Jisiy Mixain Anky. Mopcuoki komepyiiini imnepii ma 3emenvri mepumopianvii iMnepii 6 ... 13

BE3IIEKA HA CXIITHOMY KOPJIOHI €C

IcTOpHKO-MOTITHYHI POOIEMH Cy4aCHOTO CBiTY: Modern Historical and Political Issues:
30ipHUK HAYKOBUX cTaTeil. — UepHiBIli: Journal in Historical & Political Sciences. — Chernivtsi:
YepHiBeIbKUil HAI[IOHAIBLHUI YHIBEPCHUTET, Chernivtsi National University,
2018.-T. 37-38. - C. 13-25 2018. — Volume. 37-38. — pp. 13-25

YIK: 339.9(4/5:262.5-192.2) © Jlisiy Mixain SInky'

MopchbKi komepuiiiHi iMnepii Ta 3eMesIbHI TepUTOpiaabHi iMmepii
B YopHomopcbKkoMy perioni

Y cTaTTi po3rIIHYTO MPOIIECH CTAHOBIEHHS Ta PO3BUTKY OCHOBHUX (DOPM MiKHAPOIHOI B3a€EMOII{
y HopHOMOPCHKOMY PETioHi, sIKi Yac BiJ 4acy MOBTOPIOBAIUCS MPOTATOM yci€i ictopii. Onuc Takux
Mojenell 0a3yeTbesi Ha IBOX OCHOBHHX KaTEropisx: BaXKJIMBI pPerioOHabHI rpaBli («MO3aMOHTIHCHKI
KOMEPIIiHHI IMIepii»; «MBHIYHO-TIOHTIHCHEK] TePUTOpiaIbHi IMITEPii»; «TiBIEHHO-TIOHTIACHKI TEPUTO-
pianbpHi iMmiepii») Ta BiTHOCHHU MiX HUMH (KOH(pOHTAILisl, CrIiBpoOITHUITBO). {1 OXOIUIeHHS icTo-
PUYHHUX Ta TEOMOJITHYHUX ACTEKTIB AOCHTIKEHHsT YOPHOMOPCHKOTO PErioHy HeOOXiHO 3aCTOCYBaTH
METOJU TOTIEPEIHBOTO aHANI3y TeOMOITHYHOTO TOJOXKEHHS PErioHy, HOr0 OCHOBHHX Tre0(i3MuHuX
BJIACTHBOCTEW Ta T€OCKOHOMIYHHX 1 TEOIMONITUYHHX XapaKTePUCTHK, a TaKOK OCHOBHI CTpaTeridHi
TOYKH.

Came Takuii aHaJi3 MPOBOAUTHLCA y AaHiit cratTi. Onuc mMojened MixkHapoaHoi B3aemonuii y Yop-
HOMOPCHKOMY PETiOHI Ta IX XapaKTepUCTHKa y TOPIBHSAHHI 3 TETIEPIIIHFO0 CUTYAIlEI0 B MEXKaxX peri-
OHY OyIyTh PO3IJIHYTI Y MOAAJIBIIOMY JOCIIKCHHI.

Karouosi ciioBa: YopHe Mope, reonomiTHKA, iICTOPisl, iMIIepis, 3eMHHIA, MOPCHKHH.

Maritime commercial empires and land territorial empires in the Black Sea region

The research | conduct is focused on establishing and describing the major patterns of international
interaction in the Black Sea region which have repeatedly occurred throughout history, based on two
main criteria: the major players acting in the region (extra-Pontic maritime commercial empires;
northern Pontic land territorial empires; southern Pontic land territorial empires) and the relations de-
veloped between them (confrontation; cooperation). For achieving this goal of enhancing the historical
and geopolitical knowledge of the Black Sea region, a preceding analysis of its geographical position
and its key physical features (the ‘board’), of its geoeconomic and geopolitical characteristics (the
‘stake’), as well as of its key strategic points (the ‘trump cards’) is needed. This analysis is carried out
in the present paper, while the description of the patterns and the comparison with the current situation
and developments in the region shall be tackled in a subsequent paper.

