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This comparative study explores three key cultural and political spheres —
the Latin west, Byzantium and the Islamic world from Central Asia to the
Atlantic — roughly from the emergence of Islam to the fall of
Constantinople. These spheres drew on a shared pool of late antique
Mediterranean culture, philosophy and science, and they had monothe-
ism and historical antecedents in common. Yet where exactly political and
spiritual power lay, and how it was exercised, differed. This book focuses
on power dynamics and resource-allocation among ruling elites; the
legitimisation of power and property with the aid of religion; and on
rulers’ interactions with local elites and societies. Offering the reader
route-maps towards navigating each sphere and grasping the fundamen-
tals of its political culture, this set of parallel studies offers a timely and
much-needed framework for comparing the societies surrounding the
medieval Mediterranean.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

We have thought long and hard about how to present political culture across
the Latin west, Byzantium and the Islamic world during a period of many
centuries to as wide an audience as possible. For that reason, we have tried
to make proper names and technical terms accessible wherever practicable.
Greek has been transliterated without diacritics. Greek forms of proper
names have generally been adopted, but not where the names of people
and places are very well known in their Latinised form (Nicaea instead of
Nikaia, for example); familiar English forms have been preferred out of the
same consideration — Athens not Athenai. Arabic diacritics have been
discarded in proper names, including the opening ayn (), and only the
ayn and hamza (*) retained for technical terms. To help orientate the reader,
reign-dates have been given after the names of key individuals. There is a
brief Glossary at the end of the book: this offers a selection of technical terms
and other unfamiliar words, although in general we have tried to explain
these in the chapter(s) in which they are introduced. To facilitate compari-
sons within and between the spheres, there are extensive cross-references
throughout the book. These internal references are distinguished by the use
of p./pp. and occasionally n. for a footnote within the same chapter.

We have tried to limit the use of quotation marks to signal words or
phrases of particular significance — or which are particularly problematic —
to specialists. These range from the archaic to those which are, for scholarly
or political reasons, contentious or open to misunderstanding. Thus
inverted commas are generally used only on the first mention in a chapter,
alerting the reader that there is uncertainty around, or dispute about the
legitimacy of, such terms as barbarian/barbarous/pagan, Berber, church/
state, civilising, classical/medieval Islam, the dark ages, empire/imperial,
the establishment, family confederations, feudal, gunpowder empires, law/
justice, Orientalism, outsider/foreign, peace/violence, the poor/the power-
ful and successor states. Although it may be argued that each of these terms
requires exegesis or justification, if it is not to be avoided altogether,
repeated disclaimers in the form of quotation marks tend to distract or
unnecessarily confuse the newcomer, even if placating the expert eye.
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xii Preface and Acknowledgements

The running order across sections is one which is shaped by our
anticipated readership. The Latin west comes first in each section, not
because we deem it more important than the Islamic world or Byzantium
but simply because we choose to start with the sphere which we think will
be most familiar to most readers. We do not regard that sphere as the
benchmark against which the other two spheres should be compared. The
chapters are all self-contained, stand-alone items and can be read in any
order.

Many thanks are due to Liz Friend-Smith of Cambridge University
Press, for her unfailing patience and support; to Ruth Boyes at the Press
and Gayathri Tamilselvan at Integra for their help in seeing this volume
through to print; to Barbara Hird, our indefatigable and eagle-eyed
indexer; to Wade Guyitt and Beth Hamer for their copy-editing and
proofreading skills; to David Cox for his superlative maps; to Ryan
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to Ulrike Polnitzky of the Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek; to Vera
Schulz of the Universititsbibliothek Heidelberg; and to the Département
Images at the Bibliothéque Nationale de France. We thank the three
anonymous readers for their responses to our initial publishing proposal:
their suggestions impelled us to focus and refine our ideas. Immense thanks
are also due to our extremely long-suffering authors, both for their fine
contributions to this volume and for their infinite patience.
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Map 3 Empires before and after: a sketch of the pre-eminent polities
preceding and following this book’s timespan: (top) Rome in its heyday,
also showing Byzantium and the Sasanian empire in the sixth century;
(bottom) the ‘gunpowder empires’ in the sixteenth century
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Map 5 Places in the Latin west mentioned in this volume, with inset
showing the progress of the Spanish Reconquista
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