise designation but rather an umbrella term used to describe forms of 

Armenian language spoken and written between the eleventh/twelfth and the eighteenth centuries 

and thus occupying the niche between the age of the canonical Classical Armenian and the 

attempts at standardizing Armenian language pioneered by Mekhitarist order in Venice. The key 

defining feature of Middle Armenian is indeed its lack of standardization. Texts written in 

Middle Armenian thus display a wide variety of grammatical and orthographical conventions 

reflecting different forms of spoken Armenian vernaculars.454 Middle Armenian was also defined  

by subject matter: if Classical Armenian was reserved for particular genres of literary expression 

(religious literature, historical chronicles, words of legal and natural sciences), Middle Armenian 

gave a written form to popular lore, both religious and profane in nature that had previously 

seldom surfaced in written works before. Finally, another feature that defined Middle Armenian 

was its embrace of a wide variety of loanwords, primarily of Arabic, Persian and Turkish origin.  

The lyrical and philosophical poetry written in Middle Armenian, with its extensive use 

of loanwords and evident engagement with the Persian poetic tradition, has proven to be a fertile 

field for discussion in Armenian cultural history and the interactions between Armenians and 

Muslims in the late medieval period.455 Several authors are associated with the development of 

 
453 On the overview of the development of Middle Armenian and its historiography see Michael Pifer, “The 
Stranger’s Voice: Integrated Literary Cultures in Anatolia and the Premodern World,” 179-194. 
 
454 G.B. Jahukyan, “Mijin hayereně vorpes lezvakan vorak,” Banber Yerevani Hamalsarani 79, no. 1 (1993): 14–21. 
 
455 B.L. Ch’ugaszyan, Hay-iranakan grakan aṛnchʻutʻyunner, V-XVIII d.d.: hetakhuzumner (Erevan: Haykakan SSH 
GA Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1963); S. Peter Cowe, “The Politics of Poetics: Islamic Influence on Armenian Verse”; idem., 
“Patterns of Armeno-Muslim Interchange on the Armenian Plateau in the Interstice between Byzantine and Ottoman 
Hegemony”; Armanoush Kozmoyan, Hayotsʻ ev parsitsʻ mijnadaryan kʻnarergutʻyan hamematakan poetikan: 10-16 
dd (Erevan: HH GAA “Gitutʻyun” Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1997); Michael Pifer, “The Stranger’s Voice: Integrated 
Literary Cultures in Anatolia and the Premodern World,”; idem., “The Rose of Muḥammad, the Fragrance of Christ: 
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this new form of lyrical expression in Middle Armenian: Frik (active in the second half of the 

thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, place of residence unknown), Hovhannes Erznkats‘i 

(active in the second half of the thirteenth century, Erznka/Erzincan, Cilicia) Kostandin 

Erznkats‘i (active in the second half of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, 

Erznka/Erzican), Hovhannes T‘lkurants‘i (active in  the fourteenth-fifteenth century, Cilicia), 

Mkrtich‘ Naghash (active in the fifteenth century, Bitlis, Amid/Diyarbakir).456 The Persianate 

tint that is so conspicuous in the language of these poets is not simply a matter of loanwords; 

rather one can speak of loan-concepts and of appropriations of poetic imagery. The Persianate 

imagery that makes an entrance into the Armenian poetic tradition at some point in the thirteenth 

or early fourteenth century would remain an integral part of Armenian lyrical language till the 

twentieth century, actively employed by those who perhaps had no first-hand experience with 

Persian poetry per se.457  

The existence of a shared poetic language can be taken as a reflection of the existence of 

a “shared world” insomuch as it portrays a society where people of different confessions and 

languages shared not only practical words for weights and measures, objects of trade, or titles of 

 
Liminal Poetics in Medieval Anatolia”; idem., Kindred Voices a Literary History of Medieval Anatolia; James 
Russell, “Introduction,” Yovhannēs Tʻlkurancʻi and the Mediaeval Armenian Lyric Tradition (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars 
Press, 1987), 1-27; idem., “An Armeno-Persian Love Poem of Grigoris Aghtʿamartsʿi,” Journal of the Society for 
Armenian Studies 6 (93 1992): 99–105; idem., “Frik: The Bridge of Poetry,” in Anathēmata Heortika: Studies in 
Honor of Thomas F. Mathews, ed. Joseph D. Alchermes, Helen C. Evans, and Thelma K. Thomas (Mainz: Philipp 
von Zabern, 2009), 256-264. 
 
456 Dshkhuhi Sureni Movsisyan, ed., Frik, Banasteghtsutʻyunner (Erevan: Haykakan SSH GA Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 
1986); Armenuhi Srapean, ed.  Hovhannes Erznkatsʻi: usumnasirutʻyun ew bnagrer (Erevan: Haykakan SSH 
Gitutʻyunneri Akademiayi Hratarakutʻyun, 1958); Kostandin Erznkatsʻi, Tagher, ed. Armenuhi Srapean (Erevan: 
Haykakan SSṚ GA Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1962); Hovhannes Tʻlkurantsʻi, Tagher (Erevan: HSSṚ GA 
Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1960); Ēd. Khondkaryan, ed. Mkrtichʻ Naghash (Erevan: HSSṚ GA Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1965). 
 
457 A representative selection of poems belonging the same tradition continued in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries is published in Hasmik Sahakyan and A. Sh. Mnats’akanyan, eds., Ush mijnadari hay banasteghtsutʻyuně 
(XVI-XVII dd.) (Erevan: Haykakan SSH GA Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1986). 
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sovereigns. They also shared words and concepts to describe most quotidian expressions of 

humanity: melancholy and joy. Across the works of Armenian poets of the late medieval period, 

one commonly encounters words like hasret‘ – Armenian/ from ḥasrat – Persian (yearning, 

chagrin), sawda/sawdā’ (melancholy, black bile), azar/āzār (affliction, suffering), feriat‘/fariyād 

(agony, scream), andisha/andīshah (anxiety, melancholy), ghusay/ ghuṣṣah (sadness), khayal 

/khayāl (illusion, imagination), murat/murād (desire, wish). The force behind these feelings most 

often is love, and the relation between the lover and the beloved is likewise expressed in Persian 

terms: the lover is a easir/asīr – or a captive confined to a prison, a band/band or zěndan/zandān 

of one’s feelings; the beloved is a powerful sovereign, a sult‘an/sulṭān, armed with sělēh/salāh, 

the weapon of one’s beauty.458 The beauty of the beloved is conceptualized in familiar terms. A 

poem attributed to Hovhannes T‘lkurants‘i – though very similar lines appear in many other 

poets – exclaims that the beauty of the beloved is worth of Ethiopia, Yemen, India, China, 

Bulgaria as well as the cities of Erznka, Istanbul and Yazd, echoing the famous lines from a 

ghazal of Hafez: Agar ān Turk-i Shīrāzī bi-dast ārad dil-i mārā / Bi-khāl-i Hindawīsh bakhsham 

Samarqand u Bukhārārā (If that Turk of Shīrāz gains my heart / I will give Samarqand and 

Bukhārā for his/her Indian mole).459  

Along with the tormented lover, another melancholy character makes a frequent 

appearance in medieval Armenian poetry: the lonely wanderer, the gharīb.460 A stranger in a 

foreign land, he goes begging from house to house, getting ill and dying lonely on the street. He 

 
458 Such images come up throughout the works of the poets mentioned above, passim.  
 
459 Armanoush Kozmoyan, Hayotsʻ ev parsitsʻ mijnadaryan kʻnarergutʻyan hamematakan poetikan: 10-16 Dd, 134; 
Russell, Yovhannēs Tʻlkurancʻi and the Mediaeval Armenian Lyric Tradition, 50-51. 
 
460 Manuk Abeghyan, Hayotsʻ hin grakanutʻyan patmutʻyun, vol. 1 (Erevan: Haykakan SSṚ Gitutʻyunneri 
Akademiayi Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1944), 394-398; Pifer, “The Stranger’s Voice: Integrated Literary Cultures in 
Anatolia and the Premodern World.,”171-255. 
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attends a majlis, sitting with his face happy but his heart suffering, longing for a lost homeland. 

He remains silent because his words cannot be understood; a wise man, he is taken for a fool 

because he cannot speak. And, in the end a gharīb is not only a stranger lost in the foreign lands: 

we are all gharībs in this life, as Mkrtich‘ Naghash concludes in one of his poems: 

 

We are all gharībs, brothers, nobody has a homeland 

We will go equal, for it is this life that is our homeland.461  

 

 If Persianate words and sentiments dominated expressions of melancholy, they 

likewise defined the language with which Armenian poets celebrated joie de vivre. The epitome 

of convivial joy was the image of a majlis – a party gathered to enjoy wine, poetry, music and 

philosophical conversation in good company.462 Měchlises that one encounters in Armenian 

poetry are furnished with all the usual attributes: saghi/sāqī (cup-bearer), mast/mast (drunk) and 

sarkhosh/sarkhush (lighthearted, drunk) guests, a kt‘kha/qadaḥ (chalice) full of shaṛap‘/sharāb 

(wine), and a mětrub/muṭrib (musician, singer) with a saz/sāz (instrument) in his hands.  

The word majlis can refer to both the gathering itself and its place, and the existence of a 

shared vocabulary and imagery of majlis in Persian and Armenian literary traditions of medieval 

Anatolia suggests that majlises constituted important occasions and spaces for the interactions 

between Armenians and Muslims in medieval Anatolia. Majlises could be held at Sufi convents, 

but also at private homes, in gardens and in various public spaces in the cities.463 As much as 

 
461 For the translation of the whole poem, see Idem., 245-246. 
 
462 Dominic P. Brookshaw, “Palaces, Pavilions and Pleasure-Gardens: The Context and Setting of the Medieval 
Majlis,” Middle Eastern Literatures 6, no. 2 (n.d.): 199–223. 
 

463 Ibid. 
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these spaces must have been important to shaping social life in medieval Anatolia, their 

ephemeral nature has left no enduring marks on the physical landscape of Inner Pontus – unlike 

spaces that reified communal boundaries, like mosques, madrasas and churches. And while no 

sources survive that could speak directly to the interactions between Muslim and Armenian 

migrants in Inner Pontus, what we know about the culture of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 

Anatolian Armenians suggests that those who belonged to this migrant milieu, regardless of their 

confessional identities, shared at least some aspects of cultural geography, be it recognition of 

distant cultural poles such as Tabriz, Maragha, or Yazd, or knowledge of a local landscape of 

majlis spaces where lonely gharībs could find a welcoming haven. 

 

3.4 The Changing Landscape of Inner Pontus: Inscriptions 

The Tokat where a traveler like ‘Irāqī, or his Armenian counterpart from western Iran, would 

arrive in the 1270s visually differed greatly from the Tokat once seen by George of Komana and 

Abusahl of Vaspurakan. The city was still dominated by the fortress, and it must have still been 

an idyllic green oasis situated at the foot of a mountain on the shore of a lively river stream. Yet, 

from the very entrance to the city, the traveler would encounter monumental inscriptions that 

would leave little doubt that the space he had entered belonged to the Islamic world.464  The 

inscriptions that now furnished the city’s most conspicuous edifices served the same purposes 

and followed the same formulas as their counterparts in Hamadan, Multan, Mecca or any other 

place where ‘Irāqī would have set foot before arriving in Anatolia: they commemorated acts of 

charity, immortalized pious Muslim patrons and celebrated memory of the deceased. In the 

 
464 For a discussion of common features of urban spaces across the Islamic world see, Giulia Annalinda Neglia, 
“Some Historiographical Notes on the Islamic City with Particular Reference to the Visual Representation of the 
Built City,” in The City in the Islamic World, ed. Salma K. Jayyusi et al., vol. 1, 2 vols. (Boston: Brill, 2008), 1-46. 
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century prior to ‘Irāqī’s arrival in Tokat, numerous inscriptions, mostly rendered in Arabic but 

sometimes in Persian, must have appeared on the walls of newly erected buildings all over the 

city, and while only a few of them survived to the present day, these few – a funerary inscription, 

and inscriptions marking the establishment of a medrese and a mosque or the building of a bridge 

– illustrate very clearly the kinds of messages they conveyed.  

When entering the city from the north, ʿIrāqī would cross a stone bridge over the 

Yeşilırmak River, now known as Hıdırlık bridge – a beautiful monument that still remains one of 

the most  

cherished jewels of the city’s 

architecture (fig. 25). Reaching 

the middle of the bridge he 

would pause to admire a grand 

inscription placed in a large 

stone frame on the right-side 

parapet of the bridge.465 

Delicately executed, the 

inscription is a masterpiece of 

stone carving. As such, it would 

attract the attention of any passer-by, be it a Muslim poet or an Armenian stonemason passing 

the bridge on the way to to nearby Armenian monasteries. Unlike the latter, however, a visitor 

like ʿIrāqī, literate in Arabic and probably familiar with calligraphic writing, would be able not 

 
465 Cevdet Çulpan, Türk Taş Köprüleri: Ortaçaǧdan Osmanli Devri Sonuna Kadar (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 
1975), 62.  
 

Figure 25. Inscription on the bridge of the Yeşilırmak River, Tokat. Photo: 
author. 
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only to admire the beauty of the carving but also to engage with the literal message of the 

inscription. Thus he would stop and read:  

The construction of this blessed bridge was completed in the days of the rule of 
the great sultans, ʿIzz al-Dunyā wa’l-Dīn, Rukn al-Dunyā wa’l-Dīn and ʿAlā’ al-
Dunyā wa’l-Dīn, sons of Sultan Ghiyāth al-Dīn Kaykhusraw son of Sultan ʿAlā’ 
al-Dīn Kayqubād, proofs of the Commander of the Faithful – may God increase 
their victories. The great amir isfahsalar, the supported and the auspicious one, 
the commander-in-chief, the glorious sword of the dynasty and religion, the object 
of praise of the noble ones, the great commander Parvāna Ḥamīd son of Abī al-
Qāsim son of ʿAlī al-Ṭūsī, his grandfather – may they rest with God’s mercy – 
was successful in this building project. Their construction rests on fear of God the 
almighty and exalted, completed on the fifth day of the month of Ṣafar in the year 
648. And the builder and waqif of this establishment was the commander who is 
in need of the Lord’s mercy, the greatest, the most noble, successful and 
auspicious, splendor of faith and the light of Islam, the crown of the people and 
matchless among the kings and sultans Muḥammad bin al-Faraj known as Ibn al-
Ḥakīm – may God grant him success and facilitate his charitable deeds and 
multiply his honor.466 

 
 The factual message that the inscription conveys is simple: the bridge was built; the 

main purpose of the inscription, however, undoubtedly lies in its rhetorical message. The text 

serves as the commemoration of the elites – the ruling sultans (the bridge was constructed at the 

time of a shared rule by three bothers), the patron of the project and the overseer of the 

construction, perhaps the chief architect – and of the act of charity itself. Each of the names 

mentioned is furnished with epithets and prayers, the formulaic adi’ya: aʿazza Allāhu anṣārahum 

[may God increase their victories], taghammadahu Allāhu bi ghufrānihi [may God shelter him 

with his mercy] etc.  So ubiquitous was the use of such prayers and epithets on inscriptions, 

coins and documents that even as someone never trained in chancellery work, ʿIrāqī would 

undoubtedly feel well familiar with this political language of exaltation. No less familiar to him 

would appear the prestigious title the commissioner of the project – al-amīr al-isfahsalār, or 

military governor. A word of Middle Persian origin, it became very common since the tenth 

 
466 The translation of the text published by Cevdet Çulpan is my own. 
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century, especially among ruling elites of Iran, India and Central Asia.467 The title given to the 

sultans, burāhin ‘amīr al-mu’minīn or “manifest evidence of the commander of the faithful,” on 

the other hand, might strike a foreign visitor as unusual, as the use of this title in epigraphy is 

almost exclusive to Seljuks of Anatolia.468 

Monumental inscriptions of this kind that began to spread through Anatolian cities and 

countryside since the twelfth century serve as a visual manifestation of the proliferation of a 

certain kind of political language, the use of which marked Anatolia as an integral part of the 

geography defined by Islamic sovereignty. This political language might have had its regional 

peculiarity – after all most of the staff employed by the Seljuk administration were native 

speakers of Persian, not Arabic – but it was fully compatible with standard formulas used 

elsewhere and it must have addressed a population capable of comprehending and appreciating 

it.  As this and other inscriptions in Tokat demonstrate, the rulers did not show a need to 

acknowledge or accommodate local Christians, which certainly still made up a large part of the 

local population. There are several well-known examples of such efforts on the part of Anatolian 

Muslim rulers to breach the exclusivity of language and show acknowledgement of their 

Christian subjects, like the multi-semantic coins and lead seals of the Danishmendids that 

combined the use of Islamic titulature with Greek language and Byzantine imperial iconography, 

the bilingual inscription from Sinop fortress dating to the early thirteenth century and the tri-

lingual (Armenian, Arabic, Syriac) inscription on a caravanserai between Malatya and Sivas 

from the same period.469 All are considered exceptional, and in the case of the latter, the patron is 

 
467 C.E. Bosworth, “Ispahsālār, Sipahsālār,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, 1997. 
 
468 This title has not been used outside of Seljuk Anatolia with rare exceptions, such as an inscription in Ribat-i 
Sharaf in Khorasan where this title is given to the Sultan of Great Seljuks, Ahmad Sanjar. André Godard, “Khorāsan - 
Robāṭ Sharaf,” Athar-e Iran 4 (1949): 13. 
 
469 Nicolas Oikonomidès, “Les Danishmendides, entre Byzance, Bagdad et le sultanat d’Iconium,” Revue 
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thought to have been a Christian or a new convert. As far as surviving inscriptions allow us to 

observe, at the time when ʿIrāqī arrived in Tokat – namely after the Danishmendids, the Seljuk 

consolidation, and the Mongol incursions, when Anatolia was reconfigured, repartitioned, and 

reimagined – the language of power was unambiguous and exclusive. In some cases, exclusivity 

was deliberately stressed. Thus the foundation inscription of a now perished mosque built in 

Tokat by one Abu Bakr bin Loqmān bin Masʿūd one year after the construction of the bridge 

contains a Qur’anic verse (9:18) that emphatically demarcates the boundaries of the community 

for whom the mosque was founded: “The only ones who should tend God’s places of worship 

are those who believe in God and the Last Day, who keep up the prayer, who pay the prescribed 

alms, and who fear no one but God: such people may hope to be among the rightly guided.”470 

The family name of Ḥamīd bin Abī al-Qāsim ibn ʿAlī al-Ṭūsī, the commissioner of 

Hıdırlık Bridge and a scion of an important family that hailed from Ṭūs, Khorasan, appears on 

another famed monument of Tokat – the mausoleum built by his father, Abu al-Qāsim, two 

decades earlier. Located right on one of the central streets of medieval Tokat, the monument 

meets the passersby with a large inscription laid in tiles in the niches above the windows. Dated 

631/1233-34, this inscription is the oldest surviving Arabic inscription in Tokat.471 It reads: 

“kullu man 'alayhā fānin wa yabqā / wajhu rabbika dhū’l-jalāli wa-’l-ikrāmi.” This Qur’ānic  

 
Numismatique, 6e série, no. 25 (1983): 189–207; Adrian Saunders, “A Note on the Greek Text of the Arabic-Greek 
Bilingual Inscription at Sinop,” in Legends of Authority: The 1215 Seljuk Inscriptions of Sinop Citadel, Turkey, by 
Scott Redford (Istanbul: Koç University Press, 2014), 235–43; Kurt Erdmann, Das Anatolische Karavansaray des 13. 
Jahrhunderts, vol. 1, 3 vols. (Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 1961), no. 18; Hakkı Acun, Anadolu Selçuklu Dönemi 
Kervansarayları (Ankara: Kültür ve Turizm Bakanlığı, 2007), 105-119. 
 
470 Uzunçarşılı, Tokat, Niksar, Zile, Turhal, Pazar, Amasya Vilâyeti, Kaza ve Nahiye Merkezlerindeli Kitabeler, 8; 
translation M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans., The Qur’an, 117. For other contemporary examples that show similar 
exclusionary and triumphant attitudes see Scott Redford, “Sinop in the Summer of 1215: The Beginning of Anatolian 
Seljuk Architecture,” Ancient Civilizations from Scythia to Siberia, no. 16 (2010): 138-139. 
 
471 Uzunçarşılı, Tokat, Niksar, Zile, Turhal, Pazar, Amasya Vilâyeti, Kaza ve Nahiye Merkezlerindeli Kitabeler, 2-3. 
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verse (55:26-27), translated as “Everyone on earth perishes; all that remains is the Face of your 

Lord, full of majesty, bestowing honour,” is a line that makes a common appearance on funerary 

architecture across the Islamic world.472 The earliest known examples dating to the fourth and 

fifth centuries of Islam, are found in Iran (Siraf, Davan, Turan Posht, Yazd) and in Jerusalem.473 

The same lines appear on the walls of the early twelfth-century mausoleum of Sultan Mas’ūd I of 

the Ghaznavid Empire in Ghazni, Afghanistan, and on the early thirteenth-century tomb of one 

Abū Sa‘īd Ālp Sunqur, a Seljuk amir, in the neighboring village of Rawda.474  This line also 

appears in the city of Maragha in northwestern Iran, on the wall of the crypt of Gunbad-i Qābūd 

– a building, with which al-Tūsī’s mausoleum is linked by an architectural tradition that will be 

explored later in this chapter.475 If one drew a line – on analogy of a geographical isoline  

– connecting all the points where the same words appear on funerary monuments, this line would 

inscribe a vast geography and link Tokat with numerous places in Iran, with Afghanistan, China, 

Egypt, Syria, Palestine and the Arabian peninsula. Tracing the recurrent appearance of a 

Qur’ānic verse of course does not in itself substantiate the idea of a link between medieval Tokat 

and Ghazni. What would substantiate this idea, on the other hand, is looking at communicative 

processes around such funerary monuments and their inscriptions. Many inscriptions were never 

 
472 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans., The Qur’an (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 354. 
 
473 Nicholas M. Lowick, The Coins and Monumental Inscriptions, Siraf 15 (London: British Institute of Persian 
Studies, 1985), p. 91, no. 3; Imad al-Din Sheikh Al-Hikmayi, “Kufic Inscriptions of Dawan,” Āyandah 12–13 (1988): 
64; Īraj Afshār, Yādgārhā-yi Yazd, vol. 1, Silsilah-i Intishārāt-i Anjuman-i Ās̲ar-i Millī 68 (Tehran: Anjuman-i Ās̲ār-i 
Millī, 1348), p. 276, no. 174/9-174/10; S.M.V. Mousavi Jazayeri, S.M.H. Mousavi Jazayeri, and L.M. Christian, 
Stone Inscription Culture, Script, and Graphics: The Aesthetic Art and Global Heritage of Early Kufic Calligraphy 
(New York: Ulm, 2013), p. 89-91, no. S4; Max van Berchem, Matériaux pour un Corpus Inscriptionum Arabicarum. 
Deuxième partie, Syrie du sud. Tome premier, Jerusalem “Ville” (Le Caire: Mémoires publiés par les membres de la 
Mission archéologique française au Caire, 1923), 70, no. 27. 
 
474 Roberta Giunta, Les inscriptions funeraires de Ġaznī: (IVe-IXe / Xe-XVe siècles) (Napoli: Universita degli studi 
Napoli l’orientale, Dipartimento di studi asiatici, 2003), 306, no. 74 and 161-162, no. 28. 
 
475 André Godard, « Notes complémentaires sur les tombeaux de Maragha », Athar-e Iran 1 (1936): 125-60. 
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made to be read, but rather to be viewed, presuming that the onlookers perceived their messages 

without reading.476  The inscription on the Abu’l Qāsim bin ‘Alī al-Tūsī ’s mausoleum is 

executed in a Kufic script challenging for an untrained eye. One would not, however, have to 

grapple with it for long: recognizing the first two words of the inscription, a “target viewer” 

would undoubtedly complete the Qur’ānic lines with ease. It is precisely this that connected 

Tokat and Ghazni: that, thanks to their immersion in the holy text, and the holy text’s pervasive 

presence in their worlds, the inhabitants of both cities seeing “kullu man” would be able to 

continue from memory: “'alayhā fānin wa yabqā / wajhu rabbika dhū’l-jalāli wa-’l-ikrāmi.”  

