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PROCOPIUS ON THE RELIGION OF THE EARLY SLAVS:
COMPARISON WITH OTHER BARBARIANS®

Abstract. The works of Procopius of Caesarea are generally perceived as one of the earliest and main
Byzantine sources on culture of the early Slavs. Its various passages have repeatedly become subject
of numerous interpretations and hypotheses. The present article adopts a different approach to this
material and compares the information on the religion of the Sclavenes and the Antes with the beliefs
of other barbarian groups mentioned by Procopius. The study demonstrates that the sentences on
early Slavic religion are rather unique in Procopius’s works especially in respect to the variety of
his topics. Furthermore, the evidence indicates that the most similar elements in his descriptions
of religious practices connect the early Slavs and the inhabitants of the island of Thule. This does
not mean, however, that they were perceived as related by Procopius as there are no similarities in
the description of other cultural specificities. The textual evidence nevertheless indicates that Pro-
copius described the religious practices of these two groups in similar terms.

Keywords: Procopius of Caesarea, early Slavs, early Slavic religion

he accounts on the Sclavenes and Antes in the work of Procopius of Caesarea
is a very well-studied topic that has been extensively researched in the past. In
general, the information in Procopius’ work is considered to be one of the oldest
testimonies on the ethnonym Sclavenes who, together with the Antes, are gener-
ally perceived to be the early Slavs'. Traditionally, Procopius’ works are cited as

* I would like to express my gratitude to dr. Vladimir Vaviinek, doyen of our institute, who provided
me with invaluable advice during the preparation of this study. My thanks go also to my colleague
dr. Jiff Dynda, a specialist in religion studies, who drew my attention to some specific topics in con-
nection with the pre-Christian Slavic religion.

"E.g. J. UpoLPH, Zum Stand der Diskussion um die Urheimat der Slawen, BN N.F. 14, 1979, p. 1-23;
A. Lukaszewicz, De Sclavinis et sclavis..., DHA 24.2, 1998, p. 129; E. MUHLE, Die Slaven im Mittelal-
ter, Berlin-Boston 2016, p. 4-5; G. WEtiss, Das Ethnikon Sklabenoi, Sklaboi in den griechischen Quel-
len bis 1025, [in:] Glossar zur frithmittelalterlichen Geschichte im Gstlichen Europa, Beiheft 5, Stuttgart
1988, p. 25-44; P. HEATHER, Empires and Barbarians. The Fall of Rome and the Birth of Europe,
Oxford 2010, p. 392-393; P.M. BARFORD, The Early Slavs. Culture and Society in Early Medieval East-
ern Europe, New York 2001, p. 35-36.
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one of the main sources of our knowledge on the early Slavs’ culture. Although he
mentioned the beliefs of the Sclavenes and Antes very briefly in his excursus on
these ethnicities, his testimony is one of the most quoted and discussed concerning
their religion?, as despite its shortness it is the most detailed account on Slavic pre-
Christian religion in an early Byzantine source. Nevertheless, the aim of this study
is to focus on the problem of describing the religion of the Sclavenes and Antes in
Procopius’ work from a different point of view. The key question is how much the
description of the religious customs of the Sclavenes differs from the description
of the religions of other barbarian ethnicities, which the Byzantine author dealt
with. From the Byzantine perspective the attention that Procopius generally paid
to details about various pagan religions is rather unique. Other Byzantine authors
from this period usually did not address issues related to non-Christian religions
and in case they did, the texts definitely provided fewer details or a smaller amount
of information than Procopius.

The aim of the present article is not to put the early Slavic religion in the context
of contemporary knowledge about the culture of the early Slavs nor to interpret
the content of testimonies, but to answer the question of how much the Sclavenes’
faith was perceived by Procopius differently or similarly in comparison with other
barbarians he paid attention to.

Procopius on the religion of the Sclavenes and Antes:

Yrép t@v molépwv? VII (III) XIV

[23] Beov pév yap Eva OV TG doTpamiic Snuovpydv amdvtwv kbplov Hovov adtdov vopifov-
o givat, kai Bdovoy avtd Poag te kal iepeia mavta- eipappévny 8¢ obte ioaoty olite GANwG
opoloyodatv v ye avBpwrolg pomry Tiva Exety, AAN Emetdav avtoig &v mootv §dn 6 Bdvatog
€ln, fj voow aAodotv 1j € modepov kablotapévolg, EmayyéAAovtat ey, fiv Stagvywat, Buaiav
T® Oe® avTi TAG YuxG avTika Totoety, Staguydvteg 8¢ Bhovaly dmep véoxovTo, Kai oio-
vt Ty owtnpiav tadtng Of ¢ Buoiag avtois éwviodat.

[24] o¢Bovot pévtot kai motapovs Te kol VOpgag kai dAAa dtta Sapdvia, kai Bbovot kal
avToi dmaot, Tag Te pavteiag év tavtalg 81 taig Buoialg otodvTa.. ..

?E.g. L. NIEDERLE, Slovanské staroZitnosti, vol. I1.1, Praha 1916, p. 66, 93 and elsewhere; M. TERA,
Prokopiova relace o vite starych Slovanii, [in:] Konference mladych slavistii I. Slavistika dnes. Trendy
a perspektivy, ed. D. FILIPPOVOVA, Praha 2005, p. 113-118; A. LoMA, Procopius about the Supreme
God of the Slavs (Bella VII 14, 23): Two Critical Remarks, 3PBU 41, 2004, p. 67-70; H. LowMIAN-
SKI, Religia Stowian i jej upadek, Warszawa 1979, p. 82-90; A. SzyJEwsKl, Religia Stowian, Krakow
2003, p. 43-44, 100, 138sqq; R. BENEDICTY, Die Milieu-Theorie bei Prokop von Kaisareia, BZ 55,
1962, p. 1-10; E.R. LulAN MARTINEZ, Texts in Greek, [in:] Sources of Slavic Pre-Christian Religion,
ed. J.A. ALvAREZ-PEDROSA, Leiden-Boston 2021 [= TSHR, 169], p. 22-26. And many other publi-
cations.

* PRocop1us CAESARIENSIS, De bellis, [in:] Procopii Caesariensis Opera Omnia, vol. 1L, rec. J. HAURY,
Lipsiae 1905 [= BSGR] (cetera: PRocorrus, De bellis), p. 357-358.
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The Wars of Justinian* VII (IIT) XIV

[23] They believe that one god, the maker of lightning, is alone lord of all things, and they
sacrifice to him cattle and all other victims; but as for fate, they neither know it nor in any
way admit that it has power over men, whenever they face death, either stricken with sick-
ness or at the start of a war, they promise that, if they escape, they will immediately make
a sacrifice just what they have promised and consider that their safety has been bought with
this same sacrifice.

[24] But they also revere rivers and nymphs and some other spirits, and they sacrifice to all
these too, and they make their divinations in connection with these sacrifices....

The “Creator of lightning”

Among the most frequently quoted passages from Procopius’ work related to the
Slavic pre-Christian religion is the one informing about the god, creator of light-
ning (...TRg dotpamig dnuovpyov...). Traditionally, the passage has been consid-
ered to be the oldest written testimony of the god Perun or Svarog®. There exist
several different interpretations and translations of this passage®. Some scholars
translate the part of the sentence as follows: the creator of lightning is the sole ruler
of everything’. This translation supports the interpretation that the passage was
influenced by the attempts to search for parallels between barbaric paganism and
ancient Greek religion, where the chief god was Zeus®, who was also referred to

* PrROKOPIOS, The Wars of Justinian, trans. H.B. DEWING, rev. A. KALDELLIS, Indianapolis 2014
(cetera: H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS), p. 408-409.

