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A 14th-century illuminated copy of  the Romance of  Alexander the Great, now in Venice, offers unique pictorial information
about the galleys operating in that period in the Black Sea. The manuscript, commissioned by the emperor of  Trebizond and
copied in the same region in the mid-14th century, includes images which almost certainly portray contemporary galleys with
crews from Italy. The presence of  Italian merchants and sailors in the Levant is well documented in historical sources, but
this is the first clue for the presence of  contracted sailors or mercenaries in the empire of  Trebizond.
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M

 

edieval Mediterranean shipping is a
largely unexplored field of maritime
archaeology, particularly in comparison

with the study of Greco-Roman maritime culture.

 

1

 

However, as shown by recent ship-finds, under-
water or otherwise (van Doorninck, 2002; Romanelli
and Fozzati, 2003), as well as the iconographical
and textual material studied so far (Pryor, 1995;
Martin, 2001; Martin, 2002; Nakas, 2002), the
study of  medieval Mediterranean ships can
reveal useful information about the history and
archaeology of the Mediterranean. In the following
pages an almost-unknown but very important
iconographical source of the mid-14th century
will be addressed—the Alexander Romance,
an illuminated manuscript held by the Hellenic
Institute of Venice, and relating to galleys in the
Black Sea. Its contents will be presented along
with a broader study of its maritime context in
terms of both archaeology and history.

 

The manuscript

 

The Alexander Romance manuscript of Venice
was copied and illuminated some time after 1350
in the Greek-Byzantine Empire of Trebizond
(Fig. 1), commissioned, most probably, by the
Emperor Alexius III Grand Komnenos (Fig. 2)

(1349–1390) (Trahoulias, 1997: 31–5). After the
Ottoman conquest in 1461 the codex passed into
the possession of a Turk, as indicated by image
captions written in Turkish (Bellingeri, 2003).
In the 18th century it ended up in Venice, in the
Greek Orthodox church of St George. It is
currently preserved in the Hellenic Institute of
Venice (Istututo Ellenico, cod.gr.5). Known to
scholars of Byzantine history and archaeology
since 1891 (Kondakoff, 1891: 174–5), its illus-
trations (but not its text) were first published
by Xyngopoulos (1966), who was the first to
discuss the style of the manuscript’s iconography,
while Kakoulide catalogued the manuscripts in the
library of the Greek Institute of Venice in 1971.
In 1971 Garidis commented on the miniatures’
relationship with medieval Georgian culture, and
Gallacher (1979) discussed the codex’s frontispiece
and explained how the sheets were folded. However,
the most thorough, detailed and meticulous
publication and study of the manuscript was
made by Trahoulias in 1997, which also included
a 1:1 high-quality colour reproduction of all its
pages, illuminated or not.

The manuscript text is a copy of the Romance
of Alexander the Great, an account of the famous
king’s deeds, falsely attributed to the Greek
historian Kallisthenes. The original text acquired
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its final form sometime before the 4th century
AD and, like other medieval texts, was a mixture
of historical and fictional events. In the Romance,
Alexander is vividly portrayed and celebrated as
a wise, just and gallant king, and this is why the
book became so famous amongst the kings and
aristocrats of the Middle Ages. The Romance
developed into four different variations, was
translated into several languages, and was copied
many times during the Middle Ages. Eighteen
surviving copies in Greek, dated from the 11th to
the 16th centuries, testify the book’s popularity in
the Byzantine Empire (Merkelbach, 1977: 59;
Trahoulias, 1997: 29). Only two of these copies
were illuminated, the Istituto Ellenico cod.gr.5
and the Oxford, Bodleian Library Barroci,
cod.17, the second being a small, unfinished (31
out of 120 illustrations were drawn), and badly-
damaged manuscript (for more details see Hutter,
1978: 33–6, 116–23). The Venice manuscript is
thus by far the most sumptuous as a work of art:
out of 193 folios (measuring 32 

 

×

 

 24 cm), 163
contain colourful miniatures (in total 250 pages
of illustration) drawn by three artists or groups of
artists, believed to have been Georgian in origin
and working in Trebizond (Trahoulias, 1997:
35–8). The book’s appeal as a heroic paradigm
for the Emperor of Trebizond is evident (Fig. 2).
Throughout the text and its illuminations, Alex-
ander is vividly portrayed as a model for the
perfect monarch, especially when dealing with his
Oriental foes (Trahoulias, 1997: 32–5).