Just across the street from the mausoleum of Abu’l Qāsim bin ‘Alī al-Tūsī stands Çukur 

Medrese also known as Yağıbasan Medrese – one of the first institutions of Islamic education in 

Anatolia, commissioned by a scion of the Danishmendid dynasty, Nizam al-Dīn Yağıbasan. A 

laconic three-line inscription above the entrance blesses the ruing sultan and the patron of the 

madrasa and ends with a date. The dating of the building is unclear, since architectural features 

place the building in the twelfth century and so does the identity of the named patron, while the 

name of the sultan mentioned in the inscription and the date given at its end suggest the year 

1247-48.477 The commonly accepted consensus now is that the inscription marks the date of 

restoration and not construction of the building. The problem of dating notwithstanding, the 

inscription must have been in place at the time of ʿIrāqī’s arrival in Tokat and it served as an 

important statement of commemoration. Above all, this short inscription commemorated the very 

fact of charity and of patronage: Tokat was now on the map of places where building a madrasa 

 
476 Antony Eastmond, “Introduction: Viewing Inscriptions,” in Viewing Inscriptions in the Late Antique and 
Medieval World, ed. Antony Eastmond (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1–9. 
 
477 Uzunçarşılı, Tokat, Niksar, Zile, Turhal, Pazar, Amasya Vilâyeti, Kaza ve Nahiye Merkezlerindeli Kitabeler, 4; 
Aptullah Kuran, “Tokat ve Niksar’da Yağı-Basan Medreseleri,” Vakıflar Dergisi 7 (1968): 39–43. 
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would be a legitimate way for the ruling elites to affirm piety and display political power.478  

Most of other inscriptions that came to furnish public spaces in Tokat in the course of the 

thirteenth and fourteenth century are similar to the few examples discussed above: they celebrate 

charitable acts and perpetuate memory of deceased elites using the same stylistic conventions.479  

A special niche in this new epigraphic “face” is also occupied by the inscriptions in 

Persian that testify to the important role that Persian played in the new idiom of power and piety. 

Had ʿIrāqī visited Tokat a little later, in the early fourteenth century, he would have come across 

lines certainly familiar to him, inscribed above the window on the east façade of Nūr al-Dīn 

Sentimur mausoleum dated 1314:  

parastīndan dādgar pīsha kun 

za rūz guẕar kardan andīsha kun  

bitarsī az khudā va mīyāȳzār kas 

rah-i rastagārī hamīn ast va bas 

[Exalt the great judge  

Think about the passing of days  

Fear God and do not vex anyone  

This is the only path of salvation] 480 

 

 
478 J. Pedersen et al., “Madrasa,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1986). 
 
479 In the late thirteenth and fourteenth century in smaller cities like Tokat patronage becomes increasingly local, 
which is seen as a consequence of the Ilkhanid rule over Anatolia. Patricia Blessing, “Small Cities in a Global 
Moment: Tokat, Amasya, Ankara (1280-1330),” in Rebuilding Anatolia after the Mongol Conquest: Islamic 
Architecture in the Lands of Rum, 1240-1330 (Farnham, Surrey, England; Burlington, VT, USA: Ashgate, 2014), 
165–203. 
 
480 The text of the inscription is published in Hakkı Önkal, Anadolu Selçuklu Türbeleri (Ankara: Atatürk Kültür 
Merkezi, 1996), 303; the translation is my own.  
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 This didactic text is a quotation from the Shāhnāmah, a celebrated Persian epic 

recounting the history of the mythical kings of ancient Iran composed by Ferdowsi in the late 

tenth or early eleventh century and commonly perceived among political elites of the medieval 

Persian-speaking world as a a book of wisdom and advice on kingship.481 Familiarity with 

Shāhnāmah certainly was not a phenomenon peculiar to political elites literate in Persian, and 

neither was it limited to Muslims : as one oft-cited line from a thirteenth-century Armenian poet 

indicates, Shāhnāmah was recited by members of Armenian urban fraternities, its rhythm 

imitated in Armenian poems.482  

 Though the example from Tokat dates to the fourteenth century, the use of Persian 

poetry, and the Shāhnāmah in particular, on monumental inscriptions in Anatolia certainly 

predates this example. Thus, verses  bemoaning the transience of earthly power and riches 

attributed to Sanaʿī, twelfth-century poet from Ghazni, Afghanistan, embellish the arch over the 

entrance of the mausoleum of the Seljuk Sultan ʿIzz al-Dīn Kayka’ūs who died in 1219.483 The 

exact same lines from the Shāhnāmah as on the inscription in Tokat appear on the mausoleum of 

Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Alī, also known by his title as the Ṣāhib, a prominent Seljuk statesman and a 

contemporary of Fakhr al-Dīn ʿIraqī and Muʿīn-al-Dīn Sulaymān Parvāna, in Konya, as well as 

on the portal of the early fourteenth-century Çöreği Büyük convent in Niksar.484 Some verses 

 
481 Nasrin Askari, The Medieval Reception of the Shāhnāma as a Mirror for Princes (Leiden: Brill, 2016). 
 
482 Manuk Abeghyan, “Shahnamayi dzevakan azdetsut‘youně,” in Hayotsʻ hin grakanutʻyan patmutʻyun, vol. 1, 552-
554. 
 
483 Max Van Berchem et Halil Edhem Eldem, Matériaux pour un corpus inscriptionum arabicarum. 3e partie, Asie 
Mineure, vol. 29 (Le Caire: Impr. de l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1910), 9. 
 
484 Önkal, Anadolu Selçuklu Türbeleri, 364-373; Sevgi Parlak, “Sâhib Ata Külliyesi,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, 
2008; Uzunçarşılı, Tokat, Niksar, Zile, Turhal, Pazar, Amasya Vilâyeti, Kaza ve Nahiye Merkezlerindeli Kitabeler, 
71. 
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from the Shāhnāmah, likewise, appear to have once adorned the city walls of Konya485 and 

Ani.486 Such relatively frequent appearance of monumental inscriptions in Persian seems to be 

peculiar to Anatolia, as a comparable concentration of Persian inscriptions on medieval 

monuments is not found anywhere else in the Islamic world.487  

 

3.5 The Changing Landscape of Inner Pontus: Monuments 

 

Certainly, not only the texts “speaking” from the walls of buildings but also the 

appearance of the buildings themselves would make a visitor like ʿIraqī feel that Inner Pontus 

was not entirely a foreign place. From already the twelfth century already and all through the 

thirteenth century numerous building projects began to transform the architectural landscape of 

the region. The newly erected buildings stood out from the surrounding architectural setting both 

in terms of their functional profiles and the corresponding architectural designs and techniques. 

Inner Pontus was now a land of mosques, madrasas, mausolea, hospitals, Sufi convents, and 

 
485 Suzan Yalman, “Building the Sultanate of Rum: Memory, Urbanism and Mysticism in the Architectural Patronage 
of ’Ala al-Din Kayqubad (r. 1220-1237)” (PhD Dissertation, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University, 2010), 57. 
 
486 N.I. Marr, Ani, knizhnaia istoriia goroda i raskopki na meste gorodishcha (Leningrad: Ogiz, Gosudarstvennoe 
sotsialʹnoekonomicheskoe izdatelʹstvo, 1934), 36. 
 
487 It must be noted, however, that verses from the Shāhnāmah were used extensively in the tile decoration of 
Ilkhanid-era palatial architecture, most notably the palace complex at Takht-e Sulaimān in western Iran L.T. 
Giuzal’ian, “Otryvok iz Shakhnamė Na glinianykh izdeliiakh XIII-XIV vv.,” Epigrafika Vostoka 4 (1951): 40–55; 
ʻAbd Allāh Qūchānī, Ashʻār-i Fārsī-i kāshīhā-yi Takht-i Sulaymān (Tihrān: Markaz-i Nashr-i Dānishgāhī, 1992); 
Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, Les frises du Shāh Nāme dans l’architecture iranienne sous les Ilkhān, Studia 
Iranica 18 (Paris: Association pour l’avancement des études iraniennes, 1996). Interestingly, re-used tiles with the 
Shāhname verses, first probably produced in Kāshān for one of Ilkhanid palaces, appear in the exterior decoration of 
fourteenth-century Armenian churches at Yeghvard and Spitakavor, though it is not clear whether they were 
integrated at the time of the churches’ original construction or at a later point. Patrick Donabédian and Yves Porter, 
“Éghvard (Arménie, début du XIVe Siècle), La chapelle de l’alliance,” Hortus Artium Medievalium: Journal of the 
International Research Center for Late Antiquity and Middle Ages 23, no. 2 (2017): 837–55; L.T. Giuzal’ian, 
“Iranskiie srednevekovyie izraztsy na kupol’nom barabane khrama bogoroditsy v Egvarde,” Patma-banasirakan 
handes, no. 2 (1984): 153–74;  A. Zhamkoch’yan and K’alant’aryan A., “Yeghvardi Astvatsatsin yekeghetsu 
hakhchasalerě,” Patma-banasirakan handes, no. 4 (1971): 277–81. 
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caravansaries. 488 In what follows, the discussion will focus on several monuments and their 

architectural features to explore the ways in which these monuments reflect the cultural 

transformation of Inner Pontus and its new links to distant geographies.  

 

3.5.1 Brick Architecture and the Azerbaijan/Nakhchivan Connection 

 

While surviving monuments serve as eloquent testimonies to the proliferation of new 

artistic tastes and implementation of techniques under the patronage of new elites, it is often 

difficult to trace geographical origins or determine trajectories of transmission of these novel 

forms. This is for the most part true in the case of the new architecture built in Inner Pontus from 

the twelfth into the fourteenth century under the patronage of Muslim elites. There are, however, 

several buildings that afford us the possibility of tracing a more tangible geographic connection:  

the mausoleum of Abu al-Qāsim ibn ʿAlī al-Ṭūsī in Tokat, the Kırk Kızlar mausoleum in Niksar, 

and Gök Medrese mausoleum in Amasya. 

 
488 The development of new architectural forms in the cities and the countryside of Inner Pontus is covered in a 
number of surveys and studies dedicated to individual monuments⁠, though with few recent exceptions (Wolper, 
Blessing, Durocher), as a whole these studies take a formalist approach and make little effort to treat the buildings 
under consideration as historical sources or to expand the analytical frame of reference beyond just the Anatolian 
context. Hasan Akar and Necati Güneş, Niksar’da Vakıflar ve Tarihi Eserler (Niksar: Niksar Belediyesi, 2002); 
Patricia Blessing, “Small Cities in a Global Moment: Tokat, Amasya, Ankara (1280-1330),” in Rebuilding Anatolia 
after the Mongol Conquest: Islamic Architecture in the Lands of Rum, 1240-1330, 165–203; Halit Çal, Niksar’da 
Türk Eserleri (Ankara: Kültür Bakanlığı, 1989); Cantay, “Niksar Kırkkızlar Kümbeti,” Sanat Tarihi Yıllığı, no. 9–10 
(January 15, 1981): 83–106; Ayşe Denknalbant Çobanoğlu, “Tokat ve Niksar’da Bazı Selçuklu Yapılarındaki Çini 
Süslemeler Üzerine Bir Değerlendirme,” Vakıflar Dergisi, no. 51 (June 30, 2019): 9–44; Maxime Durocher, “Zāwiya 
et Soufis dans le Pont Intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: contribution à l’étude des processus d’islamisation en 
Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles)”; Aptullah Kuran, “Tokat ve Niksar’da Yağı-Basan Medreseleri”; Tanju 
Hakkı Önkal, Anadolu Selçuklu Türbeleri; Sevgi Parlak, “Orta Karadeniz’in Savunmasında Stratejik Öneme Sahip 
Bir Kale: Niksar Kalesi,” Sanat Tarihi Yıllığı, no. 25 (March 21, 2016): 105–48; Nuri Seçgin, “Tokat, Mimari,” in 
TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, 2012; Baha Tanman, “Dânişmendliler, Mimari,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, 1993; Ethel 
Sara Wolper, Cities and Saints: Sufism and the Transformation of Urban Space in Medieval Anatolia. 
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 We have already read the funerary inscription on 

the mausoleum of Abu al-Qāsim ibn ʿAlī al-Ṭūsī. 

The mausoleum is a square chamber topped with a 

dome upon an octagonal base (fig. 26). On the 

exterior, the dome was covered with a pyramidal 

cupola that has not been preserved. The building 

has largely lost its original appearance due to a 

recent restoration except the decoration of the 

windows: the two large, pointed arches with 

rectangular panes above them containing glazed-

tile inscriptions in Kufic script. The exterior of the 

building in covered in brick, though it is not clear 

whether brick also serves as the main structural material.489 

 
489 Mustafa Kemal Şahin claims that both stone and brick were used as building materials, but it is not clear whether 
this claim is reliable. Mustafa Kemal Şahin, “Anadolu Selçuklu Döneminde Malatya ve Tokat Çevresinde Bulunan 
Bazı Yapılar Üzerine Düşünceler,” Selçuklu Medeniyeti Araştırmaları Dergisi, no. 3 (2018): 223-224. 
 

Figure 26. Abu al-Qāsim ibn ʿAlī al-Ṭūsī mausoleum, 
Tokat. Photo: author. 
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While nothing is known about the architect responsible for the construction, it is  

reasonable to suggest that this monument is 

linked to the building tradition of 

northwestern Iran. The closest parallel to Abu 

al-Qāsim’s mausoleum is the mausoleum 

known as Gunbad-i Surkh, or Red Tomb, in 

Maragha (fig. 27). Built in 542/1147-48 for a 

Seljuk Amir, it has the same floor plan and 

configuration of the dome as its counterpart in 

Tokat, albeit on a grander scale. The niches 

framing the widows of the Tokat mausoleum 

appear as if  they are miniature versions of the 

portal of Gunbad-i Surkh, windows taking the 

place of the door, and the inscriptions in the 

rectangular panes above the arch executed in a 

similar, Kufic script.490 An inscription on the western facade of Gunbad-i Surkh commemorates 

the name of the master builder: Abu Bakr Muḥammad bin Pendār al-Bannā’ bin al-Muḥassan al-

Marāghī.491 The architect thus came from a Maragha family of builders, as indicated by the 

 
490 Ghulām ʻAlī Ḥātim, Miʻmārī-i Islāmī-i Īrān dar dawrah-ʾi Saljūqiyān (Tihrān: Muʾassasah-i Intishārāt-i Jihād-i 
Dānishgāhī (Mājid), 2000), 193-98. 
 
491 Et. Combe, J. Sauvaget, and G. Wiet, eds., Répertoire chronologique d’épigraphie arabe, vol. 8 (Le Caire: Impr. 
de l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1977), no. 3136; An alternative reading of the last word might be “al-
miʿmār” (architect) as opposed to “al-Marāghī.” This would identify the grandfather of the builder likewise as an 
architect but remove the nisba (family name based on geographical identity). L.S. Bretanitskiĭ and A.V. Salamzade, 
“Professional’nye zvanii͡ a zodchikh i masterov arkhitekturnogo dekora po dannym stroitel’noj epigrafiki 
Azerbaĭdzhana,” Epigrafika Vostoka 13 (1960): 18. 
 

Figure 27. Gunbad-i Surkh, Maragha, Iran. Photo: archnet.org  
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explicit reference to his father’s profession – al-bannā’ meaning “the builder.” Many masters 

from Maragha must have worked across Anatolia, and the activities of one of them, Master 

(ustād) Ḥasan bin Pīrūz remain commemorated in an inscription on the Fortress Mosque (Kale 

Camii) of Divriği dated 576/1180-1181.492 The design of Gunbad-i Surkh, in turn, bears strong 

resemblance to another twelfth-century mausoleum – Gunbad-i Alaviyān in Hamadan, the 

hometown of Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī. One imagines that coming across Abu al-Qāsim’s mausoleum 

in Tokat and recalling Gunbad-i Alaviyān of his native Hamadan, ‘Irāqī would probably 

experience a comforting sense of 

familiarity, even if he had never set 

foot in Maragha.  

A trace of links to the 

architectural tradition of Azerbaijan 

and migrant masters is found in 

another building in the vicinity of 

Tokat: the anonymous tomb 

popularly known as Kırk Kızlar 

Türbesi or the Mausoleum of Forty Maidens in Niksar (fig. 28).493 It is an octagonal brick 

 
492 Max Van Berchem and Halil Edhem Eldem, Matériaux pour un Corpus inscriptionum Arabicarum. 3e partie, Asie 
Mineur, vol. 29 (Le Caire: Impr. de l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1910), 60, no. 33.  
This mosque is built completely of stone, and it presents a striking example of the transfer of designs and aesthetics 
across media. The portal of the mosque bears a strong resemblance to that of Gunbad-i Surkh: above the door a large 
tympanum filled in a design of hexagons is topped with a pointed arch. The arch is inscribed in a rectangular frame, 
and the space above the arch is divided between two spandrels with geometrical star designs and a large rectangular 
inscription pane. The patterns of stone carving on the engaged columns on the two sides of the door and the bands 
framing the entrance imitate brick, and a small amount of brick set is used in the arch and in the decorative panes 
above the arch. Here, brick appears as a prized decorative material that seems to evoke memory of this portal’s 
distant prototype. 
 
493 Tanju Cantay, “Niksar Kırkkızlar Kümbeti.” 

Figure 28. Kırk Kızlar Türbesi, Niksar. Photo: SALT Research Archives, 
https://archives.saltresearch.org/handle/123456789/91795. 

. 
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structure built on a stone foundation. The entrance and the two windows are topped with pointed 

arches, the space below which is filled with geometric designs laid in bricks with turquoise-color 

glaze, just as in Abu al-Qāsim ibn ʿAlī al-Ṭūsī’s mausoleum. The name of the master builder, or 

perhaps the person responsible for the decorative work in brick is preserved in a Kufic 

inscription above one of the windows: Aḥmad bin Abu [sic] Bakr al-Marandī.494 The nisba of the 

builder suggests his or his family’s origins in the region of Marand, a city in Iranian Azerbaijan, 

halfway between Maragha and Nakhchivan. Indeed, from its ground plan to specific renderings 

of brick and tile designs decorating its exterior, the building bears strong resemblance not only to 

the mausoleum of Sultan ʿIzz al-Dīn Kayka’ūs I (r. 1211-1219) in Sivas executed similarly by a 

Marandī master495 but also to a number of funerary structures of Azerbaijan: Gunbad-i Surkh and 

Gunbad-i Qābūd (593/1196-1197) in Maragha and well as the mausoleums of Yūsuf bin Kuthair  

(557/1161-1162) and Mu’mina Khātūn (582/1186-1187) in Nakhchivan.496 The monuments of 

 
494 Et. Combe, J. Sauvaget, and G. Wiet, eds., Répertoire chronologique d’épigraphie arabe, vol. 10 (Le Caire: Impr. 
de l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1989), no. 3852. 
 
495 The similarity of the names of the two masters – the latter is named as Aḥmad bin Bizl al-Marandī – and close 
parallels in their work with brick and tiles has prompted some scholars to suggest that indeed the two masters might 
have been one and the same person. Michael Meinecke, Fayencedekorationen seldschukischer Sakralbauten in 
Kleinasien, vol 2. (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 1976), 409, 437. 
 
496 The masters’ signatures on the latter two buildings suggest that they were work of a local family of builders that 
passed the knowledge generation to generation. N. Khanykoff, « Sur quelques inscriptions musulmanes du Caucase; 
extrait de deux lettres de M. Khanykoff », Mélanges asiatiques tirés du Bulletin de l’Académie impériale des sciences 
de St.-Pétersbourg 1 (1849): 243-51; A. A. Khachatrian, Korpus arabskikh nadpiseĭ Armenii, VIII-XVI vv. (Erevan: 
Izd-vo AN Armianskoĭ SSR, 1987), 121, no. 187. That there was a connection between Niksar and Nakhchivan is 
also suggested by the fact that the founder one of the medieval zāwiyas of Niksar was Shams al-Dīn Akhī Aḥmad ibn 
Tughanshah al-Naḥjiwān, someone whose family must have originated in Nakhchivan. On the history of this 
foundation see Maxime Durocher, “Zāwiya et Soufis dans le Pont Intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: Contribution 
à l’étude des processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles),” vol. 2, 183-188. On the twelfth-
century architectural school of northwestern Iran see Richard Piran McClary, “From Nakhchivan to Kemah: The 
Western Extent of Brick Persianate Funerary Architecture in the Sixth/Twelfth Century AD,” Iran: Journal of the 
British Institute of Persian Studies LIII (2015): 119–42. 
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Azerbaijan, in turn are thought to have origins in the eleventh-century octagonal brick mausolea 

of Kharaqqan, on the way between Hamadan and Qazvin.497  

The mausolea of Maragha and Nakhchivan, to which the buildings and Tokat and Niksar 

seem to have a link, hold a special place of interest among scholars of Islamic art. The elaborate 

geometric designs, the complex tessellations that furnish their facades, arguably unprecedented 

in their configurations and variety, seem to represent a particular historical context: to quote the 

words of Carol Bier who studied extensively geometry in Islamic art, they “represent clear 

intentionality to express mathematics visually  – not just any mathematics that is inherent in 

pattern-making, but the then current mathematics that was specifically imbedded in a distinct 

cultural context […] representing contemporary breakthroughs in mathematical thinking.”498 

Under the Ilkhanid patronage, Nasīr al-Dīn Tūsī  and his followers would transform Maragha 

into a celebrated center of scholarship on geometry and astronomy.499 It appears, however, that 

already earlier, in the twelfth century there was interest in patronage of mathematics among local 

elites. Thus the patron of above-mentioned Gunbad-i Surkh invited to his court a famous Jewish 

mathematician from Baghdad – Al-Samawʾal ibn Yaḥyā al-Maghribī.500 Interestingly, in the 

same year that Gunbad-e Qābūd was constructed, the ruler of Maragha, ʿAlāʾ-al-Dīn Körpe-

Arslān bin Aq-Sonqor commissioned the composition of the romantic epic Haft Peykar by 

 
497 David Stronach and T. Cuyler Jr. Young, “Three Seljuq Tomb Towers,” Iran: Journal of the British Institute of 
Persian Studies 4 (1966): 1–20. On the symbolism and social meaning of tomb towers in medieval Iran see Abbas 
Daneshvari, Medieval Tomb Towers of Iran: An Iconographical Study (Lexington, KY, U.S.A: Mazda Publishers, 
1986). 
 
498 Carol Bier, “Geometry Made Manifest: Reorienting the Historiography of Ornament on the Iranian Plateau and 
Beyond,” in The Historiography of Persian Architecture, ed. Mohammad Gharipour (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2016), 68. 
 

499 Lane, Early Mongol Rule in Thirteenth-Century Iran: A Persian Renaissance, 213-225. 
 
500 Ibid., 44 
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Niẓāmī Ganjavī (1141–1209), whose works are known for their frequent references to geometry 

and architecture.501 As translators and scholars of Niẓāmī point out, the poet’s foremost aesthetic 

aspiration was exploring the unity of the world “perceived through arithmetical, geometrical, and 

music relations.”502 The mausolea in Niksar and Tokat thus appear to echo pioneering 

developments in aesthetics and architectural designs taking place in twelfth- and thirteenth-

century northwestern Iran. For people like Niẓāmī Ganjavī or Nasīr al-Dīn Tūsī, of course, 

places such as Tokat and Niksar must have been a far provincial backwater, perhaps even absent 

completely from the mental maps of their world. But this was a backwater that now instead of 

looking to Constantinople or Caesarea looked to 

Maragha and Marand, and it was home to 

immigrant elites who had a vision of replicating 

monuments of Azerbaijan and Nakhchivan in their 

new homeland and had the means to carry out these 

expensive projects.  

One other building in the region of Inner 

Pontus also uses brick and appears as if it may have 

belonged to the same architectural tradition: the 

mausoleum which forms a part of the Gök Medrese 

complex in Amasya (fig. 29), commissioned by a 

Seljuk commander Sayf al-Dīn Ṭorumṭay in 

 
501 Ibid. 63-64. 
 
502 Peter J. Chelkowski, Mirror of the Invisible World: Tales from the Khamseh of Nizami (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1975), 113, cited in Bier, “Geometry Made Manifest: Reorienting the Historiography of Ornament 
on the Iranian Plateau and Beyond,” 65. 

Figure 29. Gök Medrese mausoleum, Amasya. Photo: 
archnet.org 
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677/1278-1279.503 The mausoleum is comprised of a square stone structure with an octagonal 

drum and a segmented conical dome on top of it. Built of brick and decorated with glazed tiles, 

the upper part of the mausoleum too is reminiscent of the tomb towers of Nakhchivan and 

Azerbaijan, but the fact that it stands above a stone chamber gives it a unique appearance. And 

although combinations of stone and brick are frequent in the architecture of medieval Anatolian 

mausolea, no other structure in Anatolia is known to have the same design. One does find 

parallels, however, looking back to northwestern Iran, and specifically to the Armenian 

architecture of the region. A number of Armenian churches of Nakhchivan dating to the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries share the same peculiar design – an octagonal or hexagonal brick dome 

placed on top of a stone structure: St. John the Baptist (Surb Hovhannes Mkrtich‘), St. Jacob 

(Surb  Hakob Hayrapet), St. 