* E.g. J. MACHAL, Bdjeslovi slovanské, Praha 1907, p. 54; L. NIEDERLE, Slovanské..., p. 93; A. BRUCK-
NER, Mitologja stowiariska, Krakow 1918, p. 35; M. TERA, Perun - bith hromovlddce. Sonda do slovan-
ského archaického ndbozenstvi, Cerveny Kostelec 2009, p. 66; N. PROFANTOVA, M. PROFANT, Encyk-
lopedie slovanskych bohit a myti, Praha 2004, p. 91-92; H. LowMIANSsKI, Religia Stowian..., p. 82-85;
A. SzYJEWSKI, Religia Stowian..., p. 43-47, 99-101; M. Biarous, Fenomen religii prastowian, El 18,
2006, p. 148.

¢ For the overview cf., e.g. H. LowMIANSsKk1, Religia Stowian..., p. 82-85 or M.I. I[Iutanes, Crassne.
IIpoucxomderue a3vruecmea, Mocksa 2019, p. 18-20.

7 English translation: For they believe that one god, the maker of the lightning, is alone lord of all
things... (Procopius in Seven Volumes, vol. 1V, History of the Wars, Books 6 (cont.) - 7, trans.
H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, London 1962 [= LCL, 173], p. 271); Czech translation: Ve, Ze je jediny
biih, tviirce hromu, a jediny pdn vSech véci... (PROKOPIOS Z KAISAREIE, Vilka s Goty, trans. P. BENES,
Praha 1985, p. 211); Polish translation: boga bowiem jednego twérce blyskawicy uwazajg za jedynego
pana wszechrzeczy... (in: H. LoWwMIANSKI, Religia Stowian..., p. 82); German translation: Sie glauben
an einen einzigen Gott, den Blitzeschleuderer und alleinigen Herrn iiber alles... (PROKOP, Gotenkriege,
ed. et trans. O. VEH, Miinchen 1966, p. 527).

8 A. BRUCKNER, Mitologja stowiafiska..., p. 108; M.I. ITutanes, Cnasste..., p. 20; H. LOWMIANSKI,
Religia Stowian..., p. 86 (H. Lowmianski noted that Tacitus used a similar expression when describ-
ing a god of Germans). Some scholars even emphasized that the particular expression dotpaniig
Snpovpyodv is rather close to the passage in Sophocles” Aias (Aias 1035: ¢xdAkevoe igog... Aidng
Snpovpydg dyprog), cf. Ceo0 dpesHeiiuux nucmenHoix usgecmuii o cnasanax I (I-VI e.e.). Corpus
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in ancient sources as dotpanaiog’. Furthermore, the expression tfj¢ dotpamniig
dnuovpyov is considered to be unusual in Greek literature in general®. Also an
opinion has been expressed that in this early period, one divine figure could indeed
dominate the religious ideas of the Slavs'’.

Of particular note is the reality that with respect to other barbarians, the cult
of a god of thunder/lightning is not mentioned at all by Procopius. Concerning
other ethnic groups in Procopius’ works, in most cases there are no indications
of the functions of particular deities, and almost no mention exists suggesting the
primacy of one god over the others. The only exceptions exist in the cases of the
inhabitants of the island of Thule and the Persians. In the case of the inhabitants
of Thule, Procopius noted that they sacrifice the first war captive to Ares, whom
they regard as the greatest god'>. In the context of the Persians, Procopius stated
that they honour fire above all gods and, moreover, in this passage there exists
a connection to ancient Roman cults'’. As regards other ethnicities, there is men-
tion of the existence of a cult of the Sun, however there is no indication that the
cult is in any way the most significant one'.

testimoniorum vetussimorum ad historiam slavicam pertinentium I (I-VI saecula), ed. L.A. GINDIN,
S.A. Ivanov, G.G. LITAVRIN, Moskva 1991, p. 221 (com. 70).

*E.g. LS, p. 262; or ...4nd Tfig €oxapag Tod dotpamnaiov ALdq... in Strabonis Geographica, IX, 11, 11,
vol. I, rec. A. MEINEKE, Lipsiae 1877, p. 571.

' A. Loma, Procopius about the Supreme God..., p. 68-69.

" E.g. R. BENEDICTY, Prokopios’ berichte iiber die slavische vorzeit. Beitrige zur historiographischen
method des Prokopios von Kaisareia, JOB 14, 1965, p. 71; H. LowMI1ANSsK1, Religia Stowian..., p. 82
- On the discussion cf. M. TERA, Prokopiova relace..., p. 113-117; IDEM, Perun..., p. 65— 66.

12 Procor1us, De bellis, VI, XV, [25], vol. II, p. 218: todtov yap t@ Apet Bvovowy, Enel Bedv avtov
vopi{ovot péyotov eivat / for they sacrifice him to Ares, whom they regard as the greatest god (trans.
H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 350).

1 Procor1us, De bellis, IT, XXIV, 2, vol. I, p. 260: 10 uéya mopeiov évtadd éotty, 6 oéBovtal ITEpoat
Be@v pdAtota... T00T6 0Tt TO P, Smep Eotiav ¢kalovy Te kal ¢é0éBovTo v Toig dvw Xpodvolg Pw-
padot / In that place is the great sanctuary of fire, which the Persians revere above all other gods... this is
the fire which the Romans worshipped under the name of Hestia in ancient times (trans. H.B. DEWING/
A. KALDELLIS, p. 125).

" E.g. in the case of the Persians: PRocor1us, De bellis, II, XI, 1, vol. I, p. 198: Tote 6 Xoopong
&g Zelevkelav, O émbalacoiav, Avtioxeiag Tpiakovta kol ékatdv otadiolg Siéxovoav fAOev,
évtadBd te Pwpainv 00déva olite ebpwv obte Avunvapevog aneloboato pév ¢k tiig Baidoong @
Bdatt povog, Bvoag te @ HAiw Kkal oloTio dAAoig BovAeto, TOANA Te émbetdoag omiow dmnhav-
vev | Then Chosroes went to Seleukeia, a city by the sea, 130 stades distant from Antioch; and there
he neither met nor harmed a single Roman, but bathed alone in the sea, sacrificed to the sun and such
other divinities as he wished and, calling upon the gods many times, went back (trans. H.B. DEWING/
A. KALDELLIS, p. 95). On Blemyes: PrRocop1us, De bellis, I, XIX, 36, vol. I, p. 106: oi pévtot BAépveg
Kai avBpwmovg 1@ RAiw Bvewy eiwbaot. TadTa 8¢ Td év Dikatg iepd obToL 81y oi PdpPapot kal &g Eue
elyov, A& Pacthedg avtd Tovotviavog kabelelv éyvw / But the Blemyes are accustomed also to sac-
rifice human beings to the Sun... (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 52).
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Several scholars noted the possibility of a different reading and interpretation
of the passage about the main god of the Slavs using a different manuscript edi-
tion of Procopius’ text from the turn of the 13" and 14" centuries'. In this version
there exists a plural form of the word 0e6g (Oe@v pev yap €va tov Ti¢ dotpamiig
Snovpyov [...] vopifovowy eivar). This text enables one to translate the passage
as “he believes that one of the gods - the god of lightning - is the chief ruler
of everything™'. If this variant reading is accepted, we can see that there is even
one more similarity with the description of the inhabitants of Thule: in both cas-
es Procopius speaks about a kind of henotheism, thus meaning a worship of one
overarching god beside which exist various other deities. Such an interpretation
actually makes the reports on the Slavic religion and on the religion of Thule’s
inhabitants even closer.

The use of the word 0e6¢ (god), which Procopius employed a total of twice
in connection with the Slavs, is very interesting. The noun appeared in Procopi-
us’ works more than one hundred and seventy times, but the vast majority of the
examples related to the Christian God (Chart 1). Only in a few cases did Procopius
speak of a god/gods in connection with the religion of the ancient nations', and
in fifteen instances the word has been identified in cases that related to the pagan
religion of the barbarians (Chart 2). It is obvious that in the case of the pagans, the
use of this term was severely limited'®. In addition, the word dnpovpydg (creator)
is not a common expression in Procopius’ works, and apart from the Sclavenes, the
term was used only in connection with the Christian God (Creator)*’.