Before addressing the ship iconography in the
Alexander manuscript, we must first examine its
nature as iconographical evidence. Medieval art
was not naturalistic, and it usually sacrificed
precision in order to convey the narrative, its
meaning and symbolism. Furthermore, copying
old (even ancient) originals, especially in the art
of book illumination, was a common practice.

Figure 1. The Empire of Trebizond in the 14th century. (Y. Nakas)

Figure 2. The Alexander Romance manuscript’s cover-page
with the portrait of emperor Alexius III Grand Komnenos.
(f.1r; Trahoulias, 1997: 51)
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Thus, one has to be very careful when trying to date
and interpret the images and determine whether
or not they are original (Parani, 2003: 3–9).

The Alexander manuscript illumination seems
to be original. According to our current state of
knowledge, there is no older prototype from which
the manuscript was copied. A possible source for
the pictures could have been the contemporary
frescoes and mosaics in Trebizond’s palace,
depicting the emperors’ campaigns against the
Turks (Lampsides, 1984: 64). Artistically the
manuscript is equally original. Although it can
be compared to 14th-century Byzantine art, its
style is unique, combining Byzantine, Armenian
and Near Eastern features (Trahoulias, 1997: 34).
The cultural context of the images also verifies
the manuscript’s originality. Apart from the
traditional official costume of the Byzantine
emperor, Alexander often wears the regular 14th-
century clothing of Asia Minor with the long
overcoat and the turban (Talbot-Rice, 1968:
fig. 69b). Military equipment also indicates the
artist’s efforts to portray contemporary people.
The sabres, round shields, small composite bows,
padded cuirasses and pointed helmets with
mail coifs, correspond to weaponry used in the
Levant during the 13th, 14th and 15th centuries
(Bartusis, 1992: 322–41; Heath, 1995). With this
in mind we conclude that the artists chose to
portray aspects of contemporary culture at the
south-east coast of the Black Sea, a mixture of
Greek, Georgian and Turkish elements. As we
shall try to prove, ships were also drawn according
to existing galleys of the Black Sea.

 

Historical background

 

The Empire of Trebizond was founded by
Alexius and David Grand Komnenoi when, in
1204, the Franks of the 4th Crusade seized
Constantinople. The two brothers, grandsons of
the Byzantine Emperor Andronicus I, fled the city
and, with the help of queen Tamar of Georgia,
established a state around Trebizond, which their
family ruled until the Turkish conquest in 1462.
Although the Empire remained relatively small,
restricted to the south-east coasts of the Black
Sea (ancient Colchis) from Sinope to the river
Rioni, and largely isolated by the Antitaurus
Mountains to the south, it soon became a
wealthy and powerful state (Fig. 1). Its prosperity
was based on local exports (metals, timber and
wine) and the fact that Trebizond was the
westernmost end of one of the trade routes for

the import of silk and spices from the Orient.
The Christian Emperors of Trebizond kept the
notion of their glorious ancestry alive throughout
their history, though they never really acquired
the analogous political power (Bryer, 1978: 330–
31). Their primary concern was to repel the
continuous Turkmen raids and to keep the
important trade routes open and safe, through
warfare or diplomacy (Zachariadou, 1978: 337–
39, 352).