Stephanos (Surb Step‘anos) also 

known as the Holy Trinity 

(Surb Yerordut‘yun) (fig. 30), 

as well as St. Cristopher (Surb 

K‘ristap‘or) of Agulis, as well 

as the Holy Sanctuary (Surb 

Khoran) of Dastak.504 All of 

 
503 The date of the mausoleum itself is not known though it is thought to have been built at the same time as the rest of 
the complex. For a discussion of the dating of the Ṭorumṭay complex and the mausoleum see Durocher, « Zāwiya et 
soufis dans le Pont intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: Contribution à l’étude des processus d’islamisation en 
Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles) », vol. 1, 180. 
 
 
504 Argam Ayvazyan, Nakhijevani ISSH haykakan hushardzannerě: hamahavakʻ tsʻutsʻak (Erevan: Hayastan, 1986), 
nos. 29, 34, 44, 93. The time of the foundation of St. Christopher is unknown but given its structural similarity it 
might belong to the same period as other churches listed. Also Argam Ayvazyan, Agulis: patmamshakutʻayin 
hushardzanner (Erevan: Hayastan, 1984). 
 

Figure 30. Holy Trinity Church in Agulis, Nakhchivan (now destroyed). Source: 
Ayvazyan, Nakhijevani ISSH haykakan hushardzannerě, 175.  
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these churches, along with all other Christian monuments of Nakhchivan, have been destroyed in 

recent years, when Nakhchivan came under control of the Republic of Azerbaijan, in what has 

been called a “cultural genocide.”505 From what one can gather studying surviving photographs 

of these buildings, it appears very clearly that the brick architecture of their domes must have 

been inspired by the twelfth-century brick mausolea of Nakhchivan and Maragha, which is not 

surprising given these tomb towers were dominating the architectural landscape of the region. 

Medieval Nakhchivan churches underwent extensive restorations in the seventeenth century, and 

further study is needed to clarify whether the octagonal brick domes indeed dated to the period of 

the churches’ original construction.506 While the suggestion about the possible link between the 

Gök Medrese mausoleum in Amasya and the Armenian churches of Nakhchivan remains only an 

intriguing speculation, the evidence of possible links between Armenian communities of Amasya 

and those of northwestern Iran discussed earlier in this chapter makes this suggestion not 

inconceivable.  

 

3.5.2 Stone Architecture and the Caucasus Connection  

 

Whereas the appearance of several buildings would have evoked a vague sense of 

familiarity in a traveler like ‘Irāqī visiting Inner Pontus in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth 

century, overall, the built environment of the region would probably make it very clear to him 

that he had arrived in a foreign land. Particular architectural references notwithstanding, 

 
505 Simon Maghakyan and Sarah Pickman, “A Regime Conceals Its Erasure of Indigenous Armenian Culture,” 
Hyperallergic, February 18, 2019, https://hyperallergic.com/482353/a-regime-conceals-its-erasure-of-indigenous-
armenian-culture/. 
 
506 Ayvazyan, Nakhijevani ISSH haykakan hushardzannerě: hamahavakʻ tsʻutsʻak, passim.  
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medieval Inner Pontus did not, in fact, look like Tabriz, or Maragha, or Hamadan. The 

architectural landscape  of Inner Pontus was dominated by designs in stone little utilized in 

medieval Iran, and indeed architectural historians have long since recognized the use of stone – 

and associated repercussions for design – as the most decisive factor that shaped the unique path 

of medieval Anatolian architecture as it diverged from the architectural tradition of the Great 

Seljuks and their predecessors.507 The architectonic properties of stone resulted in the fact that 

Anatolian monumental buildings by and large were constructed on a much smaller  scale than 

their brick counterparts across Iran. And the scale, in turn, put constraints on the possibilities of 

experimentation with space and decoration, according a disproportionate share of decorative 

program to the portals.508 The plasticity of stone, on other hand, opened up new aesthetic 

possibilities, which Anatolian masons skillfully exploited creating a wide variety of new designs. 

The majority of the surviving thirteenth and early-fourteenth-century monuments of Inner 

Pontus – like Burmalı Minare Mosque, Gök Medrese Mosque, Bimarhane hospital/school, as 

well as the mausolea of Halifet Gazi and Ṭorumṭay in Amasya, Gök Medrese, Nureddin 

Sentimur mausoleum, Sünbul Baba and Khalaf ibn Sulaymān zāwiyas in Tokat, Çöreği Büyük 

zāwiya in Niksar, and – share a number of definitive stylistic and technical characteristics. The 

 
507 Ömür Bakırer, “From Brick to Stone: Continuity and Change in Anatolian Seljuk Architecture,” in The Turks, vol. 
2, 6 vols. (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 2002), 729–36; Robert Hillenbrand, “Brick versus Stone: Seljuq Architecture in 
Iran and Anatolia,” in Turks in the Indian Subcontinent, Central and West Asia: The Turkish Presence in the Islamic 
World, ed. Ismail K. Poonawala (New Dehli, India: Oxford University Press, 2017), 105–43. 
 
508 Hillenbrand, “Brick versus Stone: Seljuq Architecture in Iran and Anatolia,” 120-22. 
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plain exteriors of these monuments coupled 

with finely decorated portals and window 

frames that feature unique configurations of 

muqarnas niches, engaged columns, 

medallions and bands of stone filigree, their 

floral and zoomorphic reliefs, their conical 

and umbrella domes, echo the appearances of 

countless other buildings that defined the 

medieval landscape of a vast geography from 

Central Anatolia to Azerbaijan (figs. 31 and 

32).  

The connection to the Caucasus rather 

than Iran appears to have played a crucial 

role in the development of stone building 

aesthetic that dominated the architecture of 

Inner Pontus until new forms were introduced by the Ottomans – coming from the west – in the 

fifteenth century. Indeed, 

historians usually point to the 

agency of Armenian and 

Georgian masters trained in 

centuries-long respective 

traditions of stone masonry as 

the most likely reason  behind 

Figure 31. Çöreğibüyük zāwiya, portal, Niksar. Photo: SALT 
Research Archives, 
https://archives.saltresearch.org/handle/123456789/85623 

Figure 32. Selim Caravanserai, portal, Armenia. Photo: author. 
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the proliferation of stone, as opposed to brick, as  the preferred building material throughout 

much of Anatolia from the twelfth century onwards.509 It might be misleading, however, to speak 

simply of Christian masters’ “contribution to” or “influence on” an architectural tradition 

separate from their own.  It is more revealing to consider the tradition of stone architecture that 

developed in Anatolia, the Caucasus and western Iran over the course of the twelfth, thirteenth 

and fourteenth centuries, built by Christian and Muslim masters, on orders of Christian and 

Muslim patrons to serve the needs of Christian and Muslim communities, as an internally 

heterogenous but interconnected phenomenon.  

Such holistic approach to architecture of medieval Anatolia and the Caucasus is not new. 

Russian/Soviet scholars like Nikolai Marr and Iosif Orbeli, themselves multilingual natives of 

the Caucasus with complex cultural identities, over a century ago founded a research school that 

took an interdisciplinary approach to the history of the Caucasus that saw it as part of a broader 

region from Iran to Asia Minor and emphasized connections across confessional and linguistic 

borders.510 Back in 1935, in his paper delivered at the International Congress on Iranian Art in 

Leningrad and titled “The Problem of Seljuk Art,” Orbeli stressed that the label “Seljuk” applied 

to art and architecture of medieval Anatolia and Iran was too often understood in narrow 

dynastic and ethnic terms and thus tended to obscure the extraordinary diversity of artistic 

 
509 Hillenbrand, “Brick versus Stone: Seljuq Architecture in Iran and Anatolia,” 110; Bakırer, “From Brick to Stone: 
Continuity and Change in Anatolian Seljuk Architecture,” 730. 
 
510 N.I. Marr, Ani, Ani, knizhnaia istoriia goroda i raskopki na meste gorodishcha (Leningrad: Ogiz, 
Gosudarstvennoe sotsialʹnoekonomicheskoe izdatelʹstvo, 1934); I.A. Orbeli, Izbrannye trudy (Erevan: Akademii︠ a︡ 
nauk Armi︠ a︡nskoĭ SSR, 1963). Where architectural history of Azerbaijan is concerned, a similar approach was 
pioneered by Leonid Bretanitskii and his colleagues at the Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan SSR. L. Bretanitskiĭ et 
al., “Nekotorye problemy vzaimosviazi arkhitektury narodov Zakavkaz’i͡ a,” Izvestii͡ a azerbaidzhanskogo filiala AN 
SSSR 7 (1942): 3–17; L. Bretanitskiĭ, Zodchestvo Azerbaĭdzhana XII-XV vv. i ego mesto v arkhitekture Perednego 
Vostoka (Moskva: Nauka, 1961). 
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traditions manifested in the monuments that it described.511 Orbeli’s approach stood in stark 

contrast to the tradition that was simultaneously developed in the Republic of Turkey, which 

tended to exclude from the architectural histories of Anatolia any monuments that could not be 

described as Turkish or Islamic.512 The scholarly tradition pioneered by the Soviet historians and 

archaeologists suffered a major blow with the collapse of the Soviet Union – an event which 

resulted in an almost total defunding of scholarship in the post-Soviet space at the time when 

ethnic conflict flared up and nationalistic visions of history gained a strong foothold in popular 

and academic discourses throughout the region.  

In the last ten years, however, following an impulse – and funding – coming mainly from 

European and US institutions, scholars of art and architecture began to cross historiographical 

and national borders again, stressing in their works the evident – if little studied or understood – 

interconnectedness of artistic traditions in the region and calling on their colleagues to “break 

taboos.”513 Indeed, striking similarities can be observed in the designs of Anatolian mausolea and 

 
511 I.A. Orbeli, “Problema seldzhukskogo iskusstva,” in Izbrannye trudy (Erevan: Izd-vo AN Armi͡ anskoĭ SSR, 1963), 
362–70. 
 
512 Oya Pancaroğlu, “Formalism and the Academic Foundation of Turkish Art in the Early Twentieth Century,” 
Muqarnas 24 (2007): 67–78. 
 
513 A general overview of this new trend is presented in Patrick Donabédian, “Armenia – Georgia – Islam : A Need to 
Break Taboos in the Study of Medieval Architecture.” Important recent studies contributing to this trend include 
Patricia Blessing, “Medieval Monuments from Empire to Nation-State: Beyond Armenian and Islamic Architecture 
in the South Caucasus (1180-1300),” ed. Ivan Foletti and Erik Thunø, Convivium: Exchanges and Interactions in the 
Arts of Medieval Europe, Byzantium, and the Mediterranean, Seminarium Kondakovianum, Supplementum, 2016, 
52–69; Patricia Blessing and Rachel Goshgarian, eds., Architecture and Landscape in Medieval Anatolia, 1100-1500; 
Patrick Donabédian, “Ani Multicultural Milieu and New Trends in Armenian Architecture during Queen Tamar’s 
Period,” in Ani at the Crossroads: Papers from the International Conference, ed. Zaza Skhirtladze (Tbilisi: Ivane 
Javakhishvili State University, 2019), 121–52; A. Ghazarian (Kazarian), “Armiano-musul’manskie architekturnye 
vzaimosviazi v svete srednevekovoi praktiki proektirovaniia,” Voprosy vseobshchei istorii architektury. 2 (2004): 46–
54; Armen Ghazarian and Robert Ousterhout, “A Muqarnas Drawing from Thirteenth-Century Armenia and the Use 
of Architectural Drawings during the Middle Ages”; Antony Eastmond, Tamta’s World: The Life and Encounters of a 
Medieval Noblewoman from the Middle East to; Antony Eastmond, “Ani – The Local and the Global,” in Ani at the 
Crossroads: Papers from the International Conference, 1–24; D. Kouymijan, “Chinese Motifs in Thirteenth-Century 
Armenian Art: The Mongol Connection,” in Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan, ed. Linda Komaroff (Leiden; 
Boston: Brill, 2006), 303–24; Christina Maranci, The Art of Armenia. An Introduction. 
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Armenian churches, in the decoration of portals, muqarnas-fitted domes and niches, zoomorphic 

and floral relief carving, and many other decorative motifs and techniques uniformly found in 

monuments across confessional divides.514 Names of Armenian architects have been recorded in 

several inscriptions on medreses and caravanserais,515 while in one known case the same name 

appears on a fourteenth-century Armenian funerary chapel (Yeghvard, Armenia) and a 

mausoleum built for a Muslims patron (Khachin-Dorbatly/Xaçındərbətli, Nagorno-Karabakh), 

suggesting that the two monuments might have been the work of the same master.516 Selim 

Caravanserai, standing on a mountain overpass in present-day Armenia, bears two “competing” 

inscriptions – one in Armenian celebrating Armenian patrons of the building and one in Arabic 

exalting a Muslim patron.517  

All monuments belonging to Armenian communities of Inner Pontus have been destroyed 

so thoroughly that almost no traces of them remain. As Chapter Two has discussed, what we 

know of medieval Armenian architecture in the region comes from sparse references in written 

sources. One must contend, therefore, with the fact that a crucial part of evidence that could help 

us better understand the development of the new architectural face of Inner Pontus in the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries is missing and can never be retrieved. Searching for possible 

clues, one could look across the Black Sea, to Crimea, where medieval Armenian heritage is 

much better preserved. As surviving architectural evidence suggests, Armenian communities of 

 
514 In “Armenia – Georgia – Islam: A Need to Break Taboos in the Study of Medieval Architecture,” 83-103, 
Donabédian attempts at a systematization of decorative and technical features shared by medieval Armenian and 
Islamic architecture in Anatolia and the Caucasus.   
 
515 Ibid., 80-82.  
 
516 Patrick Donabédian and Yves Porter, “Éghvard (Arménie, début du XIVe Siècle), La chapelle de l’alliance.”  
 
517 The text of the Armenian inscription is published in Sedrak Barkhudaryan, ed., Divan hay vimagrutʻyan, vol. 3 
(Erevan: Haykakan SSṚ GA Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1967), 177; the text of the Arabic inscription is published in M.S. 
Neĭmatova, Korpus ėpigraficheskikh pami︠ a︡ tnikov Azerbaĭdzhana, vol. 3 (Baku: Yeni Nəşrlər Evi, 2001), 58.   
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Crimea came to flourish in the fourteenth century, exactly at the time when Islamic institutions 

and monuments were quickly proliferating there.518 The extant Islamic monuments of this period, 

such as Özbek Khan Mosque (1314-1315) in Qrım (Staryi Krym), the miḥrābs of the mosque in 

Sudak (13th-14th century), the mosque/dār al-huffāẓ in Sheikhköy (1358), and Janibek Khan 

Mosque in Qırq-yer (1345-1346), reveal strong parallels with contemporary architecture of 

Tokat, Amasya and Sivas.519 Not only are there formal similarities between monuments on the 

two sides of the Black Sea evident in renderings of the muqarnas niches and columns, but there 

is also evidence suggesting that Özbek Khan Mosque in Qrım was built by a patron from Tokat 

who might have brought artisans with him.520 It is often pointed out that the portal of the Özbek 

Khan Mosque is conspicuously similar to the portal of the main church of the nearby Armenian 

Holy Cross (Surb Khach‘) Monastery built in 1358 (fig. 33).521 Some decorative elements of the 

latter also find close parallels in the surviving mihrab dated the same year of the structure 

identified as either a mosque or a dār al-huffāẓ in Sheikhköy (mod. Davydovo).522 The slim 

columns flanking the entrance and the vegetal decoration of the double-staged capitals placed on 

top of them strongly evoke the decoration of the portal of Gök Medrese in Tokat (fig. 34).523 

 
518 Patrick Donabédian, « Un des premiers exemples d’hybridation: l’architecture arménienne de Crimée (XIVe-XVe 
siècle) », in Art of the Armenian Diaspora. Proceedings of the Conference, Zamosc, April 28-30, 2010, Apr 2010, 
(Warsaw: The Polish Society of Oriental Art Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University, 2011). 
 
519 Nicole Kançal-Ferrari, “Contextualising the Decorum of Golden Horde-Period Mosques in Crimea: Artistic 
Interactions as Reflected in Patronage and Material Culture,” Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée 
143 (2018): 191–214. 
 
520 Ibid., 209. 
 
521 A. Kazarian, “Armianskaia arkhitektura Kryma v XIII-XV vekakh. K voprosu o granitsakh mezhdu 
natsional’nymi/konfessional’nymi traditsiiami na poluostrove,” Aktual’nye problemy teorii i istorii iskusstva 9 
(2019): 331. 
 
522 V.P. Kirilko and S.G. Bocharov, “Maloizvestnaia srednevekovaia mechet’ v Tsentral’nom Krymu (Sheikh-Koĭ),” 
Vestnik KazGUKI 4, no. 2 (2015): 112. 
 
523 The most detailed description of the portal is found in A.L. Iakobson, “Armianskaia srednevekovaia arkhitektura v 
Krymu,” Vizantiiskii vremennik 8 (1956): 178-180. 
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While the case of the Holy Cross Monastery is best known, there are several other medieval 

Armenian buildings in Crimea that share structural and decorative elements – such as muqarnas 

niches –  with contemporary Islamic monuments.524 And it is quite likely that south of the Black 

Sea, in cities like Tokat and Amasya where Armenians and Muslims lived side by side, one 

 
 
524 V.P. Kirilko, “Stalaktitovye formy v arkhitekture srednevekovogo Kryma,” Aktual’nye problemy teorii i istorii 
iskusstva 9 (2009): 740–41. 

Figure 33. Surb Khach‘, west portal, Staryi Krym. Source: A.L. Iakobson, 
“Armianskaia srednevekovaia arkhitektura v Krymu,” pl. 6. 

Figure 34. Gök Medrese, portal, Tokat. Photo: author. 
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would observe  similar manifestations of a shared architectural language. One would make the 

argument then that the development of a new architectural landscape in Inner Pontus is best 

described not in terms of “Islamization” or “Persianization” but rather adoption of an 

architectural language, which was developed mainly in the Caucasus and Eastern Anatolia 

through a conversation between Muslim and Christian patrons and masters. The argument must 

be left, however, in hypothetical phrasing – its awkward inconclusiveness testifying to the 

irreparable damage that the destruction of the Armenian heritage has done to our ability to study 

and understand Anatolia’s medieval history.  

 

3.6 A Synthesis of Landscapes? 

  

An important question remains to be addressed: how, and whether at all, did the new 

architectural landscape developed in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries engage the 

preexisting landscape(s) of Inner Pontus? The interaction between the newly emerging 

architectural landscape and the remains of Hellenistic, Roman and Late Antique structures is 

most evident in the integration of spolia – columns, capitals, and other architectural fragments, as 

well as sarcophagi slabs or remains of other funerary objects – in the walls and spaces 

surrounding the new buildings.525 Several important Hellenistic, Roman and Late Antique cities 

were located in Inner Pontus: Zela, Sebastopolis, Komana Pontika Neokaisareia, and Amaseia, to 

name just the best-known sites. There is little doubt that remains of ancient masonry were a 

 
525 The use of spolia has long been recognized as an important phenomenon by scholars of Anatolia’s different pasts. 
For the history and recent trends in studies of spolia in Anatolia see Ivana Jevtić and Suzan Yalman, eds., Spolia 
Reincarnated: Afterlives of Objects, Materials and Spaces in Anatolia from Antiquity to the Ottoman Era. A short 
general overview of the use of spolia in medieval Anatolian architecture is presented in Gönül Öney, “Anadolu 
Selçuklu Mimarisinde Antik Devir Malzemesi,” Anadolu 12 (1968): 17–26. 
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common feature of the local landscape in the medieval period if, despite centuries of looting and 

re-use, this ancient architectural landscape remained quite visible even in the twentieth century 

when the first surveys of ancient remains were carried out.526 In the villages surrounding the sites 

of ancient cities fragments of architectural elements and tombstones are found in almost every 

house and yard, embedded in walls or placed for decorative purposes in the streets and in 

gardens.527 Yet only relatively few cases of spolia use in medieval monuments of Inner Pontus 

are known. In Tokat, one finds the most substantial display of spolia in the portico of the inner 

courtyard of a late thirteenth-century building known as Gök Medrese. The columns are 

furnished with twelve pieces of spolia: five column bases and seven capitals, which date to the 

fifth or sixth century and find parallels in a variety of late antique churches, such as the Hagia 

Sophia, St. Sergius and Bacchus, and the Studios basilica in Constantinople, or the 

Akheiropoietos in Thessaloniki.528 A small number of spoliated columns and capitals are also 

used in the interior decoration of Tokat’s Garipler Camii – one of Tokat’s earliest mosques dated 

 
526 Passim in Anderson, Studia pontica I; Cumont and Cumont, Studia pontica II. Voyage d’exploration 
Archéologique Dans Le Pont et La Petite Arménie; Anderson, Cumont, and Grégoire, Studia pontica III. Recueil des 
inscriptions grecques et latines du Pont et de l’Arménie; Anthony Bryer and David Winfield, The Byzantine 
Monuments and Topography of the Pontos (Washington, D.C: Dumbarton Oakes Research Library and Collection, 
1985);); G. de Jerphanion, Mélanges d’archéologie anatolienne: monuments préhelléniques, gréco-romains, 
byzantins et musulmans de Pont, de Cappadoce et de Galatie (Beyrouth: Imprimerie catholique, 1928).  
 
527 Murat Tekin and Şengül Dilek Ful, “Sebastopolis Antik Kenti’ne Ait Yapı Elemanlarının Sulusaray İlçesi’nde ve 
Çevresinde Devşirme Malzeme Olarak Kullanılması Üzerine Bir İnceleme,” in Gaziosmanpaşa Üniversitesi Tokat 
Tarihi ve Kültürü Sempozyumu: 25 - 26 Eylül 2014, Bildiriler (Tokat: Tokat Valiliği Özel İdaresi, 2015), 127–32. 
 
528 The building is variously identified as a madrasa, a hospital or a hospital-madrasa, a medical school in other 
words. Some scholars point to Muʿīn-al-Dīn Sulaymān Parvāna as the likely patron of the project and even identify 
the smaller building adjacent to Gök Medrese as the ruin of the khangāh that Parvāna built for ʿIraqī, though there is 
no strong archaeological or epigraphic evidence that could unequivocally prove the validity of any of such claims. G. 
Cantay, “La medrese de médecine et son hôpital à Tokat,” Turcica: revue d’etudes turques 14 (1982): 43–54; 
Wolper, Cities and Saints, 50, 60-61. For a critique of existing building identifications, see Durocher, “Zāwiya et 
Soufis Dans Le Pont Intérieur, Des Mongols Aux Ottomans: Contribution à l’étude Des Processus d’islamisation En 
Anatolie Médiévale (XIIIe-XVe Siècles),” 72-73. In the absence of a foundation inscription the tentative dating is 
based on the analysis of its tile decorations. Meinecke, Fayencedekorationen seldschukischer Sakralbauten in 
Kleinasien, 461-467. The used pieces of spolia are listed and described in İlknur Gültekin Özmen and Oğulcan Avcı, 
“Tokat Gök Medrese ve Devşirme Sütün Başlıkları,” Uluslararası Sosyal Araştırmalar Dergisi 8, no. 40 (2015): 
403–12.  
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possibly to the late eleventh century.529 In Niksar, some spolia blocks were inserted in the 

rubble-stone walls Ulu Camii, dated to the twelfth or the thirteenth century.530 In Amasya, 12 

spolia pieces, including architrave and column fragments, slabs with carved Maltese and Latin 

crosses, and a Roman sarcophagus are incorporated in the walls and the space around the 

thirteenth-century mausoleum of the city’s legendary Muslim conqueror, Halīfet Ġāzī.531 

Another mausoleum known as Ṭorumṭay Türbesi and dated 1278 has a Roman tombstone placed 

in one of its walls, while some early Byzantine masonry is used in a thirteenth-century bridge 

and a fourteenth-century fountain.532 In the countryside, spolia use has been documented at 

several fourteenth-century zāwiyas or Sufi lodges, such as the zāwiya of Elvan Çelebi near 

Amasya, the zāwiya of Şeyhnusrettin outside of Tokat and a few others.533 In none of these 

cases, however, can one detect anything approaching a “program” – anything comparable, for 

 
 
529 Selçuk Mülâyim, “Garipler Camii,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, 1996. Some spolia pieces are also used in the 
interior decoration of Tokat Ulu Camii, which is said to have been constructed in the twelfth century but was 
completely rebuilt in the late seventeenth century, therefore it is impossible to determine whether the spolia pieces 
were part of the original decorative program. İsmail Orman, “Tokat Ulucamii,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, 2012. 
 