1> Ce00 opesHetivux..., p. 12-13,221-223; O.H. TPYBAUEB, Muic/iu 0 00XPUCMUAHCKOL penuzuu cra-
851H 6 cBeme CNIABAHCKO20 A3bIKO3HAHUS (10 10800y HO801L KHueu: Leszek Moszyniski. Die vorchristliche
Religion der Slaven im Lichte der slavischen Sprachwissenschaft. Bohlau Verlag, Koln-Weimar-Wien,
1992), BS11994, p. 7.

¢ C800 Opesnetiwux..., p. 183, 221 (com. 70): V60 onu cuumarom, umo 00ur u3 60208 — uU320moeu-
ey MOTHULL — UMEHHO OH eCtb eOUHDLLI 871AbIKA BCe2O.

'7E.g. PRocopr1US, De bellis, V, XXV, 19 (Romans); Procopius in Seven Volumes, vol. VII, Buildings,
General Index to Procopius, V1,1, 12 (Egyptians), trans. H.B. DEWING, coll. G. DowNEY, London 1971
[= LCL, 343] (cetera: PrRocop1US, De aedificiis), p. 364-365.

8 Procor1Us, De bellis, I, XIV, 11 (Persians); I, XIX, 35 (Blemyes a Nobatai); II, VII, 22 (Persians);
11, IX, 1 and 3 (Persians); II, XVI, 18 (Saracens/Arabs); II, XXIV, 2 (Persians); VI, XIV, 1 (Heruls);
VI, XV, 23 and 25 (Scrithifini from the island of Thule); VI, XIV, 23 and 24 (Slavs); VIII, II, 14 (Abas-
goi); VIIL, XVI, 10 (Lazoi). PRocor1us, De aedificiis, 111, V1, 2 (Tzanoi).

' PrRocop1us, De bellis, VIII, VI, 29, vol. IL, p. 515: ...&v 8¢ Aalikij mavtaxoBev 1y yij tijg Oakdoong
amokpovopévn T mpoodov kai avayartifovoa Tov adTiig SpOpoV, TPAOTOV Te Kai HOVOV ATTONyELY
avtiv évtadBa motel, 10D dnuovpyod dnhovott Ta dpla opiot THde Bepévov... / But in Lazike the
land checks the advance of the sea on all sides and puts a stop to its movement, and thus makes its first
and only ending at that point, the Creator obviously having set bounds there for the sea and land (trans.
H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 474-475).
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Chart 1. The frequency of the noun “god” (0dg)
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Chart 2. The frequency of the noun “god” (0ed6g) among pagans
(prepared by Pavla Gkantzios Drapelova)
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Worship of deities

The following paragraph begins with the verb to worship (c¢pw)*. In total, various
forms of this verb are found in Procopius’ works fifteen times. In several cases, the
verb was used by Procopius in a figurative sense, for example in sentences express-
ing the fact that someone honours or respects someone or something*. In most
cases, however, the verb had a religious meaning. In the Wars, all cases were asso-
ciated with pagan worship®. In the Secret History and the Buildings, this verb was
used primarily in connection with the Christian faith®. Only in two cases in the
Buildings was the term used in the context of non-Christian religion*.

In addition, the text indicated the author’s endeavour to emphasize the rela-
tionship of the early Slavs to the water deities. Procopius literally states that the
Sclavenes and Antes worshipped rivers. The term motapég (river) in connection
with religion appeared only twice: in the cases of the Slavs and Scrithifini, the
inhabitants of the island of Thule®. In the case of the people from Thule, Procopius
noted that they worship demons living in water springs, a similar practice is not
mentioned in the case of any other nation. Only in one passage can there be con-
sidered indirect evidence of the role of the river during sacrifices. In the case of
the Franks, Procopius stated that they threw the bodies of Gothic women and chil-
dren they had previously sacrificed in a river?.

The word vouen (nymph) is also relatively rare in Procopius’ works. More-
over, this noun did not necessarily express a water deity, but in its original mean-
ing it referred to a young woman or a bride. Procopius used the term “nymph”

2 Procorius, De bellis, VII, XIV, 24, vol. II, p. 357: o€Povot HEVTOL Kal TOTAROVG TE Kal VOUPAG
Kal dAAa dtta Soupovia... / But they also revere rivers and nymphs and some other spirits (trans.
H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 409).

21 E.g. ProcoP1Us, De bellis, 1, XI, 5; VII, XVI, 9.

22 Procor1us, De bellis, 1, X1, 35 (Persians); I, XIX, 35 (Blemyes and Nobatai); I, XX, 1 (Himyarites);
VI, XV, 23 (Thule); VII, XIV, 24 (Slavs).

» E.g. PRocopius CAESARIENSIS, Historia arcana, 111, 24, [in:] Procopii Caesariensis Opera Omnia,
vol. ITI, rec. J. HAURY, Lipsiae 1906 [= BSGR] (cetera: PRocor1uUs, Historia arcana). PRocop1us, De
aedificiis, I, V1, 4; I1, X1, 4 and elsewhere.

# Procor1us, De aedificiis, 111, V1, 2 (Tzanoi); V, VII, 2 (Samaritans).

» Procor1us, De bellis, V1, XV, 23, vol. II, p. 218: ...Ot pévrot &ANot @ovlitar g eimelv dmavrteg
ovdév Tt péya Stahddcoovot TV dAwv dvBpdmwy, Beodg pévtot kai daiptovag moAlovg aéBovaty,
ovpaviovg Te Kkai depiovg, £yyelovg Te kai Bakaoaoiovg, kal &Aa dtta Sapdvia év V8aot TV Te
Kol motap®v eivar Aeyoueva /... All the other inhabitants of Thule, practically speaking, do not differ
much from the rest of mankind, but they revere many gods and spirits both of the heavens and the air,
of the earth and the sea, and sundry other spirits that are said to be in the waters of springs and rivers
(trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 350).

* ProcorI1us, De bellis, VI, XXV, 9, vol. II, p. 262: émhafouevol 8¢ tiig yepvpag oi Ppayyol maiddg
Te Kal yvvaikag T@v [othwv, obomep évtadba edpov, iépevov Te kal adTdV Td cwpata £G TOV TOTapdOV
axpoBivia Tod moAépov éppintovy / ...But, upon getting control of the bridge, the Franks began to
sacrifice the women and children of the Goths whom they found there and to throw their bodies into the
river as the first fruits of the war... (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 369).
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in connection with religion only twice: in the contexts of the early Slavs and the
Persians”. In the case of the Slavs, many scholars interpret this testimony as evi-
dence of a faith in fairies — rusalki®.

In the case of the Persians, however, there was only a mere mention, which does
not allow one to formulate a hypothesis about the Persians’ belief in water deities.
Procopius reports that during his military expedition to Byzantine Syria, the Per-
sian King Chosroes sacrificed to the nymphs of Daphne, a very important cult site
near Antioch. So this testimony means that the Persian king actually visited and
made a sacrifice at a place related to an old Hellenic cult.

Furthermore, Procopius stated that the Sclavenes and Antes worshipped vari-
ous demons. The term Sawpoviov, which Procopius used in their case, appeared
in his works more than twenty times. In most cases, this noun has a clearly negative
meaning and was used in the sense of “evil power” or “supernatural power”. This
term thus appeared several times in the context of someone doing something or
something happening to someone as a result of some higher power®. Only in two
other cases was the word used in the same sense: that someone worships “super-
natural powers”, i.e. demons. Both cases, like the passage on the early Slavs, come
from the Wars and they concern the Persians® and the inhabitants of the island
of Thule*. In the Secret History, the term was used more or less only in connection
with a negative description of the reign of Justinian and Theodora®.

S.A. Ivanov in his commentary on Procopius’ works, stated that the Byzantine
author used the word daipoviov in the singular to express some abstract divine
power and saw a certain archaization in it, and vice versa, in the plural he used
it in connection with pagan faith*. Another term - daipwv - also appeared in
the meaning of some supernatural power several times in Procopius’ work and
again very often had a negative sense, but it was not used in the context of bar-
barian worship.