The importance of the sea in the Empire of
Trebizond is evident throughout its history. With
the mountains making land routes virtually
impassable, the sea was the only way of com-
munication and trade, and the Grand Komnenoi
soon realized that. Notwithstanding occasional
tensions, they accepted the presence of Venetian
and Genoese merchants in Trebizond and
secured their privileges with official documents
(in 1319 and 1364; Oikonomides, 1978: 302–3).
However, they maintained overall control by
imposing heavy dues, thus securing a steady
income for themselves (Bryer, 1966: 3: Bryer,
1978: 371–2). They also maintained a permanent
war-fleet, consisting of no more than two galleys
(imperial 

 

katerga

 

), but supplemented in wartime
by many other smaller vessels. With this small
but ‘fine navy’ Alexius III made 24 of his 30
campaigns (Bryer, 1966: 4–5). The imperial
galleys are probably portrayed in graffiti on the
walls of the church of Saint Sofia in Trebizond
(Winfield, 1961: 39; Bryer, 1966: fig. 7). Historical
sources do not mention anything about the galleys’
place of construction or the origin of their crews.
The Alexander Romance, however, can provide
some important evidence.

 

The ships

 

From the beginning of the Middle Ages and up
to the 13th century, galleys in the Mediterranean
appear to have been fairly simple oared vessels,
not much different from the late Roman 

 

liburnae

 

(Hocker, 1995: 94). The picture we get from texts
and iconography is of light, fairly simple vessels
with two rows of oarsmen, no outrigger or con-
tinuous deck, with lateen triangular sails, side
rudders and a spur or 

 

speron

 

 (a ram-type pro-
jection high at the bow) (Fig. 3). Around 1250
some new technical characteristics appear (Pryor,
1993; Pryor, 1995). Italian textual sources start
mentioning full decks and an outrigger which
enables the oarsmen, now seated in pairs on the
same angled bench, to operate longer and more
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effective oars in what the Italians called 

 

alla-
sensile

 

 (Fig. 4) (for a glossary of the terminology
used in the text, see Gardiner, 1995: 248–51; Nakas,
2002: 86–9). The spurs, side rudders, rigging, and

probably construction methods, remained the
same. However, the existence of the deck and the
sit-and-stand stroke were considerable innovations,
giving greater speed, stability and cargo capacity

Figure 3. Graphical reconstruction of a mid-13th-century Catalan galley. (Nakas, 2002: fig. 34)

Figure 4. Cross-section of the midship frame of the ‘Red Galley’, built in Naples in 1275. (Nakas, 2002: fig. 36B)
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to the galleys, and soon the first merchant galleys
appeared, trading as far as England, Egypt and
the Black Sea. The construction of bigger and
sturdier galleys allowed the addition of a third
oarsman 

 

c

 

.1290 (Fig. 5) (Bondioli, 2003), though
it is uncertain if this change was adopted every-
where before 1400 (Nakas, 2002: 48–9).

There are 11 images of galleys in the Alexander
manuscript, illustrating various voyages and sea
campaigns of Alexander.

 

2

 

 According to the artistic
study of the manuscript (Trahoulias, 1997: 48),
all the galley images seem to have been drawn by
the same artist or group of artists, apart from one
(f. 21r). Although published in 1966, these images
have been only discussed briefly, by the military
historian Ian Heath (1995: 21).

 

Ship construction

 

Not much can be said about the shape of ships
and actual hull construction, due to the
miniatures’ small size and stylisation (Fig. 6).
Hulls seem to be low and slender, with gently-
upward-curving ends, ending in stern- and
stemposts, clearly visible over the gunwale. There

are horizontal projections at both ends, with a
lower wale forming a double spur (

 

spiron

 

) at the
bow (Alertz, 1995: 154). This double spur is very
common in contemporary and later Venetian
galleys (Fig. 7). It was used either to facilitate
manoeuvring the foresail or to protect the
stempost from accidental damage (Nakas, 2002:
50). No decks are shown, but half  decks must
have existed, as indicated by the sterncastle,
clearly portrayed in all ships (Fig. 8). In folio 21r,
the ship has a peculiar curved projection at the
bow and no spurs (Fig. 9). This is one of the few
‘ram’ images of the Middle Ages, since ancient
rams were already obsolete and only spurs were
used (Nakas, 2002: 38).