530 Tanju Cantay, “Niksar Ulu Camii,” 363–74. For a revision of the dating of the monument see Ayşe Denknalbant, 
“Niksar Ulu Camii Üzerine Bir Değerlendirme,” Vakıflar Dergisi 40 (2013): 9–32. A slab with a finely carved figure 
of a stork is incorporated into a bridge known as Leylek Köprüsü or the Stork Bridge. The bridge is thought to date to 
the Late Roman or Early Byzantine period, while the spolia piece must have been added during one of the subsequent 
repairs with no evidence of this having been done during the medieval period. Ermiş, “Neokaisareia/Niksar’da Roma 
ve Bizans Dönemine Ait Arkeolojik Veriler,” 56. 
 
531 İlknur Gültekin Özmen, “Amasya Merkezdeki Türk İslam Dönemi Yapılarında Devşirme Malzeme Kullanımı,” 
International Journal of Interdisciplinary and Intercultural Art, no. 3 (2017): 64-70. The remains of a brick arch, to 
which one of the building’s walls is adjacent suggests that the mausoleum indeed might have been built on top of or 
next to a Byzantine structure though the place has never been excavated. The sarcophagus is now placed inside of the 
mausoleum, but it is not clear when it was placed there and whether it was associated with this site already in the 
medieval period. Hakkı Önkal, Anadolu Selçuklu Türbeleri, 59-64; Anderson, Cumont, and Grégoire, Recueil Des 
Inscriptions Grecques et Latines Du Pont et de l’Arménie (Bruxelles: H. Lamertin, 1910), 147.   
 
532 Özmen, “Amasya Merkezdeki Türk İslam Dönemi Yapılarında Devşirme Malzeme Kullanımı,” 70-71, 74-77. For 
the reading and discussion of the inscription on the tomb stone see J.G.C. Anderson, Franz Cumont, and Henri 
Grégoire, Studia pontica III. Recueil des inscriptions grecques et latines du Pont et de l’Arménie, 134-136. 
 
533 Durocher, “Zāwiya et soufis dans le Pont intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: contribution à l’étude des 
processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles),” vol. 1, 525-545. 
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example, to the display of spolia in the walls and gates of Konya, Alanya Ankara and other 

Seljuk cities.534 And given the apparent availability of remains of ancient masonry in the 

surrounding landscape and its wide use in what we might call demotic architectural forms such 

as village houses, garden walls, etc., it is quite remarkable that the vast majority of new 

monuments in fact appear to not have made use of spolia.  

Should this be interpreted as a lack of purposeful engagement or perhaps as a purposeful 

non-engagement? That the Muslim conquerors of Anatolia probably viewed remains of ancient 

architectural elements with a mixture of awe and distrust, as talismans with magical powers, is 

suggested by an anecdote recorded by the Seljuk court historian Ibn Bibi, as well as by later 

Ottoman sources, such as legends surrounding the building of Hagia Sophia or a history of the 

ancient city of Antioch.535 One could reasonably suggest then that Muslim patrons might have 

seen spolia as something unbefitting the décor of buildings that were meant to celebrate their 

piety; yet, pieces of spolia are encountered in mosques not less commonly than in secular 

architecture.536 An early fourteenth-century mosque at Birgi in Western Anatolia even included a 

spoliated sculpture of lion in its decoration  – something that should be at odds with aniconic 

principles of mosque architecture.537 It appears therefore that the desultory way in which spolia 

have been used in monuments built under the patronage of new Muslim elites of Inner Pontus 

 
534 Suzan Yalman, “Repairing the Antique: Legibility and Reading Seljuk Spolia in Konya,” in Spolia Reincarnated: 
Afterlives of Objects, Materials and Spaces in Anatolia from Antiquity to the Ottoman Era, 211–33. 
 
535 Scott Redford, “The Seljuqs of Rum and the Antique,” Muqarnas 10 (1993): 149; Stefanos Yerasimos, La 
fondation de Constantinople et de Sainte-Sophie dans les traditions turques : légendes d’empire (Istanbul: Institut 
français d’études anatoliennes, 1990), passim; Fatih Köksal, “Edirneli Nazmī’ye Ait Olması Kuvvetle Muhtemel Bir 
Eser: Tevārīḫ-i Anṭākiye,” Journal of Turkish Studies=Türklük Bilgisi Araştırmaları 28, no. 1 (2004): 66-67. 
 
536 Gönül Öney, “Anadolu Selçuklu Mimarisinde Antik Devir Malzemesi,” 17–26. 
 
537 Selda Kalfazade, “Birgi Ulucamii,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, 2012. 
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probably reflects not an intentional shunning of ancient architectural remains but rather the fact 

that engaging with these remains and the cultural memory they carried was not a priority for 

either the patrons who commissioned or the architects who carried out the new construction 

projects. 

Overly eager interpretation of the presence of spolia on the part of travelers and early 

surveyors of the region, on the other hand, has resulted in the emergence of a misleading 

historiographical tradition that has only recently been put into question. When J.G.C. Anderson 

visited the village of Elvan Çelebi in the vicinity of Amasya in the last decade of the nineteenth 

century as part of his exploration of the Hellenistic and Roman geography the Pontic region, he 

noticed that many blocks of fine masonry, some with inscriptions, were scattered across the 

buildings of the village.538 The fact that Elvan Çelebi  was located generally within the radius of 

ancient Euchaïta, the center of the cult of St. Theodore, that it was the site of an eponymous 

medieval Sufi lodge or zāwiya, and that pieces of spolia were found there led Anderson to 

conclude the zāwiya must have represented a form of a continuation of a Byzantine cult: “the 

worship of St. Theodore, who became one of the great warrior saints of the Greek Church was 

taken over by the Turks, clothed in a Mohammedan form, and kept up by an establishment of 

Dervishes at Elwan Tchelebi.”539 The case was then taken up by Frederick William Hasluck in 

his most influential Christianity and Islam under the sultans, where he listed Elvan Çelebi along 

with Kırklar Tekke in Zile outside of Tokat, also visited by Anderson, as examples of  Byzantine 

rural sanctuaries that were converted to Islamic shrines, especially by Sufi dervishes who built 

zāwiyas in their place – such conversions playing a crucial role in the “soft” Islamization of 

 
538 J.G.C. Anderson, Studia pontica I, 11. 
 
539 Ibid., 10.  
 



 

 201 

Anatolian and Balkan Christians.540 Hasluck’s theory gained further ground when Speros 

Vryonis took it up in his chapter dedicated to “Byzantine residue” in medieval and Ottoman 

Anatolia. Vryonis drew a sharp line between “formal” Islam and “volksreligion” in Anatolia and  

argued that “Christian practices, beliefs, and forms [were] at the basis of a rather substantial 

portion of popular Turkish Islam” and that “this borrowing was physically manifested and 

symbolized by the large scale appropriation of the church and monastic buildings themselves.”541 

More recently, looking specifically at Inner Pontus, E.S. Wolper has echoed the same ideas 

claiming that “the reuse of former building materials was an important component of a Seljuk 

style or architecture that took into account the mixed audiences of Central Anatolia.”542 

Historians would then continue citing Hasluck, Vryonis and Wolper and employing terms like 

“syncretism,” often without questioning the material premises of the initial theory of site 

conversion.543   

Recently, however, having thoroughly examined the architecture of Elvan Çelebi 

complex, Benjamin Anderson concluded that despite the conspicuous presence of spolia 

throughout the building, there was in fact no evidence of the presence of an earlier Christian 

 
540 Frederick W. Hasluck and Margaret M. Hasluck, Title Christianity and Islam under the Sultans, vol. 1, 47-50. 
 
541 Vryonis, The Decline of Medieval Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh 
through the Fifteenth Century, 484. 
 
542 Ethel Sara Wolper, Cities and Saints: Sufism and the Transformation of Urban Space in Medieval Anatolia, 94-95. 
Wolper’s identifications of “converted” buildings, however, for the most part rests not on archaeological material but 
on Hüsameddin’s and Hasluck’s claims, which cannot be taken as strong evidence.   
 
543 See, for instance, Suna Çağaptay, The First Capital of the Ottoman Empire: The Religious, Architectural, and 
Social History of Bursa, 23. For a critique of Hasluck’s approach in the case of history of Islam in the Balkans see 
Tijana Krstić, “The Ambiguous Politics of ‘Ambiguous Sanctuaries’: F. Hasluck and Historiography on Syncretism 
and Conversion to Islam in 15th – and 16th-Century Ottoman Rumeli,” in Archaeology, Anthropology and Heritage 
in the Balkans and Anatolia: The Life and Times of F. W. Hasluck, ed. David Shankland, vol. 3 (Istanbul: Isis, 2013), 
245–62. 
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shrine at the site.544 Maxime Durocher carried out similar examinations of Şeyhnusrettin zāwiya/ 

Kırklar Tekke and the zāwiya of Sayyīdī ‘Umar, which had been also interpreted by early 

surveyors like J.G.C. Anderson and Cumont as converted Christian shrines, and reached the 

same conclusion: in the absence of other archaeological evidence, the presence of spolia alone 

was not enough to suggest that these buildings represented converted Christian spaces.545 

Furthermore, having surveyed the sites of all known thirteenth- and fourteenth-century zāwiyas 

of Inner Pontus, Durocher found no evidence of the presence of any repurposed Christian 

buildings.546 One could also note that two very important local cult sites – the shrine of St. John 

Chrysostom at Komana and the church of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus in Niksar – were not 

converted to Muslim shrines and did not have zāwiyas built next to them.547  As cult sites with 

substantial architectural remains in situ, they would have been perfect candidates for conversion. 

Yet, again, there is no evidence – documentary, archaeological or ethnographic – that could 

testify to any Muslim adaptation of the cult of St. John Chrysostom or St. Gregory 

Thaumaturgus. In short, all of above examples demonstrate that in the case of Inner Pontus, the 

Hasluck-Vryonis theory of converted shrines as the loci of syncretic volksreligion remains rather 

unsubstantiated. This does not necessarily imply that the theory could not obtain elsewhere but it 

does suggest that before definitive judgements can be made, every site taken to be an example of 

architectural and religious syncretism should be subjected to a meticulous archaeological study.  

If the new architectural landscape that developed throughout Inner Pontus under Muslim 

 
544 Benjamin Anderson, “The Complex of Elvan Çelebi: Problems in Fourteenth-Century Architecture,” Muqarnas 31 
(2014): 73–97. 
 
545 Durocher, “Zāwiya et soufis dans le Pont intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: contribution à l’étude des 
processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles),” 527-538. 
 
546 Ibid., 528-545. 
 
547 For discussions of these shrines see Chapter One, 37-40 and 40-43 respectively.  
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patronage shows little in terms of adoption, adaptation, or continuation of the Byzantine 

landscape of holy sites, it likewise demonstrates remarkably few features that could be 

interpreted as a recognition, imitation or adaptation of the Byzantine building tradition or even a 

functional reuse of Byzantine buildings. Apart from the fortifications routinely reused by cities 

new conquerors,548 the only known case of a Byzantine building converted and reused is the 

Fethiye Camii in Amasya, a church converted into a mosque, according to local tradition, by the 

Danishmendids in the twelfth century.549  That the building could indeed have been a church is 

confirmed by the building’s orientation and basilica shape though it has never been subjected to 

a thorough architectural or archaeological study, and there is no evidence that could prove that 

the building was indeed converted in the twelfth century by the Danishmendids and not later by 

the Ottomans. The name Fethiye Camii or “ the mosque of the conquest” widely employed by 

the Ottomans with reference to churches converted to mosques at the time of or shortly after their 

conquests is not encountered in Anatolia in pre-Ottoman contexts. 

  Another possible case is the building that stood next to Halīfet Ġāzī mausoleum in 

Amasya. The fragment of a brick arch that remains from the building points to its Byzantine 

provenance but again, the site has never been excavated. S.E. Wolper’s identification of this 

building as a church “built by a Byzantine emperor” and converted to a madrasa in the thirteenth 

century rests solely on a statement found in the work of the nineteenth-century local savant 

Hüseyin Hüsameddin, while his source were stories told by local Christians.550 Wolper also 

claims that two other buildings in Amasya were converted churches: the mosque/madrasa and 

 
548 Naza Dönmez, “Amasya Harşena Kalesi ve Kızlar Sarayı Kazıları.” 
 
549 Hüsameddin, Amasya Tarihi, vol. 1, 125-126. 
 
550 Hüsameddin, Amasya Tarihi, 35; Wolper, Cities and Saints, 95-96. 
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the zāwiya/mausoleum (?) of the Ṭorumṭay complex.551 Apart from “archaeological evidence,” 

which she does not substantiate with any citations, Wolper’s main source again is Hüsameddin 

who in turn again supports his proposition with the presence of spolia and reports of local 

Christians.552 Such reports, however, should be taken with extreme caution, since they may 

reflect beliefs and traditions invented in the nineteenth century and not necessarily passed down 

from the medieval period.553 Thus, for instance, Amasya’s Orthodox residents claimed that the 

mid-thirteenth-century mosque called Burmalı Minare (“Spiral Minaret”) had been a converted 

church based on the fact that its crypt contained relics of a bride and a groom whose wedding 

was interrupted when Amasya was conquered by Muslims.554 The “relics” that Amasya’s 

Christians venerated were in fact the mummified bodies of the family of Izz al-Dīn, the Parvāna, 

who served as the governor of Amasya in the late thirteenth century and was, most probably, the 

son of ‘Irāqī’s patron Muʿīn al-Dīn Sulaymān Parvāna, while the mummies were transferred to 

Burmalı Minare Mosque only in 1855.555 How local Christians regarded medieval Islamic 

monuments and why they came to claim some of these buildings as “their own” should be a 

subject of another study but it is important to underline that such claims alone cannot be taken as 

 
551 Ibid., 57. 
 
552 Hüsameddin, Amasya Tarihi, 35. 
 
553 Durocher suggests that the idea of ambiguous and shared sanctuaries should not be dismissed altogether but rather 
re-examined in the context of nineteenth and twentieth-century: “Il semble donc nécessaire à l’avenir d’étudier le 
développement de ces sanctuaires durant les siècles suivants leur fondation et de tenter d’historiciser plus précisément 
leur caractère « ambigu », essentiellement connu par des témoignages du XIXe siècle ou du début du XXe siècle. Une 
telle démarche rendrait également justice aux travaux de Hasluck qui, bien qu’il souligne la conversion d’un 
sanctuaire préexistant comme acte fondateur, insiste sur le caractère graduel de la formation des lieux saints 
partagés.” Durocher, “Zāwiya et soufis dans le Pont intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: Contribution à l’étude des 
processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles),” 543. 
 
554 Despoina Kebabtzioglu, interview by Eleni Karatza, October 6, 1956, KMS 749 Amaseia, Oral Tradition Archive, 
Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
555 Zehra Efe, “Türkiye Müze ve Türbelerindeki Mumyaların Tarihi ve Bugünkü Durumları,” Süleyman Demirel 
Üniversitesi Fen-Edebiyat Fakültesi Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 34 (2015): 279–92. 
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sound proof of the buildings’ Christian provenance. Until, and unless, new evidence becomes 

available, one can conclude that the cases of conversion and/or integration of Byzantine 

monuments into the new architectural projects commissioned by Muslims elites appear to be 

rather exceptional, and there is little evidence of Byzantine building styles and techniques being 

adopted in this new architecture.  

The apparent lack of engagement with Byzantine architecture that one observes in Inner 

Pontus seems quite conspicuous and perhaps intentional when juxtaposed with the early 

Ottomans’ enthusiasm for preserving and appropriating Byzantine monuments in western 

Anatolia, as seen, for example in Bursa – the first Ottoman capital.556 Suna Çağaptay, who has 

studied the Byzantine-Ottoman transition of Bursa from the perspective of architectural and 

social history concludes that “the Byzantine architecture was central to the identity of the 

Ottomans—rather than focusing on affirming their development as a group, they took power in 

Bursa with reference to the “authority of the past.”557 Could one suggest, paraphrasing this 

conclusion, that in Inner Pontus the Byzantine past had no authority in the minds of new patrons? 

It is not a given that architectural remains of the past – not matter now splendid – should be 

regarded as a symbolic authority by newcomers and treated with reverence. The Byzantine 

church at Komana, as the excavation has demonstrated, was not converted into a mosque but, 

most probably, into an artisanal workshop or another utilitarian facility.558 And there is no 

shortage of examples throughout Anatolia, albeit from the modern period, of former church 

 
556 Çağaptay, “The City in Transition: Continuity, Conversion, and Reuse,” in The First Capital of the Ottoman 
Empire, 23-46. 
 
557 Ibid., 24. 
 
558 Chapter One, 63. 
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buildings continuing their lives as barns, depos, residential houses or even parking spaces.559 One 

must also remember that apart from a handful splendid remnants of the Late Antique 

architecture, such as the church of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus or the church of Dormition at 

Geksi, the majority of the Middle Byzantine churches of Inner Pontus must have been rather 

simple structures built of rubble stone. Could it be that these humble provincial buildings, which 

were constructed to fulfill their function through ritual and not through awe-inspiring 

architecture, simply failed to engage the imagination of the new patrons whose point of reference 

were extravagant monuments like brick mausolea of Maragha?  Could it be that architects and 

other masters who could share their knowledge and tastes with new patrons were simply no 

longer there? Or is it possible that Byzantine-era buildings in central Anatolia looked rather 

different from Constantinopolitan and western Anatolian models in the first place, and therefore 

their influence on new architectural forms might me more difficult to trace?560  

Indeed, all of these factors might have contributed to the apparent tendency of the new 

architectural forms of Inner Pontus not to convert, incorporate or imitate Byzantine buildings. 

And yet, this tendency seems to reflect more than simply a combination of these factors. In 

Eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus where the models for the new thirteenth- and fourteenth-

century Anatolian architecture appear to have been developed, examples of the use of spolia, 

 
559 The present uses of former churches once serving Armenians, Greeks and other religious minority communities in 
Anatolia are documented in a recent series of publications by the Hrant Dink Foundation. Vahakn Keshishian, Koray 
Löker, and Mehmet Polatel, eds., Ermeni kültür varlıklarıyla Adana =: Adana with its Armenian cultural heritage 
(İstanbul: Hrant Dink Vakfı Yayınları, 2018); Vahakn Keshishian, Koray Löker, and Mehmet Polatel, eds., Ermeni 
kültür varlıklarıyla Sivas =: Sivas with its Armenian cultural heritage (İstanbul: Hrant Dink Vakfı Yayınları, 2018); 
Vahakn Keshishian, Koray Löker, and Mehmet Polatel, eds., Ermeni kültür varlıklarıyla Develi =: Develi with its 
Armenian cultural heritage (İstanbul: Hrant Dink Vakfı Yayınları, 2018); Altuğ Yılmaz, ed., Ermeni ve Rum kültür 
varlıklarıyla Kayseri: = Kayseri with its Armenian and Greek cultural heritage (İstanbul: Hrant Dink Vakfı 
Yayınları, 2016). 
 
560 Such suggestion is made by Patricia Blessing in “Building a Frontier: Architecture in Anatolia under Ilkhanid 
Rule,” in Cultural Encounters in Anatolia in the Medieval Period, 65–86, at 75-77. 
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converted shrines and “recycled” buildings are little known.561 One occasionally comes across 

fragments of Armenian tombstones or other inscribed slabs incorporated in the walls of 

Armenian churches, but these usually come from adjacent cemeteries and can hardly be viewed 

as spolia in the same way as Roman and Hellenistic tombstones incorporated in the walls of 

Ottoman mosques. There are no known examples of churches converted to mosques or mosques 

converted to churches throughout the region dating to the period between the twelfth and the 

fourteenth century even though this was a period of unceasing raids, conquests and shifting 

power dynamics. To some extent, the lack of such examples must be a reflection of destruction 

and an uneven archaeological record, but could it be more than this? The important medieval city 

of Kars in Eastern Anatolia, for instance, after the eleventh century changed hands between 

Armenians, Byzantines, Seljuks, Georgians, Timurids, Kara Koyunlu and Ak Koyunlu before 

passing to the Ottomans in the sixteenth century, and only under the Ottomans was the Church of 

the Holy Apostles built in the tenth century by the Armenian Bagratuni dynasty converted to a 

mosque. The social environment in which the new architectural tradition of Eastern Anatolia and 

the Caucasus was shaped appears to have been very different from that of Western Anatolia, and 

symbolic conversion and incorporation of pre-existing structures carrying the “authority of the 

past” seems to not have become a part of this developing aesthetic.  

 

 

3.7 Summary and Conclusions 

 

 
561 For a discussion of the use of Urartian spolia in Armenian architecture see Christina Maranci, Vigilant Powers: 
Three Churches of Early Medieval Armenia (Turnhout: Brepols, 2015), 178-82. 
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This chapter examined the transformation of the cultural landscape of Inner Pontus 

following the life of the Sufi and poet Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī and viewing the thirteenth- and 

fourteenth-century Inner Pontus as the western frontier of ‘Irāqī’s world. Irāqī’s world was a 

Persianate world insofar as it was defined by the use and social prizing of the Persian language, 

but Persian was only one of many languages spoken across the geography of Irāqī’s life, and 

different languages must have been prized in different contexts. ‘Irāqī’s world was also an 

Islamic world insofar as it was inhabited by Muslims, governed by Islamic institutions and 

physically shaped by monuments associated with Muslim piety, but non-Muslims inhabited this 

geography too and likewise played an important role in shaping its architectural landscape. And 

it was also a Mongol world, since the integration in Ilkhanid intellectual and political networks 

played such an important role in ‘Irāqī’s career. Thirteenth-century Inner Pontus belonged to all 

of these worlds. 

In Tokat, ‘Irāqī must have found himself in a familiar social milieu of migrant scholars 

and poets, a network that perhaps stronger than anything linked Anatolia to Iran and beyond. 

Although we do not have any sources that could allow us to reconstruct ‘Irāqī’s circle in Tokat 

with precision, one imagines that it was probably a smaller and more provincial version of his 

community in Konya: recent migrants from every corner of the Persian-speaking world, locals of 

migrant origins and perhaps a handful of Christians, local and migrant, converted and not.  

When imagining migrants whose trajectories linked Inner Pontus and parts of Iran, one 

must remember that they were not only Muslims like ‘Irāqī but also probably Armenian 

Christians. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, places like Maragha and Tabriz were home 

to flourishing Armenian communities. From the names and visual representations of the elites of 

these communities we learn that at least these elites were very Persianate in their culture: they 
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bore noble titles like khoja and names like Amir Mulk‘, and dressed according to the fashion of 

Ilkhanid-era Muslim nobility. That by the fifteenth century, and possibly already by the 

thirteenth, Armenians of Inner Pontus used the same kinds of names suggests these communities 

too were affected by the larger trend of the Persianization of medieval Armenian culture. And as 

surviving Armenian poetic works from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries demonstrate, this 

Persianization was not simply formal. It was not just names and dress that Armenians shared 

with Persianate Muslims but a whole repertoire of sensibilities: the ways of thinking and talking 

about love, sorrow, and wisdom. One imagines that poetry salons, or majlises, in places like 

medieval Tokat must have drawn Muslims and Armenians alike, and that practices and spaces 

associated with the use of Persian language must have been not confessionally exclusive. Irāqī’s 

world in Tokat then was a shared world in two significant ways: Muslims and Armenians shared 

trajectories of migration and mental maps where places like Tabriz, Maragha or Sultaniyya were 

more important than Constantinople or Rome; and locally they shared a topography of spaces 

accessible and meaningful to both communities.  

 It was stressed in the previous chapter that for Armenian migrants, Inner Pontus must 

have never been a terra incognita since they could recognize and adopt as their own at least 

some elements of the local Byzantine sacred landscape. For migrants like ‘Irāqī arriving in the 

late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, it would likewise not be quite an unknown or 

unknowable land. Starting in the late eleventh and twelfth century, Muslim conquerors of Inner 

Pontus would mark conquered lands as their own by building new monuments and inscribing 

their names and deeds in stone. Entering Tokat, a traveler like ‘Irāqī would easily find his way 

through the city, recognizing places common to any other city of the Islamic world from 

Hamedan to Multan: a mosque, a madrasa, a hospital, a caravanserai, a mausoleum. Looking at 
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the inscriptions, he would know what these inscriptions said without having to read them, and 

should he read them he would find in them comforting familiarity: formulaic commemorations 

of acts of piety, titles of grandees of his world, Qur’ānic verses or even verses in his native 

Persian.  