7 PrRocoOPIUS, De bellis, 11, XI, 6, vol. I, p. 199: kai Bvoag taig vipgalg dmiav dxeto... / After sacrific-
ing to the nymps he departed... (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 95).

#]. DYNDA, Rusalki: Anthropology of Time, Death, and Sexuality in Slavic Folklore, SMS 20, 2017,
p- 86. Lubomir Niederle noted that the identification with the rusalki is not sure, but it is considera-
ble, L. NIEDERLE, Slovanské..., p. 58, 60.

¥ E.g. PrRocor1us, De bellis, I11, XXV, 18; IV, 1V, 16; VII, XXXV, 3 etc.

3 Procorius, De bellis, I, XI, 35, vol. I, p. 55 about Chosroes: kauvd te yap adtov datpovia oéfety kai
Tedevtroacav £vayxog v yvvaika Oayal, dnepnuévov toig Ilepo®dv vopoLg yij kKpOTTEY TOTE TA
TV vekp@V owpata / For he revered strange new divinities and recently by the laws of the Persians ever
to hide in the earth the bodies of the dead (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 26).

I PRocoPIUS, De bellis, VI, XV, 23, vol. II, p. 218: kai daipovag moAAovg oéfovaty, odpaviovg Te kai
depiovg, éyyeiovg Te kai Oakaooiovg, kai dAAa drta Saupovia év Hdaot mydv Te Kai TOTAUDY eivat
Aeyopeva /...they revere many gods and spirits both of the heavens and the air, of the earth and the sea,
and sundry other spirits that are said to be in the waters of springs and rivers (trans. H.B. DEWING/
A. KALDELLIS, p. 350).

2 PRocoPI1US, Historia arcana, X1I, 14, 15, 19, 20, 28; XXII, 25 and 28.

33 Ce00 dpesHeiimux..., p. 223 (com. 79).
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Chart 3. The frequency of terms related to prophecy
(prepared by Pavla Gkantzios Drapelova)

Moreover, Procopius mentioned that prophecies were performed by the
Sclavenes and Antes in connection with the worship of these various deities
(te pavteiag év tavtalg 81 taig Buoiag motodvtat). Words expressing divination
or a prophecy with the same word-forming root (pavteia/pavteioc/pavreiov)
appeared in the context of different nations, including the Byzantines themselves
and the ancient Greeks (Chart 3). The closest parallel can be found in the context
of the Franks in whose case Procopius noted that they receive prophecies after
sacrifices*. In addition to these terms, Procopius used the noun A6yiov several
times in his work in the sense of prophecy®, but never in connection with the
Sclavenes and Antes.

Fate

Another of Procopius’ statements that provoked debate among scholars and became
a subject of various discussions is the reference to the fact that the Sclavenes and
Antes did not believe in fate, heimarmene®. The verb peipopout (eipappévny — acc.
part. perf. med.) literally means “to get one’s share”, i.e. one’s destiny®. This verb is

* Procor1us, De bellis, VI, XXV, 10, vol. II, p. 262: Bvoiaig te xpwpevot avBpwnwv kai dAla oy
Sota iepevovTeg, TavTy Te TaG Havteiog motovyuevol / for they still make human sacrifices and other
unholy offerings, and thereby they obtain oracles (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 369).

* ProcorI1us, De bellis, 111, XXI, 14 and 16; IV, VIII, 17; IV, XII, 28 and elsewehere.

% Procop1us, De bellis, VII, XIV, 23, vol. II, p. 357: eipapuévnyv 8¢ olite ioaoty olite GAAwg dpolo-
yovotv v ye avBpwmoig porny Twvé / but as for fate, they neither know it nor in any way admit that it
has power over men (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 408).

7 L8], p. 1093.
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not common in Procopius’ work at all and except for the instance in the context
of the early Slavs, which is included in various editions, it appeared in Procopius’
text exclusively in two Parisian manuscripts in a note expressing the fact that the
belief in Fate is in contrast to Christianity™.

Various scholars explain the passage as saying that the Slavs did not believe in an
irreversible fate, but believed in demons and supernatural forces that could influence
their life* and this interpretation is in line with the facts known from Slavic folklore®.
In any case, there exist various interpretations*’. It is noteworthy that Procopi-
us did not address similar issues (e.g. a belief in Fate or Providence) in the case
of other barbarians, and only in the context of the early Slavs did he mention their
different perceptions in any way. Just in the case of the Byzantines themselves did
Procopius note the existence of cults of Fate’s personifications that were connected
to an older Roman tradition*.

Sacrifice

The short passage on the Slavs and their religion actually mentions several times
the fact that the early Slavs sacrificed to their deities. In the case of the “thunder-
lord” god, Procopius states that cattle (Bodg) and other sacrifices were offered up to
him. The very fact that Procopius mentioned a specific sacrificial animal is inter-
esting, because in the case of other barbarians he did not do so*. Furthermore,
in the case of nymphs and other deities (demons) worshipped by the early Slavs
he does not specify the type of sacrifice.

3 ovk 0pODG TapeloPépelg Tf) TOV XpLoTiavdv mioTet Satpdviov kai ToXNV kai eipapuévny in Codex
B, it is written eipapuévn toxn in Codex A, cf. E. DAHN, Prokopius von Cdsarea. Ein Beitrag zur His-
toriographie der Volkerwanderung und des sinkenden Romerthums, Berlin 1865, p. 190; M.A. ELFER-
INK, TYXH et Dieu chez Procope de Césarée, AClas 10, 1967, p. 111.

¥ J. MACHAL, Bdjeslovi..., p. 54; L. NIEDERLE, Slovanské..., p. 66; H. LowMIANSKI, Religia Stowian...,
p. 89-90; Cs00 OpesHeiiux..., p. 222 (com. 74). In addition, see on the concept of heimarmene
among neoplatonists I. HADOT, Studies on the Neoplatonist Hierocles, trans. M. CHASE, Philadelphia
2004 [= TAPS, 94], p. 98-125. I. Hadot notes on page 122 that If Heimarmené exerts its influence on
the external and physical conditions of our life that is, if the demons ensure the complete accomplish-
ment of all the elements included in the lot that Heimarmené assigns to us as a consequence of our choice
— it is therefore Heimarmené that settles almost all the external details of our life.

“ 1. SEDAKOVA, The Notion of Fate (Russian cydwv6a) in Slavonic Folk Tradition: an Ethnolinguistic
Approach, CYTCS 28, 2012, p. 154-169. Cnassnckue 0pesHOCm . IMHONUHEUCIUYECKULL CTI06aPY,
vol. V, ed. HJ. Toncron, Mocksa 2012, p. 206.

1 On various interpretations of this passage, cf. e.g. A. SZYJEWSKI, Religia Stowian..., p. 144; D. BROD-
KA, Die Geschichtsphilosophie in der Spdtantiken Historiographie Studien zu Prokopios von Kaisa-
reia, Agathias von Myrina und Theophylaktos Simokattes, Frankfurt am Main 2004 [= STB, 5], p. 41;
L. NIEDERLE, Slovanské..., p. 66; Ce00 Opesetiuiux..., p. 222 (com. 74); A. WOLEK, Obraz Stowian
w dzietach Prokopiusza z Cezarei, 7HE 5, 2012, p. 227-228.

2 Procor1us, De bellis, V, XV, 11 and V, XXV, 19-20.

# The only case in which the certain connection between cattle and religion in Procopius’ work can
be identified was an event in Rome, when a man of Etruscan origin made a prediction based on the
standing of a bull next to a brass statue, cf. PRocor1us, De bellis, VIII, XXI, 11-16.
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The verb 00w (sacrifice) was used three times in a given passage about the
Sclavenes and Antes. This verb is not really very common in Procopius’ works,
and in his Wars it appears in various forms a total of twelve times*. In two cases, it
was used in the comparison that someone was killed similarly to sacrificial cattle®.
Nor can a purely negative connotation be sought in these examples, because in one
case it was a Byzantine who managed to kill the enemy in this way, and in the
other it concerned a Goth who was killed by another Goth. In the remaining ten
cases, the term was used in the context of religious sacrifice’. Human sacrifices are
mentioned in context with the peoples of the Blemyes, Saracens (i.e. Arabs) and
Scrithifini of Thule. In the case of the Arabs and Scrithifini, Procopius specifically
states that prisoners were sacrificed.