 

3

 

Rowing system

 

The ships’ rowing system is fortunately rather
well portrayed. Oars are operated through
tholepins on the outrigger, while oarsmen row
standing up, most probably in a sit-and-stand
method and working in pairs on the same bench
(Fig. 6). Occasionally the oar of the inner oarsman
seems to pass under the arms of the outer

Figure 5. The alla-sensile rowing system of a 14th–15th-century Mediterranean galley. (after Bondioli et al., 1995: 186)
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oarsman, but this must be an artistic convention,
since it would be very difficult to row this way
(Fig. 10). The number of oars (up to 12) must
also be abbreviated due to the lack of space in the
images. The outrigger (

 

telaro

 

) is clearly visible,
as seen from the top, with curved stanchions
(

 

bachalari

 

) supporting the rowing-beam (

 

postiza

 

)
and possibly also a light parapet (

 

pavesata

 

)
(Figs 8 and 11). This is one of the earliest depictions
of a medieval outrigger. The whole layout of the
rowing system corresponds to the 

 

alla sensile

 

system (Figs 4, 5, and 11) and this is the first

depiction of the system in the Levant. Rowers are
depicted rowing clearly in a sit-and-stand stroke,
a standard technique in 

 

alla sensile

 

 rowing.
Furthermore, this rowing method verifies the
existence of a full deck, essential to deploying such
a system.

 

Steering

 

The galleys’ steering system is also well-portrayed.
All ships are equipped with side rudders: big
broad oars, mounted on what appears to be a
beam and a semicircular stanchion, and operated

Figure 6. Galleys in the Alexander Romance manuscript. (f.113v; Trahoulias, 1997: 276)
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from the sterncastle (Fig. 12). Ropes with pulleys
serve to hold the rudder in place and lift it out of
the water. No stern rudders are seen, although they
had been in use in the western Mediterranean
and Italy since the early-14th century (Mott,
1997: 136–7). It is difficult to say what a series of
short lines next to the rudder portray, but it could
be a rope-ladder attached to the stern.

 

Rigging and armament

 

No masts or sails are portrayed anywhere in the
Alexander manuscript. This is explained by the
fact that although medieval and later galleys were
always fully rigged, masts and sails were lowered
when not used. The artists would also have

preferred to portray Alexander and his retinues
and not sacrifice valuable space to depict sails.
No other special equipment is shown, except in
folio 21r, where grapnels and spears seem to be
stacked on the sterncastle (Fig. 9). The use of
such weapons on ships is firmly documented in
contemporary art (mosaics in San Marco, Venice;
Martin, 2001: fig. 15) and texts (Troso, 1988: 223).

 

The crews

 

The second most important nautical information
from the Alexander manuscript is the depiction
of the galleys’ crews. Armed soldiers and sailors
are pictured on board the ships, along with

Figure 7. Galley in M. Torselo’s Liber Secretorum fidelium Crucis manuscript (Bodleian Library, MS Tanner 190, ff.20v,
22r). (Y. Nakas, after Martin, 2001: 63–4, figs 38–9)

Figure 8. Line-drawing of one of the galleys in the Alexander Romance manuscript. (Y. Nakas)
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Alexander, distinguished by his Byzantine royal
outfit and unrealistic larger size. Soldiers are
equipped with the weapons and oriental clothing
seen in the other miniatures of the manuscript
(Fig. 6). Oarsmen, on the other hand, are pictured
wearing short tunics, stockings and white
bonnets (Figs 6 and 12), apparently following a
western European fashion, in contrast to the
long tunics and turbans of  the other figures in
the manuscript. Furthermore, they all are clean-

shaven, unlike the majority of the other male
figures. It seems that the artist wanted to
distinguish these men by portraying them as
westerners. Not surprisingly, similar figures are
shown rowing small boats in the manuscript
(f.108v), while analogous outfits are worn by the
Romans in another folio (f.40r; Trahoulias, 1997:
129, 266), indicating that this kind of appearance
was identified with the generic appearance of
westerners for the oriental manuscript artist.

