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PITIFUL FOXES, FEARFUL FAWNS?! THE BULGARIANS AS HIGHLANDERS ACCORDING TO SELECTED 
GREEK SOURCES FROM THE MIDDLE BYZANTINE PERIOD

(Summary)

Historians studying the history of Bulgaria in the early Middle Ages, and especially in the period prior to the 
country’s formal Christianization (seventh–ninth centuries), have led us to view the Bulgarians as a nomadic 
people comprising horsemen inhabiting the plain around Pliska, Dobruja and the Danubian Plain. There is, of 
course, much evidence to support this view – to be derived from both written and archaeological sources. However, 
some scholars argue that in this early period of the khanate’s history the Bulgarians were also engaged in farming 
and led a more settled life, and there are no doubts as to their sedentary lifestyle with regard to the tenth and 
eleventh centuries. However, it should be noted that the issue of how they were presented by the Byzantines goes 
beyond the problem mentioned above. A variety of sources seems to indicate that they were perceived by their 
southern neighbours as the mountain people, at least to some extent, and Byzantine historians didn’t have a high 
opinion of highlanders whom they regarded as the embodiment of barbarity. The analysis of a variety of Byzantine 
sources from the period between the eighth and twelfth centuries leads to the conclusion that the Byzantines saw 
a strong relationship between the Bulgarians and the mountains they inhabited. Such a view is hardly surprising 
– Byzantine authors considered Bulgaria a mysterious and dangerous country and, consequently, perceived its 
inhabitants as mountain people (Outlines of Roman History by Nicephorus, the Life of St. Evaristus, poems by 
John Geometres), primitive highlanders involved in pastoralism (History by Leo the Deacon), dangerous warriors 
excelling at all aspects of mountain warfare (Scriptor incertus de Leone Armenio, works by John Geometres, a 
treatise De castrametatione, History by Michael Attaleiates), haughty and proud people whose character was 
shaped by the natural conditions in which they grew up (the oration On the Treaty with the Bulgarians). Different 
pieces of information derived from a variety of Greek sources enable us to complete the Bulgarians’ picture found 
in sources of the Middle Byzantine period. Given the fact that the tendency to portray the Bulgarians as highlanders 
continued in the Late Byzantine period (e.g. in the History by Nicetas Choniates), we have reason to believe that 
the stereotype of the Bulgar-highlander was widespread and became commonplace among Byzantine authors. 
Such a picture, although it was in part true, branded the Bulgarians with the stigma of savageness, primitivism and 
belligerence. 
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