Likewise, the noun Bvoia (sacrifice) is not common in Procopius’ work. Most
of the cases come again from the Wars¥, and only one from the Secret History*.
Procopius mentioned this term in connection with three nations: Slavs (3x), Heruls
(1x) and Franks (1x). In the case of the Heruls and Franks, it is again directly
linked to human sacrifices.

Another term for sacrifice that Procopius used in connection with the Slavs is
iepeiov. This term was used by Procopius in his work in a religious context only
three times, two of which were in the context of the inhabitants of the island of
Thule®. In the case of Thule, the sacrifices are also specified: one case speaks
of “all kinds of sacrifices” and the other instance is directly related again to human
sacrifices™. The verb iepevw was employed by Procopius exclusively in the case of
the inhabitants of Thule and the Franks and in both the cases the term was again
related to human sacrifices’'.

*In the other two works, there are no passages in which this Byzantine author spoke explicitly of
any pagan sacrifices.

* Procor1us, De bellis, I, X111, 32; V, XL, 9.

6 PrRocop1us, De bellis, I, XIX, 36 (Blemyes); II, XI, 1 (Persians); II, XI, 6 (Persians); II, XXVIII, 13
(Arabs), VI, XV, 24-25 (3x Thule); VII, XIV, 23-24 (3x Slavs).

47 Procopr1us, De bellis, VI, X1V, 1 (Heruls); VI, XXV, 10 (Franks); VII, XIV, 23-24 (3x Slavs).

* PrRocoPIUS, Historia arcana, XI, 32 (pagans).

* Twice this term was employed in a figurative sense PRocop1us, De bellis, I, XIII, 32 and V, XI, 9.
0 Procor1us, De bellis, V1, XV, 24, vol. IL, p. 218: Bvovot 8¢ évSelexéotata lepeia mavta kol évayi-
{ovot, TV 8¢ iepeiwv o@iot 1O kaAAoTOV dvBpwTOG E0TIV Sviep SopudhwTtov momoavto TpdTOV /
They incessantly offer up all kinds of sacrifices, in their eyes, is the first human being whom they have
taken captive in war (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 350).

1 On Thule: Procor1us, De bellis, VI, XV, 25, vol. II, p. 218: ...iepdvtal 6¢ TOV aiYpdAwToV...
| They sanctify the captive... (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 350); on Franks: PRoCOPIUS,
De bellis, VI, XXV, 9, vol. I, p. 262: ...oi Ppdyyot, maiddg e kai yvvaikag t@v Iotlwv, obomep
évtadBa evpov iépevov / the Franks began to sacrifice the women and children of the Goths (trans.
H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 369); PrRocoP1Us, De bellis, VI, XXV, 10, vol. I, p. 262: ...0vcicug Te
xpwpevol avBpdnwv kol dAAa ovx ota iepebovtes /.. for they still make human sacrifices and other
unholy offerings... (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 369).
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Chart 4. The frequency of terms related to sacrifices (00w, Quoia, iepeiov, iepedw)
(prepared by Pavla Gkantzios Drapelova)

If we look at the statistics (Chart 4), we see that all the terms used by Procopius
to denote sacrifices in the case of the Slavs (the verb 00w and nouns Bvoia and
iepeiov) appeared also in connection with other barbarians, and always exclusively
in the context of pagan religion. Of special interest is the fact that all three terms
were also employed to describe human sacrifices. The only two nations in whose
context the terms were never used explicitly in the sense of human sacrifice are the
Persians and the Sclavenes (together with the Antes) (Chart 5).

In the context of the Sclavenes or Antes, Procopius did not mention human
sacrifices at any point, although a hypothesis was formulated in the past that a cer-
tain passage in his work can be interpreted as evidence of the practice of sacrific-
ing prisoners™. In his study, Eugenio Lujan expressed the view that Procopius’
description of the events that followed the conquest of the Byzantine city of Tope-
ros in 549/550 (the Wars VII, XXXVIII, 20-22) could be interpreted as a ritual
sacrifice of prisoners by the Slavs. The scholar drew attention to the fact that the
passage referring exclusively to the Sclavenes (not the Antes) mentioned several
ways in which the prisoners were killed after the conquest of the city (impalement,
beating to death, burning alive together with cattle) and attempted to interpret
those as ritual practices comparing them with information on human sacrifices
in the Slavic context from other sources.

2 E. LuJAN, Procopius, De bello Gothico III 38.17-23: a Description of Ritual Pagan Slavic Slayings?,
SMS 11, 2008, p. 105-111.
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non-human sacrifices human sacrifices
M Heruls 1
M Franks 1 2
m Blemyes 1
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Persians 2
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M Slavs 3 3 1
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Chart 5. Frequency of terms related to sacrifices (80w, Bvoia, iepeiov, iepevw) depending
on whether or not it is a human sacrifice
(prepared by Pavla Gkantzios Drapelova)

Actually, impalement is one of the usual forms of punishment or an act
of revenge in Procopius’ works and is mentioned in connection with the Per-
sians, the Goths and the Roman (i.e. Byzantine) soldiers or the inhabitants of the
Empire>. The only thing that makes the description of impalement really specific
in the case of the Slavs is the absence of the verb dvaokolomilw (i.e. stabbing on
a pole), which was used in all the other recorded cases™.

» PrRocor1us, De bellis, 11, X1, 37-38; II, XVII, 11-12; III, III, 33; III, XII, 9 and 22; IV, 1, 8; IV,
XVIIL 185 V, X, 47.

* In the case of the Slavs the act was delivered in a rather descriptive form as follows: PrRocor1us,
De bellis, VII, XXXVIII, 20, vol. IT, p. 470: éktetvov 8¢ Tovg mapanintovtag obte Eiget olite Sopati olite
T G lwBOTL TPOTIW, AANG oKONOTIAG €Tl TiG YAG TEduevot ioxvpoTata, Oeig Te adTodG 8 Td HdAL-
oTa O oApEVOL, ML TOVTWY ELV Biat TOAA]) TOUG Sethaiovg ékdBilov, TV Te GKOAOTIWV AKHTY YAOUTOV
KaTd ooV €veipovteg @OODVTEG Te lyxpl ¢ TOV AvBpdmwy T éykata, obtw Of avtovg Saxproacbat
n&iovv / They killed their victims not with sword or spear, nor in any other familiar way, but by planting
stakes very firmly in the earth, having made them extremely sharp, and, by impaling the poor wretches
upon them with great force, drove the point of the stake between the buttocks and pushed it up into the
intestines. That was how they preferred to kill them (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 456-457).
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From the aspect of the described brutality, the following two statements con-
cerning the beating to death and burning alive are exceptional®. Procopius did not
mention the beating or burning of prisoners anywhere else in his work. The acts of
beatings or burning were usually associated with battles as a part of the turmoil
of war*. In no other case is it possible to find in Procopius’ works a similar testi-
mony as in the case of the Slavs: there are no descriptions of torture and mass mas-
sacres of captives. Only in the cases of some barbarians (e.g. Franks, Scrithifini,
Arabs) - that were mentioned above — was it stated that a captive or a group of cap-
tives was sacrificed. In addition, in the context of the Scrithifini from Thule Pro-
copius described in detail the way in which the captives were sacrificed and noted
the fact that the death was rather cruel”. Though the passage about the brutal
killing of captives by the Sclavenes is really largely unusual and deviates somewhat
from Procopius’ texts. Nevertheless, the question remains whether the passage
about the behaviour of the Sclavenes after the battle at Toperos can be interpreted
as indirect evidence of the sacrifice of prisoners®, or if these acts should be per-
ceived more as a “mere” description of barbaric cruelty® which for some reason