 Where the built environment of Inner Pontus is concerned, however, in the eyes of a 

traveler from Hamadan it would probably look more strange than familiar. The architectural 

landscape of Inner Pontus transformed significantly over the course of the twelfth and especially 

the thirteenth century, but this architectural transformation cannot be easily characterized as 

“Islamization” or “Persianization.” Some buildings like the mausoleum of Abu’l Qāsim bin ‘Alī 

al-Tūsī in Tokat and Forty Maidens mausoleum in Niksar indeed would appear familiar to a 

traveler from Iran. Rendered in the exotic for local architecture medium of brick, these 

monuments speak to a link between Inner Pontus and northwestern Iran and to the presence of 

patrons who must have consciously wished to emulate the architectural school of Azerbaijan and 

could employ migrant masters. By and large, however, medieval cities of Inner Pontus did not 

look like cities of Azerbaijan, or Iran more broadly. Architecturally, Inner Pontus belonged to 

another region – a region stretching between Central Anatolia and South Caucasus defined by a 

common tradition of medieval stone architecture: a shared repertoire of architectural aesthetics 

and techniques employed both in Christian and Islamic architecture of the twelfth to fourteenth 

centuries. Since until recently the study of this architectural tradition has been divided between 

non-aligned national schools of architectural history, neither the tradition itself nor the region it 

defined is known under a common name. The lack of common terminology hampers the 

possibilities of conceptualizing common developments in architectural history, and one struggles 
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to find proper, confessionally and ethnically neutral, terms to define the thirteenth- and 

fourteenth-century transformation of the architectural landscape of Inner Pontus.  

While it would be wrong to describe the development of new architectural forms in Inner 

Pontus with terms like “Armenization,” it must be noted that Armenian architects and stone 

masons, both local and migrant, must have played a significant role in the transfer of technical 

knowledge and aesthetics. However, given that the Christian architectural heritage of Inner 

Pontus has been completely erased, it is practically impossible to investigate this much further. 

Only by looking across the Black Sea to Crimea in search of a possible parallel, may one observe 

that its medieval Islamic and Armenian monuments must have been built by masters who were 

learning from each other’s work, if not even by the same groups of craftsmen.  

Finally, the question arises, to what extent and in which ways the new architectural 

landscape that redefined Inner Pontus in the thirteenth and fourteenth century engaged the 

preexisting Byzantine landscape. It appears that in contrast to the active appropriation and 

continued use of Byzantine sacred loci and monuments by Armenian newcomers, there is little 

evidence of any significant engagement of the Byzantine landscape and architectural tradition on 

the part of the new Islamic monuments: the use of spolia in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 

Islamic monuments of Inner Pontus is relatively rare and does not amount to anything that could 

be considered a “program”; the alleged cases of “ambiguous” and “syncretic” converted shrines 

and appropriated cults are not archaeologically substantiated; and there is little evidence of any 

dialogue between the new architecture and the Byzantine architectural tradition – at least in the 

form as it is known from surviving monuments of the Pontus and western Anatolia. This lack of 

engagement appears especially conspicuous when compared with the manyfold interactions 

between the nascent Ottoman architectural tradition and the Byzantine topography and 
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monuments observed by scholars of Western Anatolia. Where Inner Pontus is concerned, the 

explanation for this non-engagement might be that following a flight of native population, there 

might have been no local Byzantine masters left to be employed by new patrons and to transfer 

their knowledge and tastes. Or, it might be that the models for the new architecture of Inner 

Pontus were developed much further east, beyond the “architectural frontier” of Byzantium, and 

the need to engage Byzantine monuments, technically or symbolically, was hardly on the agenda 

of the architects. The world of Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī in Tokat was a shared world but not, it seems, 

thanks to conversion of spaced spaces and syncretism. 
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Chapter Four 

 Inner Pontus as the World of a Pastoralist Girl 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Around the year that Romanos IV Diogenes lost the battle at Manzikert and opened 

Byzantine Anatolia to Seljuk invasions, a girl was born somewhere in Anatolia, or perhaps 

further east.562⁠ In 2012, her fancifully reconstructed face appeared on the cover of a popular 

history magazine in Turkey with the caption “one-thousand-year-old Turkish girl,” honoring her 

with the kind of fame that no other child born in medieval Anatolia had enjoyed before or 

since.563⁠ Her leap to fame was accidental. Like many children of her time, she never made it to 

adulthood, dying at the age of six. She was then buried at an inconspicuous location, off the road 

leading from Amaseia to Euchaïta, and was doomed to oblivion. Her grave, however, along with 

114 other inhumations, was revealed during recent excavations at a site called Oluz Höyük. ⁠564 

The site, which encompasses various phases of occupation from the Early Bronze Age to the 

Hellenistic period, has not yet yielded evidence of a medieval settlement, and the puzzling 

“incongruous” medieval burial has been interpreted by Oluz Höyük archaeologists as a 

sensational find. It must have belonged, they concluded, to nomadic pastoralists, the Oghuz 

 
562 The exact year of the girl’s birth is unknown. The carbon dating performed on her skeleton revealed the dates of 
death as 1075-1077. Considering that she died at the age of six, one can take the liberty to place her birth around the 
year 1071 – perhaps the best known date in the history of medieval Anatolia. Şevket Dönmez and Aslıhan Yurtsever 
Beyazıt, “Oluz Höyük: Pontik Kappadokia’da Çokkültürlü Bir Yerleşme,” in Amasya: “Yâr Ile Dezdiğim Dağlar,” 
ed. Filiz Özdem (Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2014), 69. 
 
563 The girl’s face appeared on the front cover of NTV Tarih 36 (2012). 
 
564 Dönmez and Yurtsever Beyazıt, “Oluz Höyük: Pontik Kappadokia’da Çokkültürlü Bir Yerleşme,” 51-71. 
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Turks, whose arrival marked a great transformative moment in the history of rural Anatolia.565 

Not only were these Oluz Höyük people identified as nomads but also as Muslims: indeed, most 

individuals placed in simple burial holes had their bodies oriented in east-west direction and 

faces turned south, in the direction of Mecca, in accordance with the Muslim burial rite.566 The 

six-year-old girl was buried like others, her face turned south. Bronze earrings – evocative in 

their shapes of the jewelry worn by Turkmens till this day – were placed on her ears and a bronze 

brooch on her chest.567 The brooch and one of the earrings preserve traces of cloth made of sheep 

wool. Like the protagonists of the other chapters, this girl was a migrant and lived a mobile life. 

Yet, her life represents a different kind of mobility, the mobility that was mainly driven by a 

factor that has not entered the discussion thus far: environmental needs. Though she was buried 

with her face turned south, the main cultural poles that provided the sense of direction in her life 

must have been neither Mecca nor Constantinople but rather summer and winter pastures and 

other ecological signposts. This chapter considers Inner Pontus as a world of its own – an 

environmental zone that dictated its own rules of movement and settlement – and turns to the 

lives of those whose trajectories of movement and ways of space-making left no traces in 

monumental inscriptions and manuscripts. 

 

4.2 Oluz Höyük and the “Nomadization Thesis” 

 

 
565 Dönmez, Şevket, “Kurgandan Kıbleye: Anadolu’nun İlk Müsülman Türklerinin İzleri, Oluz Höyük Konar-Göçer 
Türkmen (Oğuz) Mezarlığı,” in Anadolu Selçuklu Mirası ve Güncel İmgeler (İstanbul: Bağımsız Sanat Vakfı, 2017), 
126–41. 
 
566 Ibid, 140. 
 
567 For some parallels in ethnographic collections see Ibid., 139-140. 
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Did the burial at Oluz Höyük indeed belong to a nomadic community, and, if so, what are 

the implications of this important discovery? The burial is dated to the eleventh century based on 

the radiocarbon study performed on some of the skeletons. The hypothesis that the people buried 

at Oluz Höyük were nomad pastoralists mainly rests on observations about the location. 

Archeological surveys conducted in the area exposed no evidence of eleventh-century 

settlements in the vicinity of Oluz Höyük: thus there appears to be no good candidate for a 

Byzantine or a newly established medieval settlement, the population of which the cemetery 

would have served. The two closest settlements, the villages Oluz and Gözlek – 5 and 2.5 

kilometers away respectively – are believed to be more recent in origin and have their own 

cemeteries.568⁠ The use of sheep wool in the jewelry that adorned the buried girl’s body 

furthermore suggests that wool probably held a prominent place in the economy of Oluz Höyük 

population – something which would be not unexpected of pastoralists. A specific type of wear 

observed on the teeth of some individuals buried at Oluz Höyük has also led scholars to propose 

that they were involved in thread production and used their teeth while spinning thread in a 

practice that has been also observed in recent ethnographic studies.569 ⁠   

The identification of Oluz Höyük cemetery as a burial of nomads is extremely 

compelling. The possibility of associating Oghuz Turks with a six-year-old girl and indeed just 

with mortal humans whose physical remains may serve as a historical source gives scholars an 

opportunity to open a new page in what is a well-known and by now arguably stale 

historiography of the arrival of Oghuz pastoralists in Anatolia. On the one side stands the 

 
568 Şevket Dönmez and Aslıhan Yurtsever Beyazıt, “Oluz Höyük: Pontik Kappadokia’da Çokkültürlü Bir 
Yerleşme,” 69. 
 
569 Yılmaz Selim Erdal, “Oluz Höyük Kazılarından Ele Geçen Insan Iskeletlerine Ait Antropolojik Araştırmanın Ilk 
Sonuçları,” in Kašku Ülkesi’nin Önemli Kenti Amasya-Oluz Höyük: 2007 ve 2008 Dönemi Çalışmaları: Genel 
Değerlendirmeler ve Ön Sonuçlar (Ankara: T.C. Amasya Valiliği, 2010), 104. 
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Turkish nationalist tradition that focuses on the Turkic genealogy of Oghuz pastoralists and their 

role as agents of conquest and pioneers of Turkish sovereignty in Anatolia.570 On the other is the 

tradition spearheaded by the “nomadization thesis” of Speros Vryonis that documents the 

disruption to economic and social life of formerly Byzantine Anatolia caused by invading 

nomads.571 Drawing on Georgian and Byzantine accounts of nomad incursions in northeastern 

and western Asia Minor, Vryonis paints a familiar and grim picture: 

 

We see here described the full cycle of nomadic raid, conquest, and settlement. It begins 
with the seasonal raids of spring and summer, followed by withdrawal at the onset of the 
winter snows which made existence for the nomads and their flocks impossible. The raids 
are renewed annually at the onset of the vernal season until the invaded region is 
depopulated through flight, death, or enslavement, and agriculture comes to a halt. Then 
the cities, isolated from their agricultural hinterland, eventually fall also. With the flight 
of the agricultural population the nomads occupy the land, which is turned over to their 
flocks; thus a complete social entity, a nomadic society, is interposed.572 ⁠ 

 

Similarly, with reference to Inner Pontus Vryonis notes that the valleys of Iris and Halys rivers 

were “turned into areas of frequent raiding and plundering and were in many cases partially 

abandoned by the Christian population.”573 ⁠  

Revisionist historiography has put into question both the triumphalist narrative of Turkish 

nationalist historiography and the somber vision of Vryonis. It has been pointed out, in 

 
570 İbrahim Kafesoğlu, Selçuklu Tarihi (İstanbul: Millî Eğitim Bakanlığı, 1972); Mehmet Altay Köymen, Büyük 
Selçuklu İmparatorluğu Tarihi (Ankara: Selçuklu Tarih ve Medeniyeti Enstitüsü, 1979); Faruk Sümer, Oğuzlar, 
Türkmenler; Tarihleri, Boy Teşkilâtı, Destanları (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi Basımevi, 1967); Osman Turan, 
Selçuklular Zamanında Türkiye : Siyâsi Tarih Alp Arslan’dan Osman Gazi’ye, 1071-1318; idem., Türkler 
Anadoluʾda (Istanbul: Hareket Yayinlari, 1973). 
 
571 Vryonis, The Decline of Medieval Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh 
through the Fifteenth Century, passim.  
 
572 Vryonis, “Nomadization and Islamization in Asia Minor” 52. 
 
573 Ibid., 160. 
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particular, that much of Anatolia was depopulated and its economy weakened already prior to the 

arrival of the Seljuks for various reasons independent of nomad attacks,574 ⁠ not the least of them 

being climate,575 ⁠ and that Christian authors tended to attribute to nomads all kinds of calamities, 

even those demonstrably brought about by other causes.576⁠ What remains common, however, to 

both traditional accounts and revisions is that they show little interest in the lived experience of 

pastoralists and – to paraphrase the words of a historian of Central Asia – rarely shift focus from 

an “assumed Nomad” to “the living man” – or girl.577 

Approaching Oghuz pastoralists of medieval Anatolia as “living people” of course is not 

an easy task, for they have left behind no devotional objects that could speak of their spirituality, 

no seals that would bear witness to their ancestry and political careers and hardly any literature 

that could shed light on their language. Inevitably, lives of medieval pastoralists are interpreted 

through the prism of written sources left by non-pastoralists, and even innovative studies that 

 
574 A. C. S. Peacock, Early Seljūq History: A New Interpretation (London; New York: Routledge, 2010), 160-161. 
 
575 John Haldon et al., “The Climate and Environment of Byzantine Anatolia: Integrating Science, History, and 
Archaeology,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 85, no. 2 (2014): 113–61;  Adam Izdebski, “The Changing 
Landscapes of Byzantine Northern Anatolia,” Archaeologia Bulgarica 16 (2012): 47–66;  Ioannis G. Telelis, 
“Weather and Climate as Factors Affecting Land Transport and Communications in Byzantium,” Byzantion 77 
(2007): 432–62; Idem., “Climatic Fluctuations in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East AD 300–1500 
from Byzantine Documentary and Proxy Physical Paleoclimatic Evidence – A Comparison,” Jahrbuch Der 
Österreichischen Byzantinistik 58 (2008): 167–207; Elena Xoplaki et al., “The Medieval Climate Anomaly and 
Byzantium: A Review of the Evidence on Climatic Fluctuations, Economic Performance and Societal Change,” 
Quaternary Science Reviews 136 (2016): 229–52. However, one should be careful not to assume, for the lack 
regional evidence, that the effect of climate anomalies would have been necessarily uniform across Anatolia. 
Examining the impact of the “Little Ice Age” in several local contexts in his recent doctoral thesis, Onur Usta has 
convincingly challenged the generalized view of the devastation caused by this climate anomaly in Ottoman 
Anatolia. Onur Usta, “In Pursuit of Herds or Land? Nomads, Peasants and Pastoral Economies in Anatolia from a 
Regional Perspective: 1600-1645” (PhD Dissertation, University of Birmingham, 2016). 
 
576 Peacock, Early Seljūq History: A New Interpretation, 156. 
 
577 K. de B. Codrington, “A Geographical Introduction to the History of Central Asia,” The Geographical Journal 
104, no. 1/2 (1944): 27–40, at 28. The full quote reads: “We should not allow the assumed Nomad to obscure the 
living man, who is the only proper subject of our interest in history. In the same way, the delusive simplicity of the 
customary textbook terms, "desert," "steppe," or "mountain" should not be allowed to obscure the rich variety of the 
actual terrain.” 
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seek to undermine deeply entrenched historiographical cliches, such as the oppositions between 

nomads and settled life in medieval Anatolia, or between Persianate cities and Turkoman-

populated countryside, hardly manage to move closer to that “living man.”578 From this 

standpoint, the discovery of the inhumations at Oluz Höyük is indeed sensational – not because 

of it revealed the skeleton of a “thousand-year-old Turkish girl” but because the availability of 

skeletal material makes it possible to pose new questions about nomadism in Anatolia. What 

were the patterns of the buried individuals’ mobility (short-term, long-term, seasonal, 

sporadic)?579 ⁠What extent of reliance on animal products vis-a-vis agricultural products did their 

diets reflect? And how much did their dietary patterns differ from those displayed by skeletal 

material representing contemporaneous populations perceived as “sedentary”? Finally, it may 

become possible to trace changes, or lack thereof, in diet patterns of individuals, observing 

whether their modes of subsistence remained consistent throughout their lives or changed in 

response to changing social and environmental conditions.580⁠ Should it be possible to pursue 

these kinds of questions, one will be able to reverse the conventional question and ask not only 

what effects the arrival of Turkoman nomads had on Anatolia but also how Anatolia impacted 

the lives of newcomers.  

 
578 A. C. S. Peacock, “Court and Nomadic Life in Saljuq Anatolia,” in Turko-Mongol Rulers, Cities and City Life, 
ed. David Durand-Guédy (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 191–222. 
 
579 Analysis of isotopic data has recently become an important tool in studies of mobility and, increasingly, of 
nomadic societies. Dalia A. Pokutta et al., “Mobility of Nomads in Central Asia: Chronology and 87Sr/86Sr Isotope 
Evidence from the Pazyryk Barrows of Northern Altai, Russia,” Journal of Archaeological Science: Reports 27 
(2019), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2019.101897. 
 
580 Susanne E. Hakenbeck et al., “Practising Pastoralism in an Agricultural Environment: An Isotopic Analysis of 
the Impact of the Hunnic Incursions on Pannonian Populations,” PloS ONE 12, no. 3 (2017): e0173079, 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0173079. 
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As promising as the discovery of skeletal material at Oluz Höyük is, to date,  however, 

only a small-scale osteological study has been performed on the burial, offering very tentative 

and limited conclusions.581 The analysis of the level of tooth decay among buried individuals 

yielded a result slightly lower than that expected in a settled population subsisting mainly on 

agriculture and thus added weight to the archaeologists’ “pastoralist hypothesis”; at the same 

time, it suggested that grain was indeed an important part of the buried individuals’ diet, who 

therefore must have either engaged in grain cultivation themselves or acquired it from 

neighboring settled populations.582 

New findings in the archaeology of pastoralist environments show that historically many 

groups labeled as “pastoralist” in fact engaged in various forms of subsistence, combining animal 

husbandry with grain cultivation and even fishing.583 The same could be true of Oghuz or other 

Turkic tribes arriving in Byzantine Anatolia, and the same seems to be certainly true of the 

descendants of pastoralists who inhabited Inner Pontus in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 

when they first make their first appearance in locally produced written sources. The next section 

of this chapter examines toponymic evidence encountered in medieval and early Ottoman 

documents to question how “pastoral” indeed was pastoralism in medieval Inner Pontus.  

 

4.3 Memory of Pastoralist Tribes Inscribed in the Landscape 

 

 
581 Erdal, “Oluz Höyük Kazılarından Ele Geçen Insan Iskeletlerine Ait Antropolojik Araştırmanın Ilk Sonuçları,” 
93–107. 
 
582 Ibid., 103. 
 
583 E. Lightfoot et al., “How ‘Pastoral’ Is Pastoralism? Dietary Diversity in Bronze Age Communities in the Central 
Kazakhstan Steppes: Dietary Diversity in Bronze Age Communities, Kazakhstan Steppes,” Archaeometry 57 (July 
2015): 232–49. 
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Three toponyms mentioned in the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century endowment 

documents of pious foundations point to names of Oghuz tribes: Salur, Iğdır, and Karaevli.584 

Apart from these, several more names appear in the Ottoman cadastral surveys, the earliest of 

which was completed in 1455: Bayındır, Çavuldur, Eymür, Alayundlu (Ulayundluğ), Yüregin, 

Karkın, Kayı, Döger, and Kınık.585⁠ The two places named Sālūr are mentioned in the endowment 

document of the Zāwiya of Kābilī Zāde founded in Tokat in 1363.586⁠ Both appear with the word 

mazra’a meaning  “hamlet” or “arable field,” which suggests that even if these lands were 

associated with Sālūr tribe, by the fourteenth century they were probably used for agricultural 

and not grazing purposes or captured a reality in which formerly nomadic populations would 

have been leading semi-sedentary lives, engaged in agriculture in areas close to their pastures.587 

The word ḳışlaḳ, or winter pasture, appears in waqfiyyas, sometimes with personal names like 

ḳışlaḳ of ‘Alā’ al-Dīn or ḳışlaḳ of Hājī Ilyās.588⁠ In these cases ḳışlaḳs are mentioned to indicate 

the confines of agricultural land given to an endowment. These references point to the possibility 

of agricultural land and grazing grounds – used either by nomads or by settled population– 

existing side by side.  

The place name Iğdır is mentioned twice in the endowment of the zāwiya known as Fatḥ 

Ābād founded in Tokat in 1371.589 In the first instance it appears in the name of an endowed 

 
584 For reference on tribal names see Sümer, Oğuzlar, Türkmenler; Tarihleri, Boy Teşkilâtı, Destanları, 199-362. 
 
585 BOA TD 02 104, 107-109, 454, 461, 432, 658, 439, 125-126, and 600. 
 
586 VGMA 611.93.79, VGMA Terc. Def. 1766.333.79 for Turkish translation. 
 
587 On the concept of mazra’a or mezra‘a in Turkish, see footnote 358. 
 
588 Sadi Bayram, “Amasya-Taşova-Alparslan Beldesi Seyyid Nureddin Alparslan Er-Rufai’nin 655 H. / 1257 M. 
Tarihli Arapça Vakfiyesi Tercümesi Ile 996 H. / 1588 M. Tarihli Seyyid Fettah Veli Silsile-Namesi,” Vakıflar 
Dergisi 23 (1994): 41; VGMA 1667.1.1 and VGMA 681.332.325, VGMA Terc. Def. 1961.336.60 in Turkish 
translation. 
 
589 BOA EV.VKF.19.2 
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village (qarīya) – Iğdır al-Kāniya – and then in the name of a field (mazra‘a) – lğdır al-Saghīr. 

The name Sālūr mentioned in the same document also appears as a village (qarīya). The 

toponym Qara Ulu Turhal that appears in the endowment of Zāwiya of Kābilī Zāde can possibly 

be read as Karaevlü, a reference to Karaevli tribe; in this case, however, as before, the name 

refers to an agriculturally productive village. The names Bayandur and Çavuldur appear among 

the properties belonging to the endowment of Ḥācī ‘Ivaż Paşa Complex and listed as such in the 

Ottoman survey of 1455.590⁠ Again, both are named as villages. All the other settlements 

associated with tribe names that appeared in the survey were also recorded as villages or 

mazra’as that subsisted mainly by growing crops and engaged in only limited animal husbandry.  

In addition to the names of tribes, the frequent appearance of the word oba in the 

toponymy of Inter Pontus likewise speaks to the memory of pastoral nomadism preserved in the 

local landscape. The Turkish word oba appeared in Mahmud al-Kashgari’s dictionary and is 

thought to have designated a social unit of nomads – one larger than a family and smaller than a 

tribe.591 Oba is also said to have designated large tents used by nomads.592 The mentions of 

settlements named oba in the lists of revenue-producing agricultural properties that supported 

pious foundations or were taxed by the Ottomans like any other agricultural settlements further 

suggest that by the late medieval period these too retained little connection to nomadism. All the 

oba settlements mentioned in the Ottoman survey of 1455 appear to be for the most part small 

settlements of no more than 20 households that mainly engaged in cultivation of crops typical for 

 
 
590 BOA TD2 104 and 107 respectively. 
 
591 Reşat Genç, Kaşgarlı Mahmud’a Göre XI. Yüzyılda Türk Dünyası (Ankara: Türk Kültürünü Araştırma Enstitüsü, 
1997), 83; Sümer, Oğuzlar, Türkmenler; Tarihleri, Boy Teşkilâtı, Destanları, 5. 
 
592 Ibid. 
 



 

 222 

the area (wheat, barley, cotton, a variety of fruit and vegetables) and only in rare cases  (Doğan 

Obası, Bostan Obası) supplemented agriculture with sheep farming.593⁠ The same can be said of 

the obas mentioned in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century waqfiyya documents, such as Ermeni 

Obası (lit. “Armenian oba”),594⁠ Şire Obası,595⁠ Uzun Oba,596⁠ and Uz Oba,597 ⁠ which all appear to 

be regular agricultural settlements. Though we do not possess information about the population 

of Ermeni Obası, its name suggests that it might have been an Armenian settlement, and indeed it 

is not inconceivable. According to the 1455 survey, Doğan Obası was a mixed settlement with at 

least eight Armenian households while Çayır Obası was entirely populated by Armenians.598  

It appears thus that by the fifteenth century, the settlements called oba were fully 

integrated into the landscape of sedentary agricultural ecology characteristic for Inner Pontus and 

preserved only a distant memory of pastoralist nomadism. One must note, however that sources 

like the stipulations of pious foundations’ endowments and the Ottoman tax survey focus on 

agricultural properties and immovable properties that generate taxable income and thus display a 

“sedentary bias.” It is possible that even in the fifteenth century there were still groups of 

nomads who inhabited parts of Inner Pontus but remained free from the reach of the state and 

 
593 Alaaddin Obası BOA TD2 143, Doğan Obası BOA TD2 85-86, Bostan Obası BOA TD2 124-125,  Çamurcı 
Obası BOA TD2 97, Çayır Obası BOA TD2 116-117, Hasan Obası BOA TD2 131, Tamu Obası BOA TD2 68,  Ulu 
Oba BOA TD2 121-122. 
 
