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PREFACE

This book began in Baltimore. But it was fostered in the remarkable scholarly
repair of Dumbarton Oaks, and grew to maturity in the bracing clime of
Cambridge, Massachusetts. It sprang, utterly unintended, from another research
project, on diplomacy between the Carolingian and Byzantine empires. My intent
had been a respite from the “powerful and sinister drama” of late antiquity, the
social transformations of political power and its rituals which had formed the
subject of Eternal Victory.

When I had about concluded the research for the diplomacy book, I satdown to
write a brief chapter describing how two early medieval courts communicated.
Within a few weeks it became clear that my prosopographical study of diplomats
had uncovered much new evidence. A few months more of research, and I was
back at Dumbarton Oaks to present a first sketch of my findings in an informal
talk. I no longer remember everyone in the small group who attended that talk,
butIdo recall that my friends Alexander Kazhdan and David Jacoby were present.
Both levied vigorous criticism of the sort that we all most enjoyed, even as they
lent me further important evidence for my findings. Alexander, in particular,
objected to detecting broad shifts in the infrastructure of Mediterranean shipping
and transport on the basis of “only sixty pieces of evidence,” sixty instances of
long-distance communication. We all laughed when I retorted that complaining
about “only” sixty witnesses was rather unbecoming to a Byzantinist. ButI took
his point, and have spent no small effort in deepening the research in order to
expand the evidentiary base. Conversations with my friend John Baldwin urged
me on in seeking independent series of data against which to test the patterns,
and the intellectual stimulus of The Seminar of the Department of History of the
Johns Hopkins University showed me some places to look for them, particularly
when I listened to papers and comments by Philip Curtin and Richard
Goldthwaite. The “pieces of evidence” are now somie ten times what they were,
and the patterns observed that distant day still hold. But others have emerged
alongside them.

xxiii
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PREFACE

The move to Cambridge both slowed and deepened progress. No one who
examines the footnotes of this book will fail to recognize that it was written in
Widener Library. This book owes an incalculable debt to the men and women,
librarians, scholars, and benefactors who have made that library great: withoutit,
and them, it would never have been written in this way.

AtHarvard University, | have been immensely stimulated by my colleagues and
students, particularly in the Department of History. Thomas N. Bisson, in partic-
ular, has exemplified collegiality in every way, and so made this book possible
also. I am grateful to the Department for its handsome support of this project,
especially to my colleagues David Blackbourn, Chair, Patrice Higonnet, Chair,
Publications Committee, and Mark Kishlansky. To list the colleagues who have
sparked my thinking in the last eight years would make this a very long preface
indeed. ButI cannot fail to mention the most stimulating interlocutors of all: the
justly fabled students, graduate and undergraduate, whose probing, thoughtful
questions push all of us ever forward in our understanding of our subjects.

Special thanks are due to a few colleagues who helped me in areas where I
dared nothelp myself. Bernard Septimus and, while on a visit, Robert Brody made
an invaluable contribution to this book by introducing me to important new
Hebrew evidence. Roy Mottahedeh generously aided me by deciphering the
inscriptions on some Kufic dinars. Michael L. Bates provided precious expertise
on the Arab coins. Horace Lunt has helped me more than once with his piercing
insight into the linguistic (and other) jungles of Old Church Slavonic. At
Dumbarton Oaks, Irfan Shahid kindly labored over an Arabic text on my behalf.
There too, Philip Grierson has taught me much. It is due to long years there,
across the hall from Philip, and his unfailingly kind and thoughtful answers to my
questions that dared to venture as far into numismatics as I have, The last part of
this book was written up in the splendid circumstances afforded me by my friend
and colleague, then Director, Angeliki Laiou, during a spring leave at Dumbarton
Oaks. I am not about to forget the stimulus of my conversations there, especially
during the questions that followed the public presentation of my findings in the
very room where the first results had been discussed nine years earlier. Irene
Vaslef and her assistant Mark Zapatka worked wonders in obtaining for me
books and articles which wandered far beyond the ample confines of Byzantium.
Thrice in recent months I had the privilege of discussing my findings in depth
with Dietrich Claude, whose gift of his own book on the subject had sharpened
my interest long ago. It was with great sadness that I learned of his death two
weeks after our last meeting.

My weekly swims with Paul Meyvaert have exercised the mind no less than the
body. Poor Paul has had mdny a theory tried on him in the slow lane of Blodgett
Pool; rarely did he fail to suggest a further reference. Telephonic, electronic, and
face-to-face conversations with Guy Philippart and his comments have been a
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continuing source of stimulus, especially on hagiography, but on much else as
well. The John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation made possible the
research on diplomacy out of which this book was born. That it was born atall in
the intended fashion reflects the support of my editor, Mr. William Davies; Ms.
Philippa Youngman’s meticulous copy-editing has made this a better book.

From beginning to end, this book has benefited from the serene and happy
home that Magda has created for all of us. Thomas Kennedy and Elena Sylvie have
borne patiently Daddy’s isolation upstairs with his computer and books. My
brother Tom, Cathleen McCormick, and my other cousins and aunts have lis-
tened tolerantly and sometimes even enthusiastically to descriptions of my work.
Tonawanda has continued to provide a warm refuge from the rigors of academe,
in the home of my mother, and amidst the watchful friendship of Mary Lou and
Rose Marie Metzger.

Our home in Tonawanda holds fond memories of the two scholars to whom
this book is dedicated. To have known and worked closely with one such scholar
is privilege enough for a lifetime. Twenty-six years of knowing and learning from
Léopold Genicot and nineteen with Alexander Kazhdan seem an unfair share for
any one historian. Both followed the development of this study closely, and urged
me onward. To their memory and example it is respectfully dedicated.

15 August1999
Tonawanda, New York
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