5 Procop1us, De bellis, VII, XXXVIII, 21, vol. I, p. 470: kai £0Aa 8¢ mayéa téttapa émi MAeloTov
¢¢ yiiv katopvEavteg oi fdpPapol ovTol, T adT@V Te XEipAG Te kal TOdag TV NAWKOTWV Seoped-
OVTEG, €lTa Pomdolg avtodg Katd koppng Evielexéotata maiovtes, wg Of kvvag 1 6¢elg 1j dAho
T Onpiov SiepBepov / These barbarians also had a method of planting four thick stakes very deep
in the ground and, after binding the hands and feet of the captives to them, they would then assidu-
ously beat them over the head with clubs, killing them like dogs, snakes, or some other beast (trans.
H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 457). PRocor1us, De bellis, VII, XXXVIII, 22, vol. IL, p. 470: &AAovg
8¢ Ebv e Povot kai mpoPatorg, oa O ndyeobat ¢ Ta TaTpLa 1iOn WG fikiota gixov, év Toig dwpartiolg
kaBeip&avteg, ovded @etdol évemipmpaoav. obtw pgv Zkhapnvoi todg évivxovtag dei aviipovv /
Others again they would imprison in their huts together with their cattle and sheep - those, of course,
which they were unable to take with them to their native haunts — and then they would set fire to the
huts without mercy (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 457).

*¢ E.g. on beating during fights: PRocor1us, De bellis, I, XIII, 31 and 34; I, XXIV, 51 and various other
examples; on impalement: PRocopi1us, De bellis, VI, XX VI, 26: Roman soldiers burned a traitor from
their ranks as an act of revenge; PRocop1us, De bellis, VII, XIX, 19: Roman soldiers managed to set
fire to ships containing enemy soldiers; PRocop1us, De bellis, VIII, X1, 61: Roman soldiers managed
to set fire to the tower, in which enemy soldiers subsequently burned down.

7 Procop1us, De bellis, VI, XV, 25, vol. I, p. 218: ...iepdvtat 8¢ TV aixpddwtov od Bvovteg povov,
AANG Kai &md VA0V KpeP@VTES, Kai £G TAG dkavBag PTTodvTeG, Taig dAAatg Te kteivovteg Bavatov
i6¢aug oixtiotaug / ... They sanctify the captive not only by sacrificing him on an altar but alternately
by hanging him from a tree, throwing him among thorns, or killing him by some other most cruel form
of death (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 350).

% E. LujAN, Prokopios..., p. 105-111.

% Some scholars pointed out in the past that such brutal acts were actually common at this time, C600
opesHetiwiux..., p. 239 (com. 160). F. CurTA, The Making of the Slavs. History and Archaeology of
the Lower Danube Region, c. 500-700, Cambridge 2001 [= CSMLT, 52], p. 85: Procopios’ description
of the atrocities committed by the Sclavenes after conquering Topeiros matches not only contemporary
historiographical cliches about barbarians, but also the appalling portrait of the Sclavenes by Pseu-
do-Caesarius.
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attracted Procopius and therefore he paid more attention to it. Given the absence
of parallels in the context of other barbarians and the fact that a similar descrip-
tion does not occur in the other passages describing the raids of the early Slavs, it
is unlikely that it would be a mere cliché aimed at depicting the Slavs in the worst
possible light®. However, this does not confirm or deny that the given description
of brutal treatment could be related to the ritual sacrifices of prisoners.

Slavs versus other barbarians in Procopius’ eyes

It is definitely worth mentioning the fact that most information on pagan reli-
gion in Procopius’ works tended to be just random mentions that only completed
the picture of a certain situation®. In the case of some barbarian ethnicities, the
topic of religion was not addressed at all by Procopius. Only in the cases of the
Slavs, Abasgoi®?, Tzanoi®, Heruls* and Scrithifini from Thule® are the descriptions

% In his monograph on the early Slavs in connection with the description of the massacres following
the conquest of Toperos, Paul M. Barford stated that part of the description may be a literary topos,
but that some of Procopius’ observations seem to have a real basis, cf. PM. BARFORD, The Early
Slavs..., p. 58.

o1 E.g. the fact that the Persians worship fire, PRocor1us, De bellis, II, XXIV, 2 or the fact that the
Saracens celebrate the equinox, PrRocor1us, De bellis, II, XV1, 18 and perform human sacrifices,
Procorius, De bellis, 1T, XXVIII, 12-14.

52 PrRocoPIUS, De bellis, VIIL, 111, 14, vol. II, p. 498: oi 8¢ PapPapot obtot péxpt pév &g éue dAon e Kai
BAag éoéPovro. Beovg yap ta évdpa PapPapw Tivi dgeleiq biwntevov eivar/ These barbarians have
worshipped groves and forests down to my time, for with a sort of barbarian simplicity they supposed
the trees were gods (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 468).

% Procop1us, De aedificiis, 111, VI, 2-3, p. 204-207: avtovopor puév T¢avor ék makatod kai dvapyot
@rovv, Onprwdn Tva Protiv ExovTeg, Beodg pgv Té Te dAhon kal Spvig kai dAa dtta {da fyovpevoi te
Kai 0éBovteg, év Speat 8¢ ovpavopnkeoi Te kai dupilapéot TOV mavta aidva Siattav Exovteg, yijv o6&
ovdapi yewpyodvteg, AANA ANoTeEVOVTEG Te Kal TOIG Qwpiols del dmol@vTeg. avtoi te yap dpelétnrol
eiow épydlecBat yiv kai 1 xwpa o@ioty, £vOa 81 i 6pn té ye dnotopwtata neptPEPAnTat, Aogwdng
¢otiv / From ancient times the Tzanoi have lived as an independent people, without rulers, following
a savage-like manner of life, regarding as gods the trees and birds and sundry creatures besides, and
worshipping them, and spending their whole lives among mountains reaching to the sky and covered
with forests, and cultivating no land whatever, but robbing and living always on their plunder. For
they themselves are not skilled in cultivating the soil, and their country, at least where it is not occupied
by the steepest mountains, is hilly.

¢ Procor1us, De bellis, VI, X1V, 1, vol. I, p. 208: Ofttiveg 8¢ dvBpwnwv eioitv'EpovAot kai 60ev Pw-
paiotg £ Evppayiav katéotnoav épdv Epxopat. Omep pEvIotpov moTapody £k makatod Yrovv TOADV
Twva vopiovteg Be@v Spihov, odg O kai avBpwnwv Buoiag iNdokeaBat Eotov avtoig €8oket eivat
/I turn now to explain who in the world the Heruls are and how they made an alliance with the Romans.
They used to live beyond the Danube River from ancient times and worshipped a great host of gods,
whom it seemed to them holy to appease even by human sacrifice (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS,
p. 345-346).

¢ Procop1us, De bellis, VI, XV, 23-25, vol. II, p. 218: 23 / tovTolg puév odv 81y 1oig PapPaporg ta £G
v Stawtav tavTn 7N €xet. of pévrtot dAAoL OovAitan wg eimely dmavteg 0v8év TL péya Stadhdooov-
oL TV M wv avBpwmwy, Beodg pévrtot kai Saipovag ToAlodg oéPovaty, ovpaviovg Te kai depiovg,
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of religion parts of a broader excursus into the culture of these nations, and there-
fore the information about the pagan faith of these groups is covered in more detail
by Procopius. The descriptions of Slavic, Abasgoi, Tzanoi and Scrithifini religions
also bear several similar features, although it can be said that the descriptions of
the Slavic religion and the religion of the inhabitants of the island of Thule are the
closest ones. Moreover, there is almost no match between the vocabulary used
by Procopius in the cases of the Slavs and Abasgoi, Tzanoi and Heruls. Except
for the Heruls, Procopius emphasized in these cases faith in the power of nature:
the Slavs worship water deities and the creator of lightning, the Abasgoi worship
forests and groves, the Tzanoi regard trees and birds to be gods, and the Scrithifini
worship deities associated with heaven and air, earth and sea, and the “demons”
of springs and rivers.