594 VGMA Kutu 2-1/1725 and VGMA 608.334.388. 
 
595 Ibid. 
 
596 Refet Yinanç, “Selçuklu Medreselerinden Amasya Halifet Gazi Medresesi ve Vakıfları,” Vakıflar Dergisi 15 
(1982): 5–22. 
 
597 VGMA 611.93.79 and VGMA Terc. Def. 1766.333.79; Açıkel and Sağırlı, Osmanlı Döneminde Tokat Merkez 
Vakıfları-Vakfiyeler, 109-116. 
 
598 For Doğan Obası see BOA TD2 85-86, for Çayır Obası – BOA TD2 116-117; the observations about these 
settlements being populated by Armenians are made based on the names of the heads of households. 
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thus “invisible” to bureaucratic records. As Rudi Lindner has shown, Ottoman quest to control, 

tax and sedentarize nomadic groups of Anatolia was a long and difficult process that only 

succeeded in the sixteenth century.599 

 

4.4 “Invisible” Pastoralists and Rural Prosperity of Medieval Inner Pontus 

 

In the absence of any relevant sources, it is impossible shed light on the lives of these 

“invisible” pastoralists who might have indeed remained nomadic and used the landscapes of 

Inner Pontus primarily as pasture for centuries after their first appearance. One can make, 

however, at least the following observation. Even if the initial arrival of pastoralists caused 

physical destruction and triggered a flight of the local agriculturalist population, it did not result 

in a significant transformation of the landscape in the long-term. By the thirteenth-fourteenth 

century, Inner Pontus must have been a prosperous agricultural region. This is suggested both by 

palynological evidence and by the remarkable phenomenon of the late-medieval proliferation of 

Sufi establishments (zāwiyas), which drew on agricultural revenues of the fertile valleys of Inner 

Pontus as their main source of funding.  

Pollen data from Lake Ladik and Lake Kaz in the vicinity of Amasya and Tokat 

respectively has been obtained in the course of a 1993 study that investigated history of 

vegetation in Northern Turkey and recently analyzed by Adam Izdebski from the standpoint of 

environmental and economic history of the Late Antique and Byzantine Anatolia.600 Material 

 
599 Rudi Paul Lindner, Nomads and Ottomans in Medieval Anatolia (Bloomington, Indiana: Research Institute for 
Inner Asian Studies, Indiana University, 1983). 
 
600 S. Bottema, H. Woldring, and B. Aytug, “Late Quaternary Vegetation History of Northern Turkey,” 
Palaeohistoria 35/36 (1993): 13–72, cited in Izdebski, “The Changing Landscapes of Byzantine Northern Anatolia,” 
47–66. 
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from Lake Ladik suggested that in the period between the eleventh and the twelfth centuries a 

“real, undisputed agricultural collapse” had taken place in the region, which was followed by a 

tentatively identified “agricultural renewal” in the thirteenth century.601 ⁠ Similarly, the area 

around Lake Kaz –what is now a fertile valley between Tokat and Turhal – also saw a period of 

renewed prosperity starting in the thirteenth century with evidence of cereal cultivation, 

pasturing, as well as walnut and hazelnut plantation after several centuries of very little human 

exploitation of the environment.602 Indeed, in medieval documents this area would be known as 

Qāz Abād, the Persian word ābād denoting an inhabited as opposed to a desolate place, a place 

blessed with plentiful water and lush vegetation. 

The same rural prosperity is clearly attested to by the emergence and spectacular 

expansion of zāwiyas in Inner Pontus – a process that has been thoroughly documented by 

Maxime Durocher in his recent doctoral thesis already discussed in Chapter Three.603⁠ Durocher 

documented over thirty zāwiyas founded in the cities – but mostly in the countryside – of Inner 

Pontus between the mid-twelfth and the early fifteenth century. These were multifunctional 

establishments, serving not only as places of residence, learning and devotional activities of Sufi 

communities but also as philanthropic institutions that offered accommodation to travelers and 

distributed meals to the needy. The foundation documents of over half of these establishments 

survive and provide a general overview of their sources of revenue. While some of the zāwiyas 

were partly supported by the income generated from urban shops, it was the countryside that 

provided for most of the expenses of these institutions: villages and hamlets, fields, orchards, 

 
 
601 Izdebski, “The Changing Landscapes of Byzantine Northern Anatolia,” 59. 
 
602 Ibid.  
 
603 Durocher, “Zāwiya et soufis dans le Pont intérieur, des Mongols aux Ottomans: contribution à l’étude des 
processus d’islamisation en Anatolie médiévale (XIIIe-XVe siècles).” 
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vineyards, mills and granaries ⁠.604 Among the more opulent establishments was the zāwiya of 

Sayyīd Nūr al-Dīn Alp Arslan established in 655/1257 or before outside of Amasya that was 

supported by the income of as many as 19 villages, including not only their arable lands but also 

all other revenue-producing properties, such mills and baths.605 Another example of a prosperous 

establishment could be the zāwiya of Kābilī Zāde founded in Tokat in 764/1363 that received the 

income of thirty villages, in addition to two hamlets and several orchards. Some documents, such 

as the waqfiyya of the zāwiya of Akhī Pāshā mention payments in kind – salaries paid in 

kilograms of wheat, barley, rice, butter, lamb, chickpeas.606⁠ Though fiber crops are not 

mentioned in the medieval documents, it is possible that already in the thirteenth- and fourteenth 

centuries they became an important part of the economy of Inner Pontus. Cotton, linen, and 

hemp fields were cultivated by many villages listed in the Ottoman survey of 1455.607  

While documentary sources sketch a general impression of the agricultural prosperity of 

Inner Pontus in the late medieval period, the archaeobotanical material yielded by excavations at 

Komana renders this impression more tangible. The archaeological layer associated with the 

occupation of the site in the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries revealed that Komana’s 

inhabitants cultivated and consumed a wide variety of plant species. The assemblage of 

 
 
604 The following entries in Durocher’s catalogue include stipulations concerning zāwiyas’ sources of income: A1-
A9, B1-B5, B9-B13, B16, B17, C3-C5.  
 
605 We do not know when the zāwiya was established but its endowment document is dated to 655/1257. Bayram, 
“Amasya-Taşova-Alparslan Beldesi Seyyid Nureddin Alparslan Er-Rufai’nin 655 H. / 1257 M. Tarihli Arapça 
Vakfiyesi Tercümesi Ile 996 H. / 1588 M. Tarihli Seyyid Fettah Veli Silsile-Namesiç” 
 
606 VGMA 582/1.20.11 and VGMA Terc. Def. 1967.23.8 in Turkish translation. 
 
607 In the Late Ottoman period, the expansion of commercial cotton cultivation was one of the main factors behind 
forced settlement of pastoralists. Christopher Gratien, “The Mountains Are Ours: Ecology and Settlement in Late 
Ottoman and Early Republican Cilicia, 1856-1956” (PhD Dissertation, Washington, D.C, Georgetown University, 
2015). 
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carbonized seeds garnered from the oven pits in the residential/workshop area included several 

types of grain (wheat, barley, rye, oat), lentils, vetch and peas, a variety of cucurbits, grapes and 

plums, cherries and hawthorn, cornelian cherry and a variety of nuts.608 Plentiful remains of 

animal bones—mainly those of sheep and goats —discovered in the same area suggest that 

animal husbandry was equally an important part of Komana’s economy; the representation of 

bones indicates that meat was not purchased in pieces from outside but that animals were raised 

for animal products locally.609 ⁠ Later, in the fifteenth century, when the Ottoman survey was 

conducted, residents of Komana continued to cultivate grain, nuts, fruit and vegetables. It 

appears that they no longer kept flocks, but many villages in the region, such as nearby Bula, 

continued to supplement agriculture with animal husbandry.610 

Overall, the evidence from Inner Pontus suggests that even if the initial incursions of 

nomadic pastoralists might have caused much destruction in the countryside and put local 

populations to flight, in the long term they had not resulted in significant transformation of 

regional landscape nor in the establishment of a “nomadic society,” to use a term employed by 

Vryonis.611⁠ What happened then to those nomads that furnished the toponymy of Inner Pontus 

with characteristic names yet did not bring about a long-term transformation of the landscape? 

One possibility is that the nomadic groups that entered Inner Pontus in the wake of the Seljuk 

conquests moved elsewhere, in particular to western and southern Anatolia, after staying long 

 
608 Evangelia Pişkin and Mustafa N. Tatbul, “Archaeobotany at Komana: Byzantine Plant Use at a Rural 
Cornucopia,” in Komana Ortaçağ Yerleşimi: The Medieval Settlement at Komana, 139–66. 
 
609 Evangelia Pişkin, “Byzantine and Ottoman Animal Husbandry in Komana,” in Komana Ortaçağ Yerleşimi: The 
Medieval Settlement at Komana, 115–37. 
 
610 BOA TD2 178-179. 
 
611 Vryonis, “Nomadization and Islamization in Asia Minor,” 52. 
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enough that their presence would remain commemorated in the toponyms. The second is that 

former nomads became sedentary or at least semi-sedentary, or joined existing mobile pastoralist 

communities, assimilating with local populations. Indeed, several decades ago geographer 

Xavier Planhol pointed to Inner Pontus as one of the regions of Anatolia where sedentarization 

of nomads took place especially fast.612⁠ Speaking of Anatolia in the fourteenth century, he drew 

a picture drastically different from that of Vryonis, casting nomads not as an invincible force but 

rather as a vulnerable minority pushed out by mighty peasants to inhospitable landscapes:  

 

En marge de communautés paysannes, qui s’étoffent peu à peu dans toute l’Anatolie 
occidentale, les nomades font bientôt figure de minorité, sinon d’exception.[…] Cette 
pression des paysans oblige vite les nomades à chercher d’autres quartiers d’hiver que 
ceux du plateau. Ils se tournent, à partir de cette époque, vers les plaines basses […] 
domaine d'une brousse pestilentielle en été et à peu près inculte.613⁠ 
 

4.5 Peasants, Toponymy, and Demographic Change  

 

Who were those peasants who continued to cultivate fields and orchards of Inner Pontus 

throughout the medieval period and could push nomads to periphery? Were they descendants of 

the native population that remained in place even after the twelfth-century conquests and the 

ensuing migrations? Or were they descendants of those migrants themselves who, despite 

conventional perception, must have either been agriculturalists and not nomad pastoralists in the 

first place or completed the transition to agriculturalist subsistence rather quickly? 

Bioarchaeological analysis, as discussed above, might provide new insights regarding the origins 

 
612 Xavier de Planhol, Les fondements géographiques de l’histoire de l’Islam (Paris: Flammarion, 1968), 226-227. 
 
613 Ibid., 227. 
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of particular migrant group and their adaptation to the natural environment of Anatolia; however, 

given the scarcity of available bone material, it is unlikely that such studies could produce a 

general picture of demographic change in medieval Inner Pontus. At present, the only available 

“local” sources that could shed light on the question of demographics are toponyms. Toponyms 

have long been recognized as a valuable, if controversial, source by scholars of medieval 

migrations and demographics.614 With regard to medieval Anatolia, toponyms have been used by 

historians both as evidence of a mass migration of Oghuz Turks615 and of the survival of native 

populations.616 The Ottoman cadastral survey conducted in the region of Tokat in 1455 (Tapu 

Tahrir Defteri 2) offers a sizable sample of 250 place-names (Appendix 1). Observing that old 

names of the most important centers of Inner Pontus (i.e. Tokat, Amasya, Niksar) were only 

slightly modified or left unchanged after the Danishmendid and Seljuk conquests, one can 

assume that the distribution of the names of smaller settlements reflects demographic patterns 

rather than a deliberate renaming “program” on the part of the conquerors.617  

 
614 K. Cameron, Scandinavian Settlement in the Territory of the Five Boroughs: The Placename Evidence 
(Nottingham: University of Nottingham, 1965); G. Fellows-Jensen, Scandinavian Settlement Names in Yorkshire 
(Copenhagen: Akademisk Forlag, 1972); M. Gelling, Signposts to the Past: Place-Names and the History of 
England (London: Phillimore, 1978). For a critique of the place-name scholarship in history of Scandinavian 
settlement in England see Simon Trafford, “Ethnicity, Migration Theory, and the Historiography of the 
Scandinavian Settlement of England,” in Cultures in Contact: Scandinavian Settlement in England in the Ninth and 
Tenth Centuries, ed. Dawn M. Hadley and Julian D. Richards (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 17–42. For the case of 
medieval Iberia, see David Peterson, “Hybrid Place-Names as Evidence of Military Settlement in the Danelaw and 
in Castile,” in Conflict and Collaboration in Medieval Iberia, ed. Kim Bergqvist, Kurt Villads Jensen, and Anthony 
John Lappin (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2020), 1–22. 
 
615 Mehmet Fuad Köprülü has pioneered toponymic studies among historians of medieval Anatolia. Mehmet Fuad 
Köprülü, “Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nun Etnik Menşei Mes’eleleri,” Belleten VII/28 (1943): 219–84. For a more 
recent use of a similar approach see Mustafa Kafalı, “The Conquest and Turkification of Anatolia,” ed. Hasan Celâl 
Güzel, C. Cem Oğuz, and Osman Karatay, vol. 2 (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 2002), 401–17. 
 
616 Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “La Géographie Historique de l’Anatolie Centrale d’après Les Registres Ottomans, 
Communication Du 30 Avril 1982,” 463-65. 
 
617 Many of the place-names across Anatolia remained unchanged from the medieval period until the twentieth 
century. Most of the villages that appear in medieval endowment documents and in the 1455 survey can be easily 
located on old maps such as the maps of Turkey published by the British War Office in the 1940s, which are in turn 
based on older Turkish maps. 1:200,000 Turkey. London: War Office, 1941–. In the twentieth century, however, the 
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When interpreting these toponymic data one could benefit from taking into consideration 

two important critiques of place-names studies articulated by historians of medieval England. 

The first is that generally, place-name scholarship has failed to engage sociolinguists’ work on 

language contact and thus took it for granted that linguistic origins of a given settlement’s name 

could be interpreted as markers of ethnic origins and cultural identity of this settlement’s 

inhabitants.618 The second target of historians’ critique has been toponymic scholarship’s 

assumption of an unchanging relationship between ethnicity/origins on the one hand and cultural 

practices on the other. Such an assumption is considered faulty by historians who often 

encounter both the sharing of cultural traits between presumably distinct ethnic groups and 

differences in cultural practices among members of supposedly the same ethnic group.619 As the 

discussion bellow will demonstrate, these caveats are extremely pertinent in the case of medieval 

Anatolia.  

Of the 250 toponyms recorded in the 1455 survey, about two-thirds can be identified as 

Turkish on linguistic basis. The remaining third is comprised of non-Turkish names of Greek and 

Armenian origin, as well as some names, the etymology of which cannot be easily traced, and 

which could represent an earlier stratum of ancient Anatolian names. The Turkish toponyms 

mainly refer to geographical features (Ovacık “small plain,” Karakaya “black rock,” Tuzluca 

“salt place,” Bağluca “place of orchards,” Karadere “black creek,” Kızılca Su “red water,” 

 
government of the Republic of Turkey orchestrated several campaigns of place-name change in Anatolia in an 
attempt to suppress identities of Anatolia’s non-Turkish inhabitants and erase the memory of non-Turkish 
communities that had inhabited Anatolia in the past. Kerem Öktem, “The Nation’s Imprint: Demographic 
Engineering and the Change of Toponymes in Republican Turkey.” 
 
618 Simon Trafford, “Ethnicity, Migration Theory, and the Historiography of the Scandinavian Settlement of 
England,” 32. 
 
619 Ibid., 19.  
 



 

 230 

Çiftlik “farm,” Kavak “poplar tree,”  Kışla “winter pasture” etc.) but also to manmade features of 

the landscape (Akviran “white ruin,” Kızılviran “red ruin,” Hisarcık “small fortress,” Saraycık 

“little palace” etc.), while some are derived from anthroponymics (Karaca Halil, Yusuf Oğlan, 

Yakub Oğlan, Hızır Ağa etc.). The Greek- and Armenian-origin toponyms, whenever their 

etymology is apparent, also mostly refer to geographical features (Eftelid Gr. “seven stones,” 

Eksere Gr.“dry place,” Anahor Gr. “upper village,” Ipsili Gr. “hillside,” Pulur Arm. “hill,”etc.) 

or persons (Karpad, Ohan). Thus both “native” and “migrant” toponyms seem to reflect the same 

basic logic of conceptualizing geography. 

Is it fair, however, to draw a clear line between “native” and “migrant” toponyms based 

on linguistic origins and assume that these represented settlements inhabited by native vs. 

migrant populations? That settlements with non-Turkish names were places inhabited by 

descendants of native populations is likely. A place-name cannot be remembered unless there are 

people who can preserve this memory, especially if we speak not of towns but of small villages 

and hamlets. If the population of such a settlement flees, and if the settlement remains abandoned 

and/or is repopulated by migrants, it is likely that the place-name too will disappear or change. If 

the local population stays in place, even if changing religious identity, the place-name is more 

likely to be preserved. The number of preserved non-Turkish place-names in the 1455 survey of 

Tokat is quite impressive, and it speaks to the possibility of substantial continuity of rural 

settlement in Inner Pontus – though by the fifteenth century only a handful of settlements with 

non-Turkish names were inhabited by Christians (see Appendix 1). 

The predominance of Turkish toponyms and Muslim personal names among heads of 

households suggests that indeed by the fifteenth century the countryside of Inner Pontus was 

mainly Turkish-speaking and Muslim. One cannot assume, however, that the inhabitants of every 
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settlement with a Turkish name were descendants of Oğuz migrants. ⁠As Rustam Shukurov has 

shown, native Anatolian population probably became well familiar with Turkish language 

already in the medieval period, long before the Ottoman conquest, and in the fourteenth and 

fifteenth century it became not uncommon even for Byzantine scholars to use Turkish 

geographical designations in their writing.620 Furthermore, having studied diachronically several 

early Ottoman tax surveys of Cappadocia, Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr observed that often, as the 

population of a formerly Christian or mixed settlement turned Muslim, the name of the 

settlement was Turkified.621 Therefore, the appearance of at least some of the Turkish place-

names in Inner Pontus could be an outcome not of population displacement/migration but of 

proliferating turkophonia among native populations. Ultimately, while it is evident that a 

significant part of the native population of rural Inner Pontus must have remained in place after 

the collapse of the Byzantine administration, it will not be possible to make an estimate of 

population displacement and growth of new settlements until toponymic evidence is 

complimented by survey archaeology and archaeogenetics. 

In making a distinction between native and migrant populations one must make another 

important qualification. As noted above, historians of medieval migrations caution against 

simple one-to-one correlations between ethnic groups and cultural practices often encountered in 

place-name scholarship. Thus when one interprets the appearance of Turkish place-names in the 

countryside of Inner Pontus not only should one not accept it as unequivocal evidence of migrant 

settlements but also be careful in making assumptions about both migrants and natives. The 

 
620 R. Shukurov, The Byzantine Turks, 1204-1461, (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 306-387. 
 
621 Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “La géographie historique de l'Anatolie centrale d'après les registres ottomans, 
communication du 30 avril 1982,” 465. 
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conventional view that draws a sharp line between nomad Turk migrants and agriculturalist 

Christian natives is informed by works of Byzantine and Armenian historians who bemoaned the 

violent incursions of nomads on agricultural communities of Anatolia.622 The reality must have 

been more complex than this binary opposition of monolithic groups. Were all Turkish-speaking 

migrants arriving in Inner Pontus in the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth centuries nomadic 

pastoralists? Could any of them have been peasants fleeing the advance of the Mongols or other 

calamities? At present there are no sources available to historians that could shed light on these 

questions, but the questions are worth posing. The unproblematic identification of Turkish-

speaking migrants in medieval Anatolia solely with pastoralism might be obscuring an important 

part of the history of this migration. Likewise, it might also be misleading to associate native 

Christians of Anatolia solely with settled agriculture. The next section of this chapter turns to 

modern ethnography to explore how the physical landscape of Inner Pontus made it possible for 

agriculture and pastoralism to be practiced side by side, often by residents of the same 

settlements and even the same families, blurring the boundaries between “agriculturalists” and 

“pastoralists.” 

 

4.6 A Different Synthesis of Landscapes  

 

The topography of Inner Pontus is particularly conducive to a symbiosis of different 

forms of rural subsistence. The valleys of the Yeşilırmak (Iris) River and its tributaries that 

stretch between Tokat, Amasya and Niksar are blessed with plentiful sun and water and form an 

 
622 Vryonis, “Nomadization and Islamization in Asia Minor.” 
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idyllic landscape of grain fields and fruit orchards. The region has been known for its fertile soils 

since the antiquity as witnessed in the oft-cited passage from Strabo’s Geography: 

 
[…] and another river similar this, which flows out of Phanaroea, as it is called, flows out through the same plain, 
and is called Iris. It has its sources in Pontus itself, and, after flowing through the middle of the city Comana in 
Pontus and through Dazimonitis, a fertile plan, towards the west, then turns towards the north past Gaziura itself, an 
ancient royal residence, though now deserted, and then bends back again towards the east, after receiving the waters 
of the Scylax another rivers, and after flowing past the very wall of Amaseia, my fatherland, a very strongly fortified 
city, flows on into Phanaroea. Here the Lycus River, which has its beginnings in Armenia, joins it, and itself also 
becomes the Iris. […] On this account the plain in question is always moist and covered with grass and can support 
herds of cattle and horses alike and admits of the sowing of millet-seeds and sorghum-seeds in very great, or rather 
unlimited, quantities. Indeed, their plenty of water offsets any drought, so that no famine comes down on these 
people, never once; and the country along the mountain yields so much fruit, self-grown and wild, I mean grapes 
and pears and apples and nuts, that those who go out to the forest at any time in the year get an abundant supply.623  
 

The fertile valleys of Inner Pontus are separated by mountains that rise 1000 to 1700 

meters above the sea level. The mountains are covered in forests and pastures; the latter lie under 

snow during the winter but are open for grazing throughout the summer. As ethnographic studies 

and oral history records discussed below demonstrate, the proximity of such summer pastures, 

known as yaylas, to the settlements in the valleys has allowed the inhabitants of Inner Pontus to 

engage in short-distance seasonal transhumance and practice both crop cultivation and animal 

husbandry. By taking their flocks to higher altitudes in the summers, they could prevent the 

animals from causing damage to the fields until the harvest was collected. There are no written 

sources or archaeological studies that could unequivocally attest to the existence of this practice 

already in the medieval period, but the fact that according to the Ottoman survey of 1455 most 

settlements around Tokat successfully combined agricultural practices with animal husbandry 

suggests that the inhabitants of these settlements probably indeed took advantage of this feature 

 
623 Strabo, Geography, Book XII, 3.15, trans. Horace Leonard Jones, vol. 5, 8 vols., Loeb Classical Library 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 395-397. 
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of local geography.624 Furthermore, it has been brought to my attention by a native of Bizeri 

(Akbelen) village that the yaylas of Tokat have many scattered remains of chapels, burials, and 

other evidence of medieval habitation.625 ⁠ That seasonal transhumance of sedentary villages was 

not uncommon in other parts of medieval Anatolia is also suggested by the mention of empty 

villages – their inhabitants “gone to the yayla”– in Manakıb-ı Hacı Bektâş-ı Veli, a collection of 

stories depicting the life of thirteenth-century saint.626  

An ethnographic study of short-distance transhumance in the area of Tokat  (Mount 

Yaylacık) undertaken in the early 2000s sheds light on this practice as it survived in the twenty-

first century and allows one to imagine what similar patterns of seasonal movement might have 

looked like in the past.627 Every village that engages in animal husbandry along with cultivation 

of crops has its own yayla – a settlement at a higher altitude, above 1500 m, where a part of the 

village’s population migrates every summer, to graze animals but also to take refuge from the 

summer heat and malaria – till recently a widespread curse of the settlements of the river valleys. 

The yaylas are never too far away from the village, usually just a day’s journey. The slopes of 

the mountains between the valley settlements and their yaylas are covered in forests of arpinus, 

 
624 Some examples of settlements recorded in the 1455 survey which practiced animal husbandry side by side with 
agriculture include: Bizeri (TD 2, 171), Boyalı (173), Sideni (165), Ahmed  Eyerci (439-440), Çakraz (434), 
Çardigin (430-31), Kelek (426-27), Çöte (438), Çukur Sarayı (429), Karakaya (429-430), Yavi (427-28), Yenice 
(428-29), Yenice Makam (438-39), Yüregir (432), Yağmurcuk (436), Zaimeddin (432), Alemdar (627), Bağluca 
(614-615), Bahaeddin (625), Ceğcek (626), Eftelid (597-598), Ekseri (608-609), Filitsa (624-625), Füridökse (616-
617),  Gezgi (621-622), Gök (622), Gölgacı (635), Hanzar (606), İbavlı (629), Elpit (599-600), Karadere (629), 
Kevahlih (637) and more. 
 