Figure 9. Galley in the Alexander Romance manuscript. (f.21r; Trahoulias, 1997: 91)

Figure 10. Galley in the Alexander Romance manuscript. (f.124r; Trahoulias, 1997: 297)
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What the manuscript’s artist must have tried to
picture are contemporary ships’ crews, like those
he must have seen at the port of Trebizond and
other harbours of the Black Sea. It has already

been noted that the majority of the overseas trade
in the Black Sea was in the hands of Genoese
merchants who had established colonies there
and even occupied a fortified suburb in Trebizond,
as their merchant galleys sailed regularly to the
Black Sea from the 13th century onwards (Byrne,
1930: 65–6; Arhweiler, 1966: 350). It would be
reasonable to assume that Genoese galleys and
their crews were contracted by the empire of
Trebizond to serve in wartime, a tactic largely
employed not only by the Emperors of Constan-
tinople but also by the kings of France and
England in the 14th century (Unger, 1980: 171;
Nakas, 2002, 53). Historical texts verify that
Venetian and Genoese galleys would sail with the
imperial fleet of Trebizond, according to existing
alliances (Lampsides, 1958: 67), but texts make
no mention of the Emperors hiring foreign ships
and crews.

It is reasonable to suggest that the oarsmen
shown on the manuscript’s galleys were foreign
sailors (most probably ‘Italians’), contracted by
the emperor of Trebizond to operate his ships.
According to contemporary historical sources
the sons of mixed marriages between Catholic
Westerners and Orthodox Greek women (

 

gasmouloi

 

)
would usually serve as skilful mariners in the
Late Byzantine navies (Arhweiler, 1966: 438).
The same practice could have been applied in the
Empire of Trebizond too. Sailors and oarsmen
could have been enlisted from the local western
‘colony’ or even hired with their ships from the
great maritime powers of the era, Venice and
Genoa, a practice known to have been common

Figure 11. Hypothetical reconstruction of the midships cross-section of the Alexander Romance manuscript galleys. (Y. Nakas)

Figure 12. Galley in the Alexander Romance manuscript.
(f.124v; Trahoulias, 1997: 298)
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in the same period in Europe. Although local
shipyards were still operating in Trebizond up till
the 15th century, it is doubtful if  they could build
large ships. When, in 1402, Timur, the Mongol
Khan, demanded that Trebizond provide him with
20 galleys, it is not known whether the Emperor
could build or even buy them (Bryer, 1966: 5).
Nevertheless, historical sources do not give any
solid evidence for hiring crews and leasing galleys
in the Empire of Trebizond, making this a
reasonable but unproved hypothesis.

 

Conclusions

 

The ships in the Venice Alexander Romance are
some of the few and most reliable depictions of

late-medieval Mediterranean galleys. In the limits
set by the size and style of manuscript illumination
the artists tried, and largely succeeded, to portray
contemporary ships (possibly Venetian or Genoese)
with their crews and passengers. The manuscript
is therefore a rare source for the history of late-
medieval shipbuilding, but it can also be related
to historical events. The presence of westerners
serving as crew on board Trebizond galleys,
although not attested by written sources, is
vividly portrayed. These elements show the great
potential knowledge medieval illuminated manu-
scripts can give us regarding maritime history
and archaeology, especially when iconography
is thoroughly related with contemporary history
and archaeology.
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Notes

 

1. Only 2% of articles published in both the 

 

Mariner’s Mirror

 

 (1965–99) and 

 

IJNA

 

 (1974–99) consider medieval
Mediterranean shipping.

2. Folios 21r, 42r, 43r, 113v, 114r, 114v, 119r, 119v,124r, 124v. In folios 3r and 108v there are also some very simple images of
small boats. A few more ship or boat depictions could have existed amongst lost folios of the manuscript.

3. This is, along with the Pesaro mosaic (Nakas, 2002: 19, fig. 7) the second image of a medieval Mediterranean ship bearing
a ram-like keel-projection at the bow. It is still very hypothetical, but not impossible, to assume that certain ship-types still
used rams in the Middle Ages, though apparently not for warfare.
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