Nevertheless, some of the topics mentioned by Procopius in connection with
the religion of the Sclavenes and Antes were not mentioned in the context of other
barbarians (e.g. dis/belief in fate, type of sacrificial animals), some other motifs
were widespread and found in the description of other barbarians too (e.g. proph-
ecy) and at various times the vocabulary was rather similar to the vocabulary used
in the context of the inhabitants of Thule and the Persians (main god, sacrifices,
demons, water deities). If we look at the list of terms employed by Procopius in the
sentences on the religion of the Sclavenes and Antes (Chart 6), it is obvious that
most matches exist in cases of Thule® and the Persians. Actually, many matches
exist also in the case of the Christians, but of course, here the vocabulary was used
in a completely different context and sense than in the case of barbarians.

It is also worth mentioning the fact that in the case of the Persians, we speak
about terms that were incorporated in narrations about Persians in various chap-
ters of Procopius’ work and they do not present a consistent testimony about their

¢yyeiovg Te kai Balaoaiovg, kai AN drta Satpdvia év H8aot Tydv Te kal ToTapdV elval Aeyopeva.
24/ Bbovot 8¢ evdelexéotata lepeia mavta kal évayilovat, T@v 8¢ iepeiwy o@iot T kKaAoTOV dv-
Opwmdg éoTv dvrep dopuvdAwTov TooavTo TP@TOV: 25/ ToDTOV Yap T@ Apel Ovovoly, £mel Beov
avTtdV vopilovat pEytoTov eival. igp@vtat 8¢ TOV aixaAwtov ov B0ovTeG uovoV, AAN Kai drtd Eolov
KPEUDVTEG, Kai &G TaG dkdvOag pumtodvteg, Taig dANaig te Kteivovteg Bavdtov idéalg oiktioTalg /
[23] So much, then, for the daily life of these barbarians. All the other inhabitants of Thule, practically
speaking, do not differ much from the rest of mankind, but they revere many gods and spirits both
of the heavens and the air, of the earth and the sea, and sundry other spirits that are said to be in the
waters of springs and rivers. [24] They incessantly offer up all kinds of sacrifices and make oblations
to the dead, but the noblest of sacrifices, in their eyes, is the first human being whom they have taken
captive in war. [25] Him they sacrifice to Ares, whom they regard as the greatest god. They sanctify
the captive not only by sacrificing him on an altar but alternately by hanging him from a tree, throw-
ing him among thorns, or killing him by some other most cruel form of death (trans. H.B. DEwING/
A. KALDELLIS, p. 350).

% Already Averil Cameron noted in her monograph on Procopius the similarity between the religion
of the Sclavenes and Thule concerning their worship of rivers and spirits, cf. A. CAMERON, Procopius
and the Sixth Century, London 1985 [= TCH, 10], p. 218.



Procopius on the Religion of the Early Slavs: Comparison with Other Barbarians 193

Vandals
Moors

Goths

|
|
I
Egyptians
Lazoi ——
Abasgoi I
ancient people IEG_—
Christians/ Byzantines
Tzanoi
Samaritans
Himyarites
Heruls
Franks
Blemyes I
Arabs I
Persians I
Thule I | I
Sklavenoi |

0 2 4 6 8 10 12
HOlw mOuoia lepevw
Hoéfw W 0edg W Snuoupyog
M otapdg (to revere) EvOudn W Salpdviov

M pavteia (and related terms) W ipappévn

Chart 6. The variety of terminology used in the context of the Slavic religion
(prepared by Pavla Gkantzios Drapelova)

culture, but random information in the context of other events and sometimes
were even related to a particular person and not a group/nation. In the case of
the inhabitants of Thule, the situation is the same as that of the Sclavenes and
Antes: it is a part of a broader excursus that should introduce to readers some
information about the ethnicity.

It is definitely interesting that the description of the religion of the early Slavs
has most in common with the description of the religion of the slightly mysterious
Scrithifini ethnicity, which is mentioned in only one chapter of Procopius’ work.
Today, the prevailing view is that the island of Thule, inhabited by these Scrithifini,
was a designation for Scandinavia® and, in general, was perceived as a very remote

7 A. KALDELLIS, Ethnography after Antiquity. Foreign Lands and Peoples in Byzantine Literature, Phil-
adelphia 2013 [= EAf], p. 4, 9. A.H. MERRILLS, History and Geography in Late Antiquity, Cambridge
2005 [= CSMLT, 64], p. 126-127. E. Nansen at the beginning of the 20" century even expressed an
opinion that Procopius referred to the Sami, i.e. Lapps, by this term F. NANSEN, Northern Mists. Arctic
Exploration in Early Times, vol. I, New York 1911, p. 132, 149.
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place on the “edge of the world”®. The parallels in the description of the religions
of the Slavs and Scrithifini from Thule can thus indicate several factors: one is the
reality that both of these groups (regardless of who precisely Procopius meant
by the names Sclavenes, Antes and Scrithifini) still had a religious system based
equally on archaic Indo-European polytheistic starting points. Furthermore, the
fact that Procopius and his contemporaries probably did not have much experi-
ence with either nation seems very likely, and therefore it seemed very useful
to Procopius to include in his work excursus in which he would introduce
these nations.

In describing the religions of both, he used a vocabulary and context he knew
from classical texts to find parallels to the type of paganism most familiar to him®:
in the case of the Slavs, the chief god is the ruler of lightning, in the case of the
Scrithifini it is Ares; both nations worship waters and various demons or spirits
and in the case of the Slavs, Procopius even used the term nymph, which he used
exclusively in this case and in the case of the ancient cult in Daphne. Such an
interpretatio graeca and various borrowings from the ancient vocabulary are quite
common in Procopius’ texts in general”, both in connection with the Sclavenes
and other ethnic groups’.

Already S.A. Ivanov in the commentaries to Procopius’ text noted that Procop-
ius’ excursus on early Slavs is extraordinary from the aspect of the number of vari-
ous subjects implying that there existed an obvious interest of the writer and read-
ers’”. It is noteworthy that Procopius did not mention in the case of the Sclavenes
and Antes any funeral customs; nevertheless in the case of some other barbarians
he noted what they do when someone dies (e.g. the Persians”, Heruls’* and White
Huns”). Even in the case of the Scrithifini he noted that they make oblations to the
dead”. This fact also suggests that Procopius may have been unfamiliar with these
customs, because the Sclavenes could be known to him primarily as raiders and

5 P. VAN NUFFELEN, Beside the Rim of the Ocean: the Edges of the World in Fifth- and Sixth-Century His-
toriography, [in:] Historiography and Space in Late Antiquity, ed. IDEM, Cambridge 2019, p. 43-49, 54.
% On ancient influence in Procopius’ description of Slavic religion, cf. R. BENEDICTY, Prokopios’
berichte..., p. 54-55.

70 E.g. Robert Benedicty speaks mainly about the impact of Herodotus and Thucidydes on Procopius’
texts, cf. R. BENEDICTY, Die Milieu-Theorie..., p. 1.

! Already Robert Benedicty noted on the use of Greek or foreign expressions that have become
indigenous to Greek in the case of Procopius’ description of the Slavic society, cf. R. BENEDICTY, Die
auf die friihslavische Gesellschaft beziigliche byzantinische Terminologie, [in:] Actes du XII congrés
international détudes byzantines, Ochride 10-16 Septembre 1961, vol. II, Beograd 1964, p. 45-46 and
that the topoi of ancient origin play a significant role in Procopius’ formulation of the reports on the
Slavs, cf. IDEM, Prokopios’ berichte..., p. 77.

72 C800 OpesHetiuux..., p. 219 (com. 64).

7 Procorius, De bellis, 1, X1, 35; 1, XII, 4.

7 Procor1us, De bellis, VI, X1V, 2-7.

> Procorius, De bellis, I, 111, 7.