625 I am grateful to Rüştü Sünnetçioğlu who has deep knowledge of the landscape of Inner Pontus both as a native of 
this land an archaeologist by training for sharing this observation with me. 
 
626 Abdülbâki Gölpınarlı, ed., Manakıb-ı Hacı Bektâş-ı Veli: Vilâyet-Nâme (İstanbul: İnkılâp Kitabevi, 1958), 131 b, 
cited in Nicolas Trépanier, Foodways and Daily Life in Medieval Anatolia: A New Social History, 43. 
 
627 Eren Yürüdür, “Yakın Mesafeli Yaylacılık Faaliyetlerine Bir Örnek: Yaylacık Dağı (Tokat)’nda Yaylacılık,” 
Doğu Coğrafya Dergisi 11, no. 16 (2006): 247–72. 
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oak, beech, pine varieties, aspen and various wild nut and fruit trees, and it is thought that many 

of the yaylas around Tokat emerged as a product of human clearing activities.628 On satellite 

images, yaylas can be easily distinguished as bare patches, sometimes dotted with outlines of 

houses, amidst lush forests of Inner Pontus. Mount Yaylacık (lit. “little yayla”) located north or 

Tokat, with its highest peak of 1735 m, has 26 yayla settlements maintained by migrating 

villages, among them formerly Armenian villages Bizeri and Biskeni discussed in Chapter Two.  

Although some shepherds begin to take their flocks to the yaylas earlier, the migration to 

the yaylas traditionally takes place around May 20, when the last of the snow recedes. The dates 

coincide with the “seventh of May” water festival celebrated till this day by different 

communities of coastal Pontus, the feast day of St. Constantine, and the feast of Ascension also 

locally known as Ficenk, once celebrated widely across Inner Pontus by Muslims and non-

Muslims alike.629 ⁠ The migrating groups set out on the road in the morning and usually reach their 

destinations by night. The villages’ populations do not migrate in their entirety: normally, 

women, children, and elderly move to the yaylas while males remain in the village to attend to 

agricultural tasks. Once settled in the yaylas, women spend the summer making cheeses, dry 

curd and other dairy products that can be stored through the winter. In July when villagers 

harvest wheat from some of the nearby fields, a part of the flocks is brought down to graze on the 

newly freed-up fields; these grazing animals are seen as helpers who arrive to “clean up” the 

fields and deposit manure. The rest of the flocks together with yayla dwellers descend to the 

villages in late August and September, some animals remaining in the yaylas as late as October. 

 
628 Ibid., 267. 
 
629 The significance of this holiday is discussed in the next section of this chapter. 
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Records from the Oral History Archive of the Centre for Asia Minor Studies in Athens 

indicate that in the nineteenth century, seasonal migration to yaylas was likewise practiced by 

many Orthodox villages on the same schedule and in the same manner. Spyridēs Anastasios from 

the village Karaoğlan in the vicinity of Niksar remembers that every year on the 20th of May his 

village would migrate to the yayla that was just two hours away from the village itself. As in 

other villages of Inner Pontus, it was the women, elderly and the children that accompanied the 

animals, mainly sheep and goats, while the younger population of the village stayed behind to 

carry out seasonal work in the fields and orchards. They would only visit the yayla for pleasure 

on the weekends and holidays.630 The village of Hasanköy, also near Niksar, had an even more 

flexible arrangement. Since their yayla was very close to the village, the whole village would 

migrate, but everyday in the morning young males would descend to work in the fields and walk 

up to the yayla late at night after finishing their day’s labor. The return from the yayla always 

took place on 15th of August, the day of the Dormition of the Mother of God. After that the 

weather in the mountains was expected to get colder very quickly and the first snow would 

appear soon after.631  

Though we do not have comparable oral history records from Armenian villages of 

Tokat, it is very likely that Armenian villages that kept animals also took part in the common 

practice of seasonal migration to yaylas. It is known, for instance, that the Armenian monastery 

of St. Joachim and Anne located at the foot of the above-mentioned Mount Yaylacık transferred 

its sheep and other animals to yaylas every summer and even held part of the yayla territory as its 

 
630 Spyridēs Anastasios, interview by Eleni Gazē, July 14, 1963, KMS 1002 Karaoglan, Oral Tradition Archive, 
Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
631 Elias Kirmanides, interview by Eleni Gazē, July 14, 1963, KMS 1002 Karaoglan, Oral Tradition Archive, Center 
for Asia Minor Studies, Athens 
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private property documented in cadastral records.632⁠ Yayla migration has been widely practiced 

by Hemshin Armenians of coastal Pontus,633⁠ while the words yayla and yaylagh are commonly 

attested in many Armenian dialects, referring both to summer pastures and to summer dwellings 

located at higher altitudes, where villagers would take refuge from summer heat.634 Moving to 

yaylas was always a joyful event, and the Armenian expression “to live yaylagh-yaylagh” 

reflects this, meaning to live a carefree life of enjoyment.635 

These depictions of seasonal transhumance in Inner Pontus in the recent past offer two 

important insights with regard to the agriculturalist/pastoralist dichotomy. The first is that the 

division between agriculturalist and pastoralist modes of livelihood, if meaningful at all, had 

more to do with gender than with ethnic or confessional belonging. And the second is that far 

from exacerbating cleavages between assumed agriculturalist Christians and nomadic Turks, 

pastoralism, as it was practiced in Inner Pontus, helped nurture a shared “environmental” culture 

that brought together diverse communities of rural Inner Pontus. In what follows this chapter 

explores these two points further, focusing on two unique local “artefacts” from Inner Pontus: a 

ceramic bowl from the Tokat Museum and a rural celebration known as “Ficek.” 

 

4.7 The Tokat Bowl and the Pastoralist Landscape as Women’s World 

 

 
632 Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn hay gaghtʻakanutʻean: hayeru tsʻruumě ashkharhi zanazan maserě, 752.  
 
633 Hasan Azaklı, “Hemşin Toplumu ve Yaylacılık,” Artvinden, February 3, 2019, 
https://www.artvinden.com/hemsin-toplumu-ve-yaylacilik-hasan-
azakli/?fbclid=IwAR34MM_5CwDPmDfPthA9VzGl7UBIm77KxvTqcg1VASisqc2MZtlUlhCPIOI. 
 
634 “Yaylagh,” in Hayotsʻ lezvi barbaṛayin baṛaran (Erevan: HH GAA “Gitutʻyun” hratarakchʻutʻyun, 2001). 
 
635 Ibid.  
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It is not by accident that the protagonist who was chosen to introduce this chapter was a 

girl and her object – a piece of jewelry decorated with wool, the latter certainly a product of 

women’s labor. It appears that in the case of Inner Pontus, as elsewhere in the Black Sea region, 

women were in charge of seasonal migrations to yaylas, and without making an exaggeration one 

could claim that yaylas were the domain of women. As ethnographic studies reveal, in semi-

pastoralist communities it is women who bear the whole burden of the heavy work that 

pastoralist life entails.636 Women feed and milk animals and attend to the arduous duty of 

cleaning animals and stables. Women prepare all the dairy products that sustain their 

communities through the winter. Women spin wool and make carpets and other woolen 

products.637 While men sometimes help with cutting wood, women carry the heavy loads of 

cooking wood and grass on their backs and cut grass for fodder by hand using scythes. 

Shepherding, too, is mainly done by women and children; men, as one respondent of an 

ethnographic study complained, “do not know the animals, do not know the pastures and cannot 

find [their] way home.”638 Overall, for many women, even the very presence of men in the yayla 

seems like an unnecessary burden. To quote the words of another female respondent speaking 

about her husband: “It would be better if he wasn’t [present] in the yayla. I come [back] tired, I 

 
636 Aslıhan Haznedaroğlu and Didem Ayça Karagöz, “Yayla Kültüründe Kadın Işi - Erkek Işi Algısı Üzerine Bir 
Çalışma: Aşağı Çağrankaya Yaylası Örneği,” in Uluslararası Yaylacılık ve Yayla Kültürü Sempozyumu Tam Metin 
Bildiri Kitabı: International Symposium on Transhumance and Upland Settlement Culture Proceedings (26-28 Eylül 
2019 – Giresun), ed. Mustafa Cin and Nazım Kuruca (Giresun: Giresun Üniversitesi Yayınları, 2019). 
 
637 Günseli Berik, Women Carpet Weavers in Rural Turkey: Patterns of Employment, Earnings and Status (Geneva: 
Internatıonal Labour Offıce, 1987). On the important issue of Christian women carpet-makers in Late Ottoman 
Anatolia, see Lēda Istikopoulou, Hē hellēnikē tapētourgia kai hē tapētourgos stē Mikra Asia, 1860-1922 (Athēna: 
Vivliopōleion tēs “Hestias” I.D. Kollarou & Sias, 2000). 
 
638 Haznedaroğlu and Karagöz, “Yayla Kültüründe Kadın Işi - Erkek Işi Algısı Üzerine Bir Çalışma: Aşağı 
Çağrankaya Yaylası Örneği,” 214. “Eşinin “inekleri tanımadığından, meraları bilmediğinden, evin yolunu 
bulamadığından” şikâyet eden kadınlar vardır.” 
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have work to do, and then I [have to] make food for him. Let him stay in the village.”639 The 

association of yaylas just with fresh air and pleasant pastime, as reflected in the Armenian 

expression “to live yaylagh-yaylagh,” thus seems to reflect only a male perspective, or perhaps 

the perspective of those communities that moved to yaylas only to enjoy cooler weather in the 

summer but not to graze animals. 

 Although women must have played a central role in the pastoralist life of Inner Pontus, 

they are virtually invisible in 

surviving sources. The Ottoman 

survey of 1455, as informative as it 

is, only lists the names of the male 

heads of households. This silence 

of sources renders all the more 

precious a unique object preserved 

at the Tokat Museum: a clay bowl 

(fig. 35) depicting a woman at 

work, hand-spinning wool (henceforth referred to as the Tokat Bowl). The bowl is medium-sized 

(15-20 cm in diameter) with a wide flat rim.640It is made of red clay and covered with white slip 

and two different glazes, off-white on the interior and emerald green on the exterior. The rim is 

decorated with circular bands and groups of vertical stripes, produced by the incision technique. 

The spaces between the vertical lines are either left black or filled with imitations of inscriptions. 

The center of the bowl is occupied by the figure of a woman, who is shown waist up, holding a 

 
639 Ibid., 217. “Onun yaylada olmaması daha iyi. Yorulmuş geliyorum, bir sürü işim var bir de ona yemek 
yapacağım. Dursun köyde.” 
640 The exact measurements are not available to me now. I took the photo of the bowl when I visited Tokat Museum 
in 2014, without knowing that I would study this object closely.  

Figure 35. The Tokat Bowl, Tokat Museum. Photo: author. 
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long thread between her two hands. The thread connects on the one end to what appears to be a 

spindle, and on the other to a rectangular object resembling a piece of fabric. A similar object, 

though round and not rectangular, appears on the other side of the woman; it is also attached to a 

thread that leads toward the rim. Depending on how one identifies the rectangular object at the 

end of the thread, one can alternatively interpret the scene as a woman spinning or weaving 

wool. Some detail appears in the foreground, though it is difficult to identify it.  

The bowl displays similarity to Middle Byzantine fine-wares. The technique of its 

production seems to conform to that of the Byzantine “red” fabric fine-ware, associated with the 

proliferation of provincial pottery production starting in the eleventh and the twelfth century.641 

More precisely, one may compare it to incised sgraffito ware or Zeuxippus ware (Figs. 2 and 

3).642 Eleventh- and twelfth-century local pottery production has been attested in places like 

Corinth, Pergamon, Sparta, and Thessaloniki.643 The evidence from Asia Minor is, unfortunately, 

scant but it is not unlikely that Byzantine Inner Pontus also had its local pottery production.644 

The shape of the Tokat bowl, however, with its shallow center and a wide horizontal rim, while 

relatively rare in Zeuxippus wares, has been much more common in the so-called Port St. 

Symeon pottery, produced mainly in the Crusader principalities and the Armenian Cilician 

Kingdom in the thirteenth century.645  

 
641 Pamela Armstrong, “Ceramics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine Studies, ed. Elizabeth Jeffreys, John F. 
Haldon and Robin Cormack (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press), 434. 
 
642 Dark, Byzantine Pottery, (Stroud, Gloucestershire; Charleston, SC: Tempus, 2001), 53-79.  
 
643 Armstrong, 436. 
 
644 Tasha Vorderstrasse, “A Medieval Ceramic Assemblage at Komana,” in Komana Ortaçağ Yerleşimi The 
Medieval Settlement at Komana, ed. Burcu D. Erciyas and Mustafa N. Tatbul (İstanbul: Ege Yayınları, 2015), 181–
90, at 184. 
 
645 Tasha Vorderstrasse, “The Iconography of the Wine Drinker in ‘Port St Symeon’ Ware from the Crusader Era,” 
East Christian Art 2 (2005), 59-72.  
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 The way the human figure is rendered on the Tokat Bowl is very reminiscent of the 

human figure representations on ceramics fragments discovered at Komana as well as Middle 

Byzantine pottery from Crimea: the three lines of the eyebrows and the nose are connected (figs. 

36-38); the eyes are almond-shaped.646 The arms are slim; the fingers are individually drawn out 

and appear disproportionately large (figs. 39-41).  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 
646 Similarities between ceramics found in Komana and examples from Crimea have also been pointed out in Yunus 
Emre Karasu and Nurşen Özkul Fındık, “Figured Ceramics Found at Komana (Tokat) Excavations,” in Komana 
Small Finds, 103–30 at 108. 
 

Figure 36. Detail from a Byzantine 
painted plate, thirteenth century. the 
Hermitage collection. Source:  
Zalesskaia, Pami͡ atniki vizantiĭskogo 
prikladnogo iskusstva, 200. 

Figure 37. The Tokat Bowl, detail. Photo: 
author.  

Figure 39. Detail from a Byzantine painted 
plate, thirteenth century. the Hermitage 
collection. Source:  Zalesskaia, Pami͡ atniki 
vizantiĭskogo prikladnogo iskusstva, 167. 
 

Figure 40. The Tokat Bowl, detail. Photo: author.  
 

Figure 38. Ceramic fragment from Komana, 
detail. Source: Karasu and Özkul Fındık, 
“Figured Ceramics Found at 
Komana(Tokat) Excavations,” 126, no. 6. 

Figure 41. Ceramic fragment from 
Komana, detail. Source: Karasu 
and Özkul Fındık, “Figured 
Ceramics Found at Komana(Tokat) 
Excavations,” 126, no. 5 
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The distinctive headdress of the woman makes this depiction seem less like a stylized 

image and more like a historically accurate 

representation of a (Muslim?) woman from twelfth- or 

thirteenth-century Anatolia. A similar headdress, for 

instance, appears on a tile used in the decoration of the 

Seljuk Kubadabad palace outside of Konya dated 1236 

and on a piece of ceramic bowl in the collection of 

Louvre identified as Egyptian or Syrian, 11th-15th 

century (figs. 42 and 43). Özden Süslü who studied 

Seljuk dress based on representations in surviving 

material culture listed this form of headdress as 

one among many different headdress styles worn 

my women in Seljuk Anatolia without offering a 

more specific identification.647  

Whether or not the woman on the Tokat 

Bowl is depicted specifically as a Muslim, the 

most remarkable feature of this iconography is 

that we see a woman at work. The figural repertoire 

 
647 Özden Süslü, Tasvirlere Göre Anadolu Selçuklu Kıyafetleri, Ankara: Atatürk Kültür Merkezi, 2007), 314 and 
396. 
 

Fig. 42. Ceramic tile from the Kubadabad palace, 
Konya Karatay Museum no. 1572. Source: 
Rüçhan Arık, Kubad Abad: Selçuklu Saray ve 
Çinileri (Istanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası, 2000), no. 
199.  

Figure 43.  Fragment of a Port St. Symeon ware, 
Mousée du Louvre, MAO 1253-2. Source: Sophie 
Makariou, Nouvelles Acquisitions, Arts de l’Islam, 
1988-2001: Catalogue (Paris: Réunion des Musées 
Nationaux, 2002), 37. 
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of Byzantine pottery consists for the most part of birds (doves, peacocks, eagles, ducks), fish, 

animals (lions, leopards, deer, dogs, hares), mythical creatures (dragons, centaurs, griffons, 

sphinges, harpies) and humans (hunters, musicians, saints, heroes like Digenēs Akritas), though 

depictions of women are rare. Human figures appearing on Seljuk pottery likewise most often 

are depictions of rulers, nobles on horseback (hunting or engaged in a battle), single musicians or 

groups of musicians playing at banquets.648 To see a person at work depicted on Byzantine or 

Seljuk ceramics is very rare: the only example known to me is a curious image of a gardener that 

appears on one of the tiles that once decorated the walls of Keykubadiye, a royal Seljuk palace in 

Kayseri.649 

 The Tokat bowl must have been created for a more modest consumer. To what kind of a 

buyer would an image of a woman spinning wool appeal? Could the buyer have been one of 

those hard-working women who “ruled” the yaylas? One could associate the appearance of such 

an object on the market with the rising status of wool producers in the society of Inner Pontus, 

but not necessarily with the arrival of Turkoman pastoralists. Wool production has been attested 

in Byzantine Cappadocia,650 and it could have been the case that already in the Byzantine period 

pastoralism and wool production played a significant role in the economy and culture of Inner 

Pontus. And though the material characteristics of the bowl suggest that it must have been 

 
648 On figurative repertoire of Seljuk ceramics, see Rüçhan Arık and Oluş Arık, Çini: Anadolu Toprağının Hazinesi. 
Selçuklu ve Beylikler Çağı Çinileri. (İstanbul: Kale Grubu Kültür Yayınları, 2007), passim. and Ali Baş, Remzi 
Duran, and Şükrü Dursun, “Keykubadiye Sarayi Figürlü Çinileri,” Sanat Tarihi Dergisi XXVIII, no. 2 (2019): 387–
405. On the dissemination of human images in Seljuk art see Oya Pancaroğlu, “’A World unto Himself’: The Rise of 
a New Human Image in the Late Seljuk Period (1150-1250),” (PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 2000). 
 
649 Ali Baş, “Keykubadiye Sarayı Kazısında Bulunan Bahçıvan Figürlü Çininin Öyküsü,” Şehir Kültür Sanat 1 
(2019): 8–11. 
 
650 J. Eric Cooper and Michael J. Decker, Life and Society in Byzantine Cappadocia (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012), 95. 
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produced by a master trained in Byzantine tradition of ceramics production, one cannot claim 

that this object must have come out from a “Byzantine” workshop.  

The faux inscriptions also raise some very interesting 

questions about the maker and potential buyer of this bowl.651 

They are clearly not intelligible but this does not make them not 

meaningful.652 They do seem to imitate not writing in general 

but specific forms of writing. The inscription above the human 

figure includes characters reminiscent of the Greek letters Θ 

and ȁ (fig.44). The inscription below it starts with a character 

similar to Armenian letter Մ (fig. 45) while the barely visible 

inscription on the right side, if read from right to left, appears 

to start with Arabic letters ا and و (fig. 46). This may be an 

over-interpretation but this kind of fine detail may be 

significant and should be taken into consideration. With its 

depiction of a woman at work, the Tokat bowl already appears 

“ethnically” and “confessionally” ambiguous. The possibility 

that the maker of the bowl consciously decorated it with a 

“trilingual” inscription even stronger suggests that there was a body of consumers who might 

have belonged to different confessional/language groups but participated in a shared economy 

and material culture. 

 
651 I am grateful to Christina Maranci for encouraging me to look closer at the seemingly unintelligible inscriptions 
and search for meanings in them. 
 
652 For an insightful discussion of a pseudo-Arabic inscription on an 11th-12th-century Byzantine bowl and the 
meanings it might have had for a Byzantine viewer see Alicia Walker, “Meaningful Mingling: Classicizing Imagery 
and Islamicizing Script in a Byzantine Bowl,” The Art Bulletin 90, no. 1 (2008): 32–53. 

Figure 44. The Tokat Bowl, inscription, 
pseudo-Greek? Source: author. 

Figure 45. The Tokat Bowl, inscription, 
pseudo-Armenian? Source: author. 

 

Figure 46. The Tokat Bowl, inscription, 
pseudo-Arabic? Source: author. 
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In what follows, the last section of this chapter turns to the history of a forgotten spring 

festival to explore another way in which the rural culture of Inner Pontus appears to defy 

conventional ideas about discrete ethnic identities and associated cultural practices. 

 

4.8 Ficek Festival and Shared Rhythms of Rural Life in Inner Pontus 

 

The seasonal ritual of spring migration to summer pastures coincides with the time of the 

spring festival known as “Ficek” (pronounced fijek, or sometimes hijek) that was once celebrated 

ubiquitously across Inner Pontus. Till this day it is celebrated by a small number of Alevi 

villages in the vicinity of Tokat and Sivas. A recent ethnographic study undertaken in the village 

of Beydili, about a hundred kilometers southeast of Tokat, provides some details about this rare 

surviving tradition.653⁠ The inhabitants of the village identify as belonging to the Sıraç branch of 

the Beydili, or Beğdili, tribe – one of the twenty-two Oghuz tribes mentioned in Kāshgharī’s 

eleventh-century encyclopaedia Kitāb dīwān-i lughāt al-Turk and described among the fıve 

biggest tribes in the fourteenth century by Rashīd al-Dīn in his  Jāmiʿ al-tawārīkh.654⁠ 

Confessionally, the villagers identify as Alevi and trace the more recent origins of their 

community to the mythical spiritual leader named Anşa Bacı (Sister Ansha). ⁠ The villagers’ 

primary occupation is animal husbandry, mainly centered on sheep and goats and to a lesser 

extent cattle. The village produces milk, meat and wool for sale and engages in small-scale 

agriculture to meet its own needs. The holiday of Ficek, believed by the locals to have roots in 

 
653 İbrahim Karaca, “Beydili’de (Sivas-Hafik) Ficek Geleneği,” International Journal of Humanities and Education 
3, no. 2 (2017): 48–63. 
 
654 Yusuf Halaçoğlu, “Beydili,” in TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı, 1992). 
 



 

 246 

their ancient past, is celebrated here on the third weekend of April. On Saturday young people of 

the village collect fragrant herbs from seven different mountains and put them in a big cauldron 

together with water from seven different sources. They also put some personal belongings into 

the cauldron, cover it with a gauze and leave outside till the next day. At night they make a big 

fire in the middle of the village and jump over the fire. At sunrise small fires are made in front of 

each house and young villagers again jump over them, ritually burning their sins. Later the 

villagers that there around the cauldron and bless it with prayers. A firstborn daughter is seated 

next to the cauldron; other young girls form a line in front of it and sing a short ritual song 

(mani) together: “Ficek ficek hil ola/içi dışı gül ola/ficeğe gelenlerin/haceti kabul ola.”655 Then 

each girl takes her turn to say a poem and then draws and object from the water: the meaning of 

the poem is interpreted as a fortunetelling (fal) for the object’s owner. After the ritual the 

villagers make a circular dance around the cauldron and finish the celebration by visiting graves 

of ancestors and other shrines.  

These spring feasts held in a handful of villages today are the last remainder of what 

seems to have been one of the most widespread popular celebrations in the countryside of Inner 

Pontus, a local tradition which, like the migration to yaylas, cut across confessional and ethnic 

divides. The records of the Oral History Archive of the Center for Asia Minor Studies indicate 

that in the nineteenth century Ficek, which Anatolian Greeks called by the same name, was 

celebrated in almost every Greek village around Amasya, Tokat and Niksar. The celebrations 

were always held on the Ascension Day, usually in May – the exact dates would move according 

to the date of Easter. Savvas Papadopoulos and his wife Parthena from the village Kelemiç in the 

vicinity of Erbaa, both born in the 1880s, recall that on the day before the Ascension young 

 
655 The approximate translation of these lines is “ficek ficek,let it be hil [?]/ let it be flowers in an out/ let the 
wishe[s] of those who came to ficek/be accepted.” 
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women of the village would bring water from seven springs and collect branches and flowers 

from seven trees.656 They would put them together with water in a big copper cauldron, cover 

with a red cloth and leave for the night. The next day, after attending the church service girls and 

young women would gather around the cauldron, a chosen girl – the first child of her mother – 

would remove the cover, place everyone’s personal items in the water and then draw them one 

by one. Before each draw the first would sing a song that would become the owner’s prophecy. 

The songs that the girls in Greek villages sang were those same songs that are still remembered 

in some Alevi villages like Beydili: “Ficek ficek fil ola/dileği kabul ola/ficeke gelen kızlar/dileği 

kabul ola.”657⁠ 

The fact that we see almost identical rituals and words appear with more than a hundred 

years between them suggests that the tradition must have indeed been very widespread and that 

these celebrated united rural communities across confessional divides. Spring celebrations are 

ubiquitous but the jumping over fire and the central place of seven herbs in the celebration are 

particularly evocative of the traditions associated with Nawrūz, the spring feast observed 

throughout the Persianate world.658 The unusual name Ficek, however, does not occur in any 

descriptions of spring holidays in Iran or Central Asia. The solution to the mystery of this name 

came from an unexpected place: a short note in Arshak Alpōyachean’s memory book of 

Tokat.659⁠ Some of Armenians of Tokat, he says, had a tradition of doing fortunetelling 

 
656 Savvas Papadopoulos and Parthena Papadopoulou, interview by Eleni Gazē, November 22, 1962, KMS 931 
Kelemits, Oral Tradition Archive, Center for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
657 Despoina Ampatzē, interview by Eleni Gazē, May 21, 1965, KMS 1000 Ilegen, Oral Tradition Archive, Center 
for Asia Minor Studies, Athens. 
 
658 A. Shapur Shahbazi, “NOWRUZ ii. In the Islamic Period,” Encyclopædia Iranica, online edition, 2016, 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/nowruz-ii (accessed on July 6, 2020). 
 
659 Alpōyachean, Patmutʻiwn Ewdokioy hayotsʻ: teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan teghekutʻiwnnerov, 1527. 
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(vichakahanut’iwn) on the eve of the Ascension. Those participating would place their personal 

items on a bucket full of water and write quatrains of poetry on pieces of paper and collected 

them in a basket. The quatrains, drawn randomly, would then be read as fortune predictions – 

vichak – for the owners of the objects. The word vichak goes back to Classical Armenian and 

means “allotment,” “destiny” and “fate.”660 The feast of Ascension has been popularly known as 

Vichak and associated with fortune-telling in many Armenian across the Armenian communities 

of Anatolia and the Armenian Highlands, and it is still celebrated by some in Armenia today.661 

Anoush, one of Armenia’s best known operas, composed by Armen Tigranian based on 

Hovhannes Tumanyan’s homonymous poem, commemorates the popular celebration of the 

Ascension. It depicts girls collecting fragrant herbs, singing songs and doing fortune-telling; the 

protagonist, Anoush, receives a sinister omen of the death of her beloved.662 ⁠ The refrain of the of 

the songs goes “yayla jan yayla jan” and “jan gyulum jan gyulum jan gyulum” [Tr. can gülüm] 

and the same words echo in the songs sung by Muslims in villages of Azerbaijan as part of 

fortune-telling rituals at Nawrūz celebrations.663⁠  

These descriptions of shared practices amount to a portrait of a rural world inhabited by 

communities that not only lived in close physical proximity to one another but also were united 

by common modes of livelihood. Chapter Three made the case that Armenians and Muslims who 

inhabited the cities of Inner Pontus in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries probably shared 

 
660 Artashēs Tēr Khachʻaturean, Hrand Gangruni, et Pʻaramaz K. Tōnikean, éd., Hayotsʻ lezui nor baṛaran (Pēyrut’: 
K. Tōnikean ew ordikʻ hratarakatun, 1968), 10. 
 
661 Ch’it’uni, Hambardzman “vichak”: haykakan sovoroytʻner (K. Pōlis: Tpagrutʻiwn Ō. Arzuman, 1919); 
Kʻajberuni, Haykakan sovorutʻiwnner (T’iflis: Tparan K. Martiroseani, 1903), 20-35. 
 
662 Hovhannes T’umanyan, Anush: haykakan obēra - 4 arar ew 6 patker/ hegh. Hov. Tʻumanean. (Niw Eork’: 
Armēnia Tparan, 1923), 16-24. 
 
663 Măḣărrăm Gasymly, Azärbaycan Ädäbiyyatı Tarixi Altı Cilddä (Bakı: Elm, 2004), 83-84; Băḣlul Abdullaı̐ev, 
Azärbaycan Märasim Folkloru (Bakı: Qismät, 2005), 69-70. 
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manyfold aesthetics and sensibilities, evident in common words and artistic expressions. This 

chapter has shown that the countryside probably also had its distinctive shared culture – one 

which we cannot access through surviving sources but which we can imagine by looking at 

precious depictions of rural life in the nineteenth-century Inner Pontus.  

 

4.9 Summary and Conclusions 

 

This chapter began with an introduction of a new protagonist – a six-year-old girl who 

was buried at Oluz Höyük not far from Amasya, just a few years after Romanos IV Diogenes 

suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of Alp Alrsan. The appearance and the location of the 

burial has led archaeologists to believe that this six-year-old girl, along with others buried by her 

side, belonged to a group of nomadic pastoralists. The inconspicuous burial was received as a 

sensational find: for the first time, archaeologists had come across remains of Oghuz Turks 

whose migration to Anatolia marked a turning point in political and cultural history of Anatolia: 

the moment “Byzantium” became “Turkey.” But the discovery of human remains also serves as 

a reminder that for the most part Oghuz pastoralists were not mythical conquerors and mighty 

warriors but ordinary humans. The life of the six-year-old girl buried near Amasya and others 

like her must have been animated not by the zeal of conquering Byzantium or building a tribal 

empire but by daily toil and quiet rhythms of survival in her immediate environment. This 

chapter, accordingly, focused on the human experience of pastoralists as they took part in the 

shaping of the physical and cultural landscape of Inner Pontus and adapted their livelihoods to 

survive and flourish in this geography. 
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 That nomadic pastoralists once had a significant presence in the countryside of Inner 

Pontus is suggested by the frequent appearance of toponyms containing names of Oghuz tribes or 

words like oba and kışla/yayla in medieval documents and early Ottoman cadastral surveys. 

Paradoxically, however, it appears that by the thirteenth and certainly by the fifteenth century all 

settlements with such “nomadic” names were sedentary villages or hamlets that engaged in 

regular agricultural activities, growing a variety of grains, tending to fruit orchards and operating 

water mills. Some supplemented agriculture with animal husbandry but none were exclusively 

pastoralist.  

Could, on the other hand, the apparent absence of nomadic pastoralists from the sources 

in which the toponyms are recorded simply reflect the “sedentary” bias of the sources? Could it 

be that large groups of pastoralists were there, roaming with their flocks the valleys and 

mountains of Inner Pontus remaining unreachable and invisible to documents that focused on 

income-generating and taxable properties? This could be indeed the case, since it took Ottoman 

imperial administration a significant amount of time and effort to impose taxes and registration 

of pastures on nomads. It appears, however, that even if these “phantom nomads” retained a 

presence in the countryside of Inner Pontus, their presence had not caused a significant 

environmental and economic disruption/transformation in the long term. Palynology suggests 

that following a period of an “agricultural collapse” in the eleventh-twelfth century that might 

have followed in initial wave of Oghuz migration came a period of agricultural flourishing. That 

agriculture thrived throughout Inner Pontus in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries is also 

suggested by the spectacular proliferation of zāwiya establishments which drew on agricultural 

surplus of endowed villages as the main source of funding for their significant operational costs. 

The late medieval agricultural prosperity of Inner Pontus is furthermore corroborated by the 
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archaeobotanical data from the twelfth/thirteenth residential spaces excavated at Komana that 

attests to Kamana’s inhabitants’ rich diet of grain and fruit.  

 Agricultural prosperity is impossible without people cultivating the land. Who were those 

peasants ploughing the fields of Inner Pontus and generating the wealth that paid for all the new 

institutions and monuments that transformed the cultural and physical landscape of Inner Pontus 

in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries? Were they the descendants of the native Byzantine 

population or sedentarized migrants or both? At present, this question cannot be resolved with 

certainty given the paucity of archaeological material though toponymic evidence suggests that 

there must have been a great degree of settlement continuity in the countryside of Inner Pontus. 

Furthermore, it appears that even if the division between native/agriculturalist and 

migrant/pastoralist populations might have been meaningful at the time of the initial Oghuz 

migrations, by the late medieval period the boundary between the two must have become 

significantly blurred.  

Modern ethnographic studies suggest that the geography of Inner Pontus made it possible 

for pastoralism and agriculture to co-exist in a symbiotic and not a mutually detrimental 

relationship. The fertile soils and mild climate of the river valleys could sustain large-scale 

cultivation of grain and fruit, while the proximity of mountain pastures allowed many of the 

foothill villages to engage in animal husbandry along with agricultural activities. The proximity 

of the summer pastures also defined the nature of transhumance practiced in Inner Pontus: it 

must have been short-distance and seasonal and had an age and gender dimension to it.  

If one could draw a dividing line between agriculturalists and pastoralists, a more 

meaningful division might be not between assumed natives and migrants or Christians and 

Turkomans but between women and men. The role of women in pastoralism, though accentuated 
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in modern ethnographic literature, is almost entirely absent in discussions of medieval history of 

Anatolia. Yet, it is very likely that the division of labor in rural Inner Pontus as it is described 

with regard to the nineteenth century, with men taking charge of agricultural works and women 

of grazing animals, was not different in the medieval period. The pastures of Inner Pontus must 

have been the land of women and children – the real subalterns of the medieval Anatolian 

history. 

From the perspective of confessional identities, on the other hand, the rural landscape of 

Inner Pontus must have been a shared world. The pastoralist-agriculturalist economy would have 

defined annual rhythms of life, directions, and destinations of movement for rural communities 

regardless of their confessional identities. The sowing of the crops and the collection of harvest, 

the migration to the yaylas and the return – all this localized movement had little to do with the 

directions of Constantinople or Tabriz and everything to do with the geography of the region.  

This shared rural world nurtured a shared culture, which left, however, no traces in documents, 

chronicles, and monuments. Sustained by oral tradition, it perished when twentieth-century 

violence shattered the human geography of Anatolia and broke centuries-old chains of 

transmission. The inhabitants of a handful of Alevi villages near Tokat today remain the last 

living carriers of this culture, while its fragile memory is preserved in oral history records and 

folklore. 
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Conclusion 

 

We have wandered through the landscapes of medieval Anatolia guided by George of 

Komana, Abusahl Artsruni, Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Irāqī and an anonymous pastoralist girl. What do we 

learn from this journey? What does the regional perspective of Inner Pontus reveal about the 

place of Anatolia in medieval Eurasian entanglements? We learn that in medieval Inner Pontus, 

histories of the Mediterranean, the Black Sea, the Caucasus and Iran intersected and interacted, 

giving rise to new and original forms of cultural expression, which remained imprinted in the 

region’s landscapes. The history of medieval Anatolia, as seen from Inner Pontus, was not 

simply a story of Byzantine-Ottoman transition. Although Inner Pontus would eventually 

become integrated into the Ottoman Empire and return under the administrative control and into 

the cultural orbit of Constantinople in the fifteenth century, it would be by far not the same Inner 

Pontus that Byzantium had lost in the eleventh century. In the centuries between, places like 

Vaspurakan, Maragha, Tabriz, and Crimea would become much “closer” to Inner Pontus than 

Constantinople and therefore play much more important roles in shaping the cultures of diverse 

communities that inhabited this part of Anatolia. Yet, in many ways, for centuries after it no 

longer belonged to Byzantium politically, Inner Pontus remained a part of the Byzantine world. 

At the same time it was also part of the medieval Armenian world, the world of the Caucasus and 

Eastern Anatolia, the Islamic world, the Persianate world, and the Ilkhanid world. It is my hope 

that this dissertation has given substance to these abstract notions and has demonstrated clearly 

what exactly belonging to this or that “world” meant in practice for people who inhabited 

medieval Anatolia. 
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By bringing into discussion a wealth of little known local sources and placing well-

known sources into new contexts, this dissertation has also demonstrated that studying history of 

medieval Anatolia from regional and local perspectives is possible. Scott Redford, one of the 

pioneers of the architectural history and archaeology of medieval Anatolia, has once recalled his 

teacher referring to the field of medieval Anatolia as a “graveyard of scholars” meaning that due 

to the paucity of documentary sources the field held little promise for scholars.664 Time and 

again, new imaginative research has shown it to be far from the truth. This study, in turn, has 

demonstrated that regional history of medieval Anatolia too, far from being a graveyard, is a lush 

orchard – as long as one is ready to wander outside, beyond the confines of the archive and the 

library. The study of material culture opens a very promising direction for new scholarship on 

medieval Anatolia. Archaeology and local museum collections will surely keep surprising us, 

suggest new questions, and push us to revise established narratives. 

Further proliferation of local and regional studies informed by archaeology and material 

culture will make it increasingly more difficult to speak about the history of medieval Anatolia in 

terms of grand narratives, like “decline of Hellenism,” “nomadization” etc. As this dissertation 

has shown, patterns of demographic and cultural change that shaped medieval Anatolia could 

differ greatly even between neighboring settlements. What accounted for these differences? 

Geography? Economic activities of the inhabitants? Belonging to institutional endowments? 

Patronage of community members who had access to political elites through service or 

marriages? Only when we are able to survey the history of Anatolia examining comparatively 

 
664 Scott Redford, “Words, Books, and Buildings in Seljuk Anatolia,” International Journal of Turkish Studies 13, 
nos. i–ii (2007): 7–16. 
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dozens, or perhaps hundreds, of local case studies in different geographies might it become 

possible to turn to generalizations again. 

These local case studies, however, for a long time will remain work and thought in 

progress. Building hypotheses on scarce and fragmentary evidence means that at any time a new 

piece of evidence might appear and call many of one’s conclusions into question. The discovery 

of the seal of Abusahl Artsruni prompted me to start searching for an erased medieval Armenian 

landscape – something that I would not have undertaken had I not been intrigued by the history 

of this object. The discovery of the fourteenth-century patriarchal letter demanding church taxes 

from Komana prompted me to revise entirely my vision of the Byzantine-Islamic transition at 

Komana. Had it not been for this one document, I would have perhaps accepted the conventional 

view that Komana was captured by Muslim conquerors, and its inhabitants were displaced or 

converted to Islam in the eleventh or twelfth century. And the list goes on. Studying the history 

of medieval Anatolia forces one to embrace a certain humility, but also courage, necessary to be 

able to admit at any moment that perhaps we got it all wrong and we need to rethink it all over 

again. This is, however, undoubtedly what also makes the study of medieval Anatolia so 

endlessly fascinating and rewarding.  
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Appendix 1: Place-names as Recorded in the Ottoman Cadastral Survey of 1455 (Tapu 

Tahrir Defteri 2)665  

 

Toponym Toponym etymology  Confessional identity  

Kirpas non-Turkish Muslim 

Ezine Pazarı Turkish Mixed 

Aliçok Turkish Muslim 

Tamu Obası Turkish Muslim 

Arhad non-Turkish Muslim 

Çiprek Turkish? Muslim 

Camus Hane Turkish Muslim 

Kalacık Turkish Muslim 

Kuştemur Turkish Muslim 

Ovacık Turkish Muslim 

Berib non-Turkish Mixed 

Toplu Hacı Turkish mezra‘a 

Ziveri non-Turkish Muslim 

Hacı Necib Turkish Muslim 

Söngüt Turkish Muslim 

Arablar Turkish Muslim 

Astavla non-Turkish Muslim 

Doğan obası Turkish Muslim 

Zevrek non-Turkish? Muslim 

Reis Turkish Muslim 

 
665 Many of the place-names listed here can be read in more than one way. For the sake of consistency, I have 
preserved the spellings suggested by Ahmet Şimşirgil in his study. Şimşirgil, “Osmanlı Taşra Teşkilatında Tokat 
(1455-1574).” 
  



 

 257 

Meris non-Turkish Muslim 

Taşlı Öyük Turkish Muslim 

Menderaz non-Turkish Muslim 

Karaltan Turkish Muslim 

Ahur non-Turkish Muslim 

Çamurcu obası Turkish Muslim 

Farni non-Turkish Mixed 

Olcaytu other Muslim 

Aybaba Turkish Muslim 

Emir Süleyman Turkish Muslim 

Oba Turkish Muslim 

Vazya non-Turkish Muslim 

Bayındır Turkish Muslim 

Yüzbeği Turkish Muslim 

Lâb non-Turkish Muslim 

Buğra Turkish Muslim 

Çavuldur Turkish Muslim 

Çeri Obası Turkish Muslim 

Yenice köyü Turkish Muslim 

Zodi non-Turkish Muslim 

Geksi non-Turkish non-Muslim? 

Geldi Gelen Turkish Muslim 

Çay Turkish Muslim 

Çetroba Turkish Muslim 

Endiz non-Turkish Mixed 

Derbend-e Burçak Turkish mezra‘a 

Karacalu Turkish Muslim 
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Öküzcü Turkish Muslim 

Engürün non-Turkish Muslim 

Ulu Oba Turkish Muslim 

Gürci non-Turkish Muslim 

Çardiğin Turkish Muslim 

Bostan Obası Turkish Muslim 

Döğer Turkish Muslim 

İplikçi Turkish Muslim 

Saraycık Turkish Muslim 

Karpad non-Turkish Muslim 

Kara Evlü Turkish Muslim 

Kavak Turkish Muslim 

Hasan Obası Turkish Muslim 

Fakihler Turkish Muslim 

Venk non-Turkish Muslim 

Bayram Turkish Muslim 

Mardun oba Turkish Muslim 

Defne non-Turkish Muslim 

Gideğaz non-Turkish Muslim 

Halil Obası Turkish Muslim 

Odoba non-Turkish Muslim 

Armus non-Turkish Muslim 

Kirkoroz non-Turkish mezra‘a 

Beğlu Turkish Muslim 

Bozat Alanı Turkish Muslim 

Alaaddin Turkish Muslim 

Çiftlik Turkish Muslim 
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Çerçi non-Turkish Muslim 

Vavri non-Turkish Mixed 

İbibsa  non-Turkish Muslim 

Kağay Turkish Muslim 

Kisare non-Turkish Muslim 

Beğarslan Turkish Muslim 

Halil Alan Beğ Turkish Muslim 

Sırçalu Turkish Muslim 

Gevle non-Turkish Muslim 

Biskincik non-Turkish non-Muslim 

İzvisti non-Turkish Muslim 

Keşlik Turkish Muslim 

Kızılözü Turkish Muslim 

Beşviran Turkish Muslim 

Cemal Turkish Muslim 

Batmantaş Turkish Muslim 

Karavansaray-ı Kablu Turkish Muslim 

Kışla Turkish Muslim 

Aluç Turkish Muslim 

Bahaddin Turkish mezra‘a 

Gürci non-Turkish mezra‘a 

Çördük Turkish Muslim 

Cincife-i Büzürk hybrid: Mixed 

Dihoy non-Turkish mazra’a 

Cincife-i Küçük hybrid: Muslim 

Zazara non-Turkish Muslim 

Bizeri non-Turkish Non-Muslim 
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Boyalu Turkish Muslim 

Sideni non-Turkish Muslim 

Ḳomanat non-Turkish Mixed 

Bula Turkish Muslim 

Kelek other Muslim 

Yavi Turkish Muslim 

Yenice Turkish Muslim 

 Çukur Saray Turkish Muslim 

Karakaya Turkish Muslim 

Çardiğin Turkish Muslim 

Yassı Kara Turkish Muslim 

Yüregir Turkish Muslim 

Zaimeddin Turkish Muslim 

Yava Turkish Muslim 

Çakraz Turkish Muslim 

Hacı Fakih Turkish mezra‘a 

Yahya Hacib Turkish Muslim 

Saray-ı Çoban Turkish Muslim 

Ağumi non-Turkish mezra‘a 

Eveyri Bağı Turkish mezra‘a 

Kaman/Kamara non-Turkish? mezra‘a 

Yenice makam Turkish Muslim 

Çöte Turkish? mezra‘a 

Ahmed Eyerci Turkish Muslim 

Evlad-ı Altıparmak Turkish mezra‘a 

Kayı Turkish Muslim 

Tuzluca Turkish non-inhabited 
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Hızır Ağa  Turkish mezra‘a 

Kal'a Çayırı Turkish mezra‘a 

Üyük Turkish Muslim 

Akviran Turkish mezra‘a 

Çivril Turkish mezra‘a 

Yıldız Turkish Muslim 

Saruyar Turkish Muslim 

Yusuf Oğlan Turkish Muslim 

Eksani non-Turkish Muslim 

Geçmiş Turkish Muslim 

Yakub Oğlan Turkish Muslim 

Bağlu Viran Turkish Muslim 

Köpek/Kebek Turkish Muslim 

Arslan Doğmuş Turkish Muslim 

Çiftlik Turkish Muslim 

Eymür Turkish Muslim 

Aliha non-Turkish Muslim 

Geçdin Hacı Turkish Muslim 

Çivril Turkish Muslim 

Küyek Turkish Muslim 

Şeyh Çoban Turkish Muslim 

Killik Turkish Muslim 

Hacılar viranı Turkish Muslim 

Şani Turkish? Muslim 

Yakub Turkish Muslim 

Alayundlu Turkish mezra‘a 

Karaca Halil Turkish mezra‘a 
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Beduhtun non-Turkish? Muslim 

Hisarcık Turkish Muslim 

Amlus non-Turkish Mixed 

Zuğru non-Turkish Muslim 

Eftelid non-Turkish Muslim 

Zora non-Turkish Muslim 

Elpit non-Turkish Mixed 

Akdoğan Turkish muslim 

Kınık Turkish Muslim 

Toğarım Turkish? Mixed? 

Ohan non-Turkish Muslim 

Pulur non-Turkish Muslim 

Küplüce Turkish mezra‘a 

Efkeri non-Turkish Muslim 

Gevrek other Muslim 

Moduş non-Turkish Muslim 

Hanzar non-Turkish? Muslim 

Taşlu Sekü Turkish Muslim 

Turac other Muslim 

Ekseri non-Turkish Muslim 

Muhad non-Turkish Mixed 

Kışla Turkish Muslim 

Leveke non-Turkish Muslim 

Bağluca Turkish Muslim 

Kızılca Su Turkish Muslim 

Füridökse non-Turkish Mixed 

Kızılviran Turkish Muslim 
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Teknecik Turkish Muslim 

Güreti non-Turkish Muslim 

Tomara non-Turkish Muslim 

Yapalak Turkish? Muslim 

Sideri non-Turkish Muslim 

Gezgi non-Turkish Mixed? 

Gök Turkish Muslim 

Tiyeri non-Turkish Mixed 

Filitisa non-Turkish Muslim 

Bihadin/Bahaeddin Turkish Muslim 

Şık Turkish? Muslim 

Ceğcek Turkish Muslim 

Minegü non-Turkish Muslim 

Alemdar Turkish Muslim 

Daduhta non-Turkish Muslim 

İbavli non-Turkish Muslim 

Karadere Turkish Muslim 

Orta Turkish Muslim 

Avcı Turkish mezra‘a 

Megüllü/Meğelli non-Turkish Muslim 

Çat Turkish Muslim 

Ceğet Turkish? Muslim 

Bostan Kolu Turkish Muslim 

Buldacı Turkish Muslim 

Dere Kışla Turkish Muslim 

Yava/Şeyhler Turkish Muslim 

Kurusekü Turkish mezra‘a 
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Nureddin Turkish mezra‘a 

Çiftlik Turkish Muslim 

Gölgacı Turkish Muslim 

Ömerlü Turkish Muslim 

Ağıl-ı Pir Hasan Turkish Muslim 

Kevahlıh Turkish? Muslim 

Anahor non-Turkish mezra‘a 

Döksere non-Turkish mezra‘a 

Kozluca Turkish mezra‘a 

Kıruk Turkish Muslim 

İpsili non-Turkish Mixed? 

Çalıcı Turkish Muslim 

Girmiş Turkish Muslim 

Kozlu  Turkish Muslim 

Çeğcek Turkish Muslim 

Gevle non-Turkish Muslim 

Sarsi non-Turkish Muslim? 

Eskiköy Turkish Muslim 

Anazi non-Turkish Muslim 

Tavza non-Turkish Muslim 

Ohtum non-Turkish Muslim 

Başarı Turkish Muslim 

Ermenis non-Turkish Muslim 

Gölköy Turkish Muslim 

Şeyhköy Turkish Muslim 

Yoğun Pelüd Turkish Muslim 

Tumanüd non-Turkish Muslim 
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Tiğnuş non-Turkish? Muslim 

Karkın  Turkish Muslim 

Urumcuk Turkish Muslim 

Üyük Turkish Muslim 

Simayıl Turkish Muslim 

Şeyh Mecid Turkish Muslim 

Kozağacı Turkish mezra‘a 

Tekrebe non-Turkish Muslim 

Gibis non-Turkish Muslim 

Düzgün Turkish Muslim 

Müsayle  Turkish Muslim 

Onapa non-Turkish mezra‘a 

İtburnu Turkish Muslim? 

Yavşan Turkish Muslim 

Fındıcak Turkish Muslim 
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