Keywords: Black Sea, geopolitics, history, empires, land, maritime.

The ‘Board’: the geographical position and the key physical features of the Black Sea and its
coasts.

The Black Sea is a unique landform, both through its geographical position on the great Eurasian
continent and its derived physical features. The innumerable peculiarities which define it, as well as
the diversity of its neighboring landforms, contribute to the existence of a specific place of the Black
Sea among the other seas of the world and arouse a high interest for its research?. The same situation
occurs with regard to its neighboring regions, which render its unmistakable outline, compared in an-

! Kamgunar icropmunmx mayk, Byxapecrchkuii ymisepcuter, Pymymis, E-mail: liviu.iancu@drd.unibuc.ro,
liviu.iancu@eurocentrica.ro, https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0203-3335, https://doi.org/10.31861/mhpi2018.37-38.
14-25.

2 The research perspectives of the Black Sea are numerous: hydrographical and hydrological, climatological,
geological etc. Cf. Rotaru 2010, pp. 131-132.
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cient times with a Scythian bow®. The study of the physical geography of the Black Sea is not gratui-
tous as it sets the main condition for the understanding of the history of the human communities that
lived on its shores and their geopolitical and geoeconomical interactions throughout the ages.

There are three main comments that might be made with regard to the geographical position of the
Black Sea.

Firstly, the Black Sea is an instrumental landform that helps defining the European peninsula by
separating it from the great land mass of the Eurasian continent. At the same time, the Black Sea con-
tributes to the delimitation of another eccentric region of the Eurasian continent, the Extended Middle
East, both from the main land mass, but especially from Europe. Consequently, the Black Sea should
be envisaged as lying at the crossroads of three great geographical areas, contributing to their separa-
tion and to turning the Pontic shores into an area of significant geographical and human interactions®.

Secondly, given the physical features of its shores, it might be noticed that more than a border be-
tween West and East, the Black Sea acts like a demarcation line between a northern area uniformly
characterized by low relief and a southern area physically fragmented into a large series of mountains,
plateaus and small coastal or depressional plains°. This feature worked as one of the most powerful
engines in the political, economic and military history of the region.

Thirdly, as it is situated far inside the Eurasian continent, the Black Sea is ,,the most isolated sea in
the world”®: it is the most closed sea among the semi-closed seas of the world’, being indirectly con-
nected to the Ocean, passing through the Mediterranean to which is connected through an extremely
narrow communication system: the straits of Bosporus and Dardanelles and the small Sea of Marmara.

Geopolitically, this feature creates the temptation for the regional players to turn the Black Sea into
‘a lake’ under their exclusive control, while geographically the most important consequences are hy-
drographical.

Among the most conspicuous and fundamental physical features of the Black Sea are hydrograph-
ical characteristics as its low salinity (17.5%o), barely half of that of the Mediterranean, and its low
tides, both of them mostly determined by its pronounced semi-closedness. Together with the geologi-
cal fundament that divides the sea into two distinct basins, separated through a central north-south
submarine ridge, it causes also the existence of circular streams at the surface, with significant conse-
quences for the navigation routes®. The absence of vertical streams, wholly particular to the Black Sea,
causes the lack of oxygen in the deeper sea layers and, consequently, 87% of the volume of water is
void of aquatic life®.

The bottom of the sea is characterized not only by the aforementioned separation in two distinct ba-
sins, from west to east'’, but also by significant differences in depth between the northern and the
southern halves, which continue the altitudinal differences between the coastal regions: while the
northern waters are shallow, the southern ones are deep, especially near the Anatolian coast, where the
greatest depth of 2212 meters is registered.

The low salinity and the low temperature in winter, generated by the closedness of the sea between
huge continental masses, at high latitude, determine the frequent freezing of the sea water at surface,
near the shores'. Furthermore, because there are no barriers in front of the northern arctic winds,
storms frequently break out, especially in winter*?. Even more discouraging for navigation is the total

% Bratianu 1999, p. 72. Among the ancient sources where this famous comparison appears are Strabo’s
Geography (Str. 2.5.22), Pliny’s Natural History (Plin. Nat. Hist. 4.76) and Ammianus Marcellinus’ Roman
History (Amm. 22.8.10).

* | am theoretically indebted to H. Mackinder’s geographical conception, expressed in Mackinder 1904, pp. 431-
432, 435, that divides the Eurasian continent in two great distinct areas: the great continental pivot and the cres-
cent made of four excentric regions, open to the ocean, partly or fully peninsular (Europe, the Middle East, India
and the Far East).

® Bratianu 1999, pp. 71-72.

® UN Environmental Programme 2012, p. 3. Cf. Jaoshvili 2002, p. 4: “a virtually locked water basin”.

" Cf. Suérez de Vivero, Rodriguez Mateos 2007, pls. 8, 17. Cf. Bratianu 1999, p. 68.

8 Cf. Spinei 2009, p. 41.

° Rotaru 2010, p. 131.

19 Rotaru 2010, p. 134.

1 Spinei, p. 40.

12 Spinei, p. 41.
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lack of islands, with the exception of some rocky cliffs near the shores™, the most known examples
being the improperly called Snake Island, near the mouths of the Danube, and Berezan, near the Dnie-
per-Bug Estuary.

Besides the sea itself, the rivers and the coasts are fundamental for having a fuller picture on the
geographical environment that determined human activity in the region.

Given the semi-closedness of the Black Sea, the rivers that flow to it play a greater role than they
usually do in other circumstances. The great amount of fresh water they bring to a sea whose connec-
tion to the salty Mediterranean is narrow and where the vaporization is meager contributes to the low
salinity. Particularly near the mouths of the rivers, the amount of fresh water that flows into the sea
creates excellent conditions for great biological diversity. At the same time, the extremely low tides
allow the accumulation of silt brought by the same rivers onto the shores of the sea. This phenomenon
gives birth to numerous new, permanently changing, low wetlands: deltas, lagoons, swamps. The ac-
cumulation of silt and sand represents a major obstacle to navigation, thus creating the need for per-
manent engineering work, which is however richly rewarded through the connections the rivers create
between the sea and the inland. This is particularly true in the northern half of the Black Sea, where
the coasts are low and the geological strata are easy to cross, prerequisites being thus met for the exist-
ence of mighty rivers — the Danube, the Dniester, the Bug, the Dnieper, the Don, the Kuban. As a con-
sequence, notably for such a closed sea, it is more useful to conceptualize the environment as a whole
rivers-estuaries-sea system rather than as only the sea™.

The ‘Stake’ and the ‘Rules’: the geoeconomic and the geopolitical characteristics of the Black
Sea.

The geographical analysis undergone so far reveals a capricious sea that combines few advantages
for navigators, such as the circular streams and the radial network of rivers, with serious shortcomings,
such as the frequent storms and frosts or the permanent changing of the shorelines. It is easy to under-
stand why the ancient Greeks, after calling it Okeanos for a short period of time, at the beginning of
their exploration®®, subsequently gave it the name of Pontos Axeinos (‘the inhospitable sea’). The fact
that in the end they antithetically named it Pontos Euxeinos (‘the hospitable sea’)*® might become easi-
ly explainable after taking a look at the last element of the physical geography of the region — the
coasts, probably the most important part of the ‘stake” of the geopolitical ‘game’.

The main feature of these coasts is their great diversity, generating a great wealth of local re-
sources. In the north, from the Danube Delta to the VVolga, there is a single huge plain, interrupted only
by the aforementioned rivers and their tributaries. It is divided by latitude in two different areas, a
southern half near the sea, consisting of steppes and silvo-steppes, and a northern half covered by for-
ests and swamps'’. The south is suitable for agriculture, mostly for cereal monocultures and husband-
ry, while the north produces timber and furs. While this distinction is suitable also in Asia, east to the
Ural Mountains, the lands there suffer from greater aridity: the steppes slowly turns into semi-deserts
and deserts in Central Asia. The regional variation according to the proximity to the ocean is noticea-
ble also when taking into account only the northern Pontic steppes: while the wetter Ukrainian plains
are suitable to agriculture, beyond the Don, in the steppes of Kuban and Volga, husbandry is more
proper.

The wealth of these areas is increased by the good opportunities they provide to beekeeping and to
fishing both species that are useful to be salted, and delicacies as sturgeons, turbot and stingray. De-
spite fish production is not one of the key strengths of the region anymore®®, it seems that in the past
fishing at the mouths of the great rivers was one of the most lucrative activities in the Black Sea®.

The wealth of vegetal and animal products is balanced by a significant lack of mineral resources.
The latter was compensated through intensive trade between the northern Pontic steppes and the
neighboring mountainous areas, rich in metals and salt. The same needs created the same type of con-

13 Avram, Hind, Tsetskhladze 2004, p. 927.

1 Jaoshvili 2002, p. 49.

> Due to the foggy mystery that surrounded it, see Vulpe 2012, pp. 99-100.

18 See a larger discussion on the names of the Black Sea and their political, economic and cultural implications
throughout history in Bratianu 1999, pp. 68-71.

Y Mackinder 1904, pp. 423-425.

'8 Suarez de Vivero, Rodriguez Mateos 2007, pl. 26.

19 Cf. Opait 2007, p. 106; Avram, Hind, Tsetskhladze 2004, p. 925.
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nections: in the east, there was the economic link between the Caucasus and the Azov and Volga
steppes, based on the exchange of minerals for agricultural products®, while in the west, the minerals
extracted in the Carpathians went for the agricultural products of the plains watered by the Danube,
the Prut, the Dniester and the Bug®. Ironically, in the 19th-20th centuries, oil and gas were discovered
in the greatest quantity in the Black Sea region exactly in the same extreme areas to the east and to the
west, at the foothills of the Caucasus and the Carpathianszz.

In the more mountainous and dry south, there are only a few fertile plains, especially in Thrace and
western Anatolia®. To the east, farther inland, the only valuable staple, highly priced in the past, was
timber®. The meager resources and the lack of suitable places for ports on the southern coast of the
Black Sea determined a low density of significant human habitation compared to other Pontic regions,
starting even after the Greek colonization in the 8th-6th centuries BC*.

Besides the specific resources of every area, the Pontic region has represented from ancient times a
significant source of cheap labor force. Thracian, Scythian, Paphlagonian and Caucasian slaves were
well sold on the Greek markets attested at Sinope, Apollonia, Histria or Olbia®®. The custom went on
in the Middle Ages, registering a high point in the 13th century BC, when the Mongols captured and
sold Kipchaks for the Mamluk armies in Egypt?’. After the fall of the Golden Horde and the submis-
sion of the Crimean Khanate to the Ottomans, the most important revenue for the Crimean Tatars was
derived from selling Christian slaves captured in Wallachia, Moldova, Poland and Russia to the Otto-
man Empire, whose economy, administration, army and fleet were based on servile labor?®: statistics
based on medieval documents show that between 1500 and 1644, only the individuals captured in Po-
land amounted to almost one million®. Nowadays, a similar phenomenon is going on, albeit with new
forms. Besides legal migration to the West, on the economic principle of the attraction that capital ex-
erts over labor, there are also illicit and violent practices, more similar to the slavery in the past: hu-
man trafficking™®.

In conclusion, during its history, the Pontic region has represented a significant provider of raw
materials, particularly agricultural, fishing and apicultural resources (corn, hides, furs, fish, honey,
wax), but also minerals (gold, iron, copper) and hydrocarbons (oil, gas). In the same time, it has al-
ways acted as a continuous source of labor force, servile or not, for other wealthier regions.

The significance of the local resources that might be gained through the control of the region is
shown by many examples in history. Thus, supplying Constantinople, a huge metropolis for the stand-
ards of the Middle Ages and the early modern age, would not have been possible without the extensive
control exercised by the Byzantines and the Ottomans over the Pontic area®. When the supremacy
over the Black Sea was lost, as it happened with Byzantium after 1204 and 1261, the city decayed sig-
nificantly to the meager population of only 30000 inhabitants in 1453%. In the same vein, the swift

20 The connexion is documented from the most distant past both archaeologically and through interpretation and
corroboration of old myths, according to cultural anthropology. See Rostovtzeff 1922, pp. 18-19.

21 Spinei 2009., p. 45.

22 Bratianu 1941-1942, 11, pp. 682-683.

%% Friedman 2010a.

?* Hannestad 2007, pp. 85-87.

% Cf. Avram, Hind, Tsetskhladze 2004, p. 925.

%6 Avram, Hind, Tsetskhladze 2004, p. 925; Avram 2007, pp. 239-252.

2" The phenomenon is expressively described at large by Korobeinikov 2008, pp. 379-412.

%8 Davies 2007, pp. 23-27.

» Davies 2007, p. 25.

% Its extent is sometimes very large, e.g. the Moldovan prostitutes in Europe, see Friedman 2010b. The forms of
the extraction of human resources from the region are sometimes unexpected. An illustrative example is
represented by the international adoptions of children. A hot topic in Romania in the 1990s, it came in the
limelight in Russia at the beginning of the 2010s as the Russian Federation retaliated to Magnitsky Law through
banning the adoption of Russian children by US citizens. A rough estimate presented by Hill 2012 shows that in
two decades, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, more than 60000 Russian children were adopted by US
families.

31 Cf. Braudel 1985b, I, pp. 203-206.

%2 Cf. Bratianu 1941-1942, 11, pp. 29-32.
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revival of Russia after the huge losses of the First World War and the Civil War was prompted by its
free access to the Ukrainian wheat and Caucasian oil®.

Not only local powers benefitted from the local resources. From the earliest times*, extra-Pontic
merchants came by sea and exchanged for the local resources finished goods of high added value due
to the technical processes they incorporated: wine, oil, pottery, textiles, machines etc. The essence of
the trade that developed between the Black Sea region and extra-Pontic areas reachable by sea is high-
lighted in a well known passage by the Greek historian Polybius (2nd century BC):

,For those commodities which are the first necessaries of existence, cattle and slaves, are confess-
edly supplied by the districts round the Pontus in greater profusion, and of better quality, than by any
others: and for luxuries, they supply us with honey, wax, and salt-fish in great abundance; while they
take our superfluous stock of olive oil and every kind of wine. In the matter of corn there is a mutual
interchange, they supplying or taking it as it happens to be convenient”®.

The interest of the extra-Pontic merchants was engendered not only by the local resources, but also
by the high convergence of long-distance commercial routes that meet here in the periods of political
stability and security™.

One of the most important routes is the already mentioned sea route that crosses the Straits and
turns towards the West, through the Aegean and the Western Mediterranean, reaching the Atlantic in
the end. The same route has also an Eastern variation, towards Egypt and the Levant®’.

On the other hand, the most renowned routes are those which connect Europe and the Middle East
to the other two great regions of Mackinder’s Inner Crescent, India and the Pacific Far East®. The first
variation of this route, sometimes called the ‘silk road’, goes from Crimea, crosses the north of the
Caspic Sea and reaches China after passing through Bukhara and Samarkand, while the second con-
nects the same Central Asiatic towns to the Black Sea through the southern road Trebizond - Trabzon.
This same road might lead also south, to the Persian Gulf and even farther to the Indian Ocean and
Southeastern Asia. On these three routes to the East, the finished goods and the silver® of the West
were exchanged for luxuries as spices, silk, precious stones and carpets manufactured in Persia and
Turkestan.

Some other long distance routes were part of connections on the North-South axis between Siberia,
the Baltic Sea and the Mediterranean. One of them is the road along the river Don, starting near its
mouth on the Sea of Azov, the permanently disputed city called throughout history Tanais, Tana, Azov
or Rostov, and leading to the forests in northern Europe, to the Ural Mountains and to Western Siberia.
Even more renowned is the western route along the Dnieper, that connects the Baltic Sea with the
western shores of the Black Sea and then with Constantinople and the Aegean, the so-called route
‘from the Varangians to the Greeks’, whose control prompted the rise of the Kievan Rus’ state in the
9"-11™ century. Similarly, the Moldovan route starting from the cities of Chilia (Kilia) and Cetatea
Alba (Bilgorod/Akkerman), going along the Dniester or the Prut to the Polish Baltic ports and the
commercial centers of Central Europe brought about the existence of the Principality of Moldova,
while its closing after the conquest of the two cities by the Ottomans in 1484 and of their hinterland in
1538 prompted its demise.

% Bratianu 1941-1942, 11, pp. 705-710.

% 1t seems that Myceneans entered the Black Sea starting from the Bronze Age, phenomenon reflected both in
the myth of the Golden Fleece of Colchis and the morphological similarities between a few Pontic artefacts and
discoveries on mainland Greece. Cf. Hiller 1991, pp. 207-216.

% plb. 4.38, translation by Evelyn S. Shuckburgh.

% particularly in the preindustrial area, long distance trade was one of the main enterprises where the great capi-
tals were involved because of the high rate of its profits. Cf. Braudel 1985a, 11, pp. 41-48. The role played by the
long distance trade focused on the convergent Pontic commercial routes is demonstrated through eloquent statis-
tics by Bratianu 1999, p. 317-341. Relatively detailed descriptions of some of the commercial routes that meet in
the Pontic area might be compared in Bratianu 1999, pp. 72-74, 325, in Spinei 2009, pp. 52-54 and in Avramea
2002, pp. 56-90.

" More and more proofs attest its use in ancient times. See Archibald 2007, pp. 253-272 and Reger 2007, pp.
273-286. For more recent times, see the competition between Russia, Ukraine and Romania for the Egyptian and
Jordanian wheat markets. Cf. Fati 2011 and Necula 2012.

% See note 6.

% Braudel 1985a, |, pp. 234-239.
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Last, but not least, the Danube is one of the convergent routes to the Black Sea, gaining a great sig-
nificance after the Treaties of Adrianople and Paris, in 1829 and 1856. The recognition of the econom-
ic importance of the Danubian corridor was made through the setting of the European Commission of
the Danube in 1856 and all the subsequent changes that it suffered. The canals dug in the 20" century
in order to directly connect the North Sea to the Black Sea and the current strategy of development
designed by the European Union further enhanced its significance.

Therefore, the Black Sea region features as a region of convergence of numerous commercial
routes of great significance, giving birth, in propitious historical periods, to a triangular trade between
the West and the Mediterranean and their finished goods, the Pontic area, northern Europe, western
Siberia and their natural resources, the East and its luxuries*. More precisely, referring not only to the
staples and products exchanged on the Pontic markets, but also to the provenance of the merchants
that met there, the triangular description should be reduced to a bipolar one, constant throughout his-
tory in its main traits: the Mediterranean and the West provide finished goods (olive oil, wine, jewelry,
cloth, manufactured products, industrial equipment etc.), while the Pontus and the East contribute with
raw materials and luxuries (wheat, corn, fish, honey, wax, cattle, horses, slaves, furs, spices, silk, natu-
ral gas, oil etc.)*. Thus, the Black Sea is geoeconomically an area of manifest complementarity be-
tween distinct regions.

Besides the rule of complementarity, the Black Sea region is also subject to the historical law of the
changing importance of the commercial routes, due to political and economic factors, exposed by F.
Braudel®. As it has been seen particularly with regard to the routes along the great northern Pontic
rivers, rough paths might become great corridors for certain periods of time, through investments in
infrastructure and security, and then come back to their original state, suitable only for local trade,
while other roads receive their former traffic. At the same time, polities compete to control them, in
order to raise taxes and to secure strategic resources for themselves.

Therefore, even though some staples and products traded in the Black Sea markets might change,
even though trade routes may appear or disappear, the geoeconomic significance of the region has
rested in place throughout history due to the following three recurring features:

- the wealth in raw materials of the lands neighboring the Black Sea;

- the complementarity of the two poles that are commercialy connected in the Black Sea region;

- the high density of the commercial routes convergent to the region, due to the intersection of the
North-South and West-East economic axes.

When economics are not disrupted by politics, all the three features are concurring to turn the
Black Sea into a genuine “swing bridge of international trade”®, whereas the instatement of regional
monopolies causes the reduction of the last two features to mere potentialities and the intensive use of
the local wealth only, for the benefit of the imperial monopolistic center. These three recurring fea-
tures, enhanced or diminished depending on the regional balance of power, synthetically define the
geoeconomic ‘stake’ that sets the coordinates for confrontation and cooperation in the Black Sea re-
gion.

The swing bridge character of the Pontic region is evident not only with regard to trade. Following
F. Braudel who advocated for the unifying virtues of the seas*, it might be assessed that indeed the

“0 Jacoby 1989, p. 32.

* Reviewing the products mentioned in modern commercial documents and comparing them with the items
traded in more remote times, Gh. Bratianu made the same comment: “Mutatis mutandis, the essential and per-
manent traits of the economic conditions had not changed much”. Bratianu 1941-1942, 1, pp. 359-361.

*2 Braudel 1985b, I, pp. 366-368, with regard to the roads through the Alps. See also the evolution of the routes
used for bringing silk to Europe in the 13th-14th centuries, in Jacoby 1997, pp. 55-79, an interesting parallel to
the current competition for the opening of energy corridors through the Caucasus, the northern Pontic area and
Anatolia.

* This metaphor is the title of a chapter in Bratianu 1999, pp. 317-343. Its aptness is supported through telling
examples. For instance, in the Genoese notarial archive of Lamberto di Sambuceto of Caffa, in only four months
of 1289, there are registered contracts whose worth is calculated by Bratianu to one and a half million of 1924
French francs (roughly one million USD in 2018, using data from www.dollartimes.com and from Blancheton,
Maveyraud 2009. Nonetheless, the same notarial records investigated by Bratianu 1999, pp. 326-327, teach us
that only in Caffa were working at that very time at least 27 more Genoese notaries!

* Braudel 1985b, I, pp. 193-201. See also Britianu 1999, pp. 67-68.
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Black Sea region acted as a catalyst not only for trade, but also for demographic, cultural and techno-
logic exchanges.

The movements of populations are one of the most prominent features of the history of the region.
The most famous are the nomadic migrations of the northern steppes, from East to West, either with
dramatic developments and consequences, as in the case of Huns, Avars, Magyars or Mongols, or tak-
ing the shape of less spectacular infiltrations, as in the case of Sarmatians and Uzi. Less frequently and
conspicuously, demographic flows were directed through the southern shores of the Black Sea, as
happened with the Ottoman Turks or the Gypsies. Sometimes, migrations took place from West to
East, as in the case of Cimmerians, Thracians, Celts and Goths, and the colonizing movements of the
Greeks in ancient times or those of the Germans during the Tsarist Empire developed along the same
direction®. Even less noticeable, but still present throughout history, are the demographic flows from
north to south, under the guise of slave trade, invoked earlier, while nowadays migration towards other
parts of the world takes the shape of exporting labor force, brain drain, human trafficking and flows of
refugees.

Likewise, technological advances frequently spread from East to West and backwards. The seden-
tary communities of Europe learned from the nomads how to ride horses using saddles and stirrups or
even how to melt and cast iron, while the opposite direction is followed nowadays in the massive
technological transfer from Western Europe to Russia.

Culturally, the diffusion of practices, religions and ideologies was also conspicuous, its diversity
ranging from the impressive