7¢ PrRocor1us, De bellis, VI, XV, 24.
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mercenaries, whose goal was to become enriched and then leave the region. Pro-
copius evidently perceived the Slavs as newcomers - a reality already expressed by
various modern scholars”, thus it seems that it was desirable to comprehensively
introduce the new entity”®, Procopius’ description of the Slavic religion appears to
be an attempt to introduce the customs of a hitherto unknown and highly “exotic”
nation. These factors would explain the attention that Procopius paid to the Slavic
religion, because as regards most of the other barbarians, he evidently did not
concentrate on such a topic. It is also important to mention the fact that Procopius
did not devote as much space to the early Slavs and to the inhabitants of the island
of Thule in his work as to other nations. He devoted an excursus to both of them,
but in terms of the number of times he mentioned them in his texts, it is clear that
he wrote about other barbarian groups much more often”. So neither of these
nations was the centre of his attention, but in the case of both, he considered it
useful to provide some details about their chief god, the worship of other deities,
and sacrifices. It is worth mentioning that in other aspects the descriptions of the
early Slavs and the Scrithifini do not match; however, they both follow features
of classical topoi about barbarians®.

Some scholars discussed the methodological dilemma as to what extent Procop-
ius’ testimony on the Sclavenes and Antes represents an ethnographic stereotype
impacted by classical tradition®'. In general a huge discussion has been held on the
topic as to what extent Procopius’ writing just followed classical literature models
and to what extent his testimonies are based on the sixth century realities®. Actu-
ally the excursus about the Sclavenes and Antes became the subject of scholarly
debate about the authenticity of information and the evident influences of classical
topoi about the barbarians®. Some scholars expressed the opinion that although
the influences of ancient and Byzantine topoi and stereotypes about barbarians are

77 JI. Tvunpus, IIpobnema cnassHu3ayuy Kapnamo-6anaKanckozo Npocmpancmea 6 céeme ceManmu-
ueck020 ananusa 2nazonos obumarus y Ipoxonus: Kecapuiickozo, BOVI 2, 1988, p. 173-182; E. Cur-
TA, The Making of the Slavs..., p. 39.

78 Already Maria Cesa mentioned in her article that in general the Byzantines wanted to know about
the various barbarians who posed a new danger so that they could better understand how to deal
with them, cf. M. CEsaA, Etnografia e geografia nella visione storica di Procopio di Cesarea, SCO 32,
1983, p. 189-192.

79 The Slavs were named by Procopius a total of 41 times, the inhabitants of Thule even less, but on
the other hand Huns were mentioned 118 and the Persians 719 times.

8 E.g. it corresponds to types of topoi in ancient literature listed by Karl Triidinger, cf. K. TRUDINGER,
Studien zur Geschichte der griechisch-romischen Ethnographie, Basel 1918, p. 175; M. CEsa, Etnografia
e geografia..., p. 189-215.

8t A. CAMERON, Procopius..., p. 218-219.

82 From the recent scholarship cf. e.g. P. VAN NUFFELEN, The Wor(I)ds of Prokopios, [in:] Procopius
of Caesarea. Literary and Historical Interpretations, ed. C. LILLINGTON-MARTIN, E. TurQuois, Lon-
don 2017, p. 40-55.

# A kind of overview is offered in R.B. FORD, Rome, China, and the Barbarians. Ethnographic Tradi-
tions and the Transformation of Empires, Cambridge 2020, p. 130-133.
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obvious, this does not always mean the falsity of the information provided™. Since
Procopius himself was most likely not an eyewitness and the information was
passed on to him®, he tended to liken his new knowledge to the paganism he was
aware of, that is, to the ancient religion he knew from classical texts. Such a search
for parallels with Greek realities can be found also in other passages concerning
the Sclavenes and Antes®. Moreover, the comparison of a pagan religion to the
religion of the ancient Greeks was also not strange to Procopius in the case of other
barbarians¥. Nevertheless, it is necessary to compare the information provided
by early Byzantine sources with other sources so that their authenticity can be
verified®. Some scholars also emphasize the fact that information about the Slavs
in the early Byzantine sources must be taken into consideration with caution®.
Obviously, Procopius in the contexts of the Sclavenes/Antes and Thulites defi-
nitely followed similar patterns, influenced partly by his knowledge of the ancient
religion. Whereas, there are very few matches between these two ethnicities con-
cerning the rest of the information provided in the excursus on them. On the con-
trary, it is possible to find parallels between the Slavs and other nations concerning
other topics®. Nevertheless, both descriptions of the religion of these two ethnici-

8 Such an attitude was adopted by e.g. R. BENEDICTY, Die Milieu-Theorie...; IDEM, Prokopios’ beri-
chte..., p. 77-78; A.M. PEBANOTAOY, [ewypagikd kot eBvoypagikd ototyeia ato épyo Tov Ilpokomiov
Kaoapeiog, Thessaloniki 2005, p. 224-244. On the fact that sometime the classicizing topos could
correspond to the reality, cf. A. SARANTIS, Roman or Barbarian? Ethnic Identities and Political Loy-
alties in the Balkans according to Procopius, [in:] Procopius of Caesarea..., p. 228-229. Many modern
scholars thus approach the information about the Sclavenes in Procopius’ work as serious and relia-
ble information. E.g. T. Zrvkovi¢, Forging Unity. The South Slavs between East and West, 550-1150,
Belgrade 2008, p. 31-44.

% D. BRODKA, Prokop von Kaisareia und seine Informanten, Hi 65, 2016, p. 108-124.

% E.g. R. BENEDICTY, Prokopios’ berichte..., p. 54-78.

% E.g. Blemyes and Nobatai, in connection with which Procopius stated that they worshipped the
same gods as the ancient Greeks: PRocor1us, De bellis, I, XIX, 35, vol. I, p. 106: 810 81 kai Pikag
Enwvopaoe TO Xwpiov. dpgw 8¢ tadta ta €8vn, of Te BAépveg kait oi NoBdatat, Tovg te &Alovg Beovg,
obomep EAAnveg vopifovot mavtag, kai v te’lowv 1ov e Oatpv oéPovat, kai ovy fKIOTd ye TOV
Ilpianov / Hence he named the place Philai. Now both of these nations, the Blemyes and the Nobatai,
believe in all the gods in which the Greeks believe, and they also revere Isis and Osiris, and not least of all
Priapus (trans. H.B. DEwING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 52). Or in the case of the Saracens (Arabs) Procopius
noted that they were sacrificing to Aphrodite: PRocor1us, De bellis, 11, XXVIII, 13, vol. I, p. 284:
Kai Ahapoovdapog pév éva t@v Apéba maidwv inmovg vépovta €€ émdpouiis EAdv tfj Appodity
e00Vg £€0voe, kal am avtod €yvwobn od katampoieaBat & Popaiwy mpdypata Iépoaig ApéBav /
Al-Mundhir captured one of the sons of al-Harith in a sudden raid while he was pasturing horses, and
immediately sacrificed him to Aphrodite (trans. H.B. DEWING/A. KALDELLIS, p. 135).

% E.g. B. ZASTEROVA, Zur Problematik der ethnographischen Topoi, [in:] Griechenland - Byzanz — Eu-
ropa. Ein Studienband, ed. ]. HERRMANN, Berlin 1985 [= BBA, 52], p. 19; G. MAJEsKA, The Byzantines
on the Slavs: on the Problem of Ethnic Stereotyping, ABF 9, 1999, p. 82.

% G. MAJESKA, The Byzantines on the Slavs..., p. 82; G. KARDARAS, A Re-approach of Procopius’ Eth-
nographic Account on the Early Slavs, BXvp 27, 2017, p. 256.

% For example, already Averil Cameron noted that concerning the appearance of the Slavs we can
find parallels with the Goths and concerning the Slavic fighting we can find parallels with the Franks



Procopius on the Religion of the Early Slavs: Comparison with Other Barbarians 197

ties — despite their shortness - are rather unique in Procopius’ text especially from
the aspect of informativeness and the number of mentioned themes. Regardless
of the reliability of the information, it seems that in Procopius’ eyes the pre-Chris-
tian Slavic religion was different to the religion of most other non-Roman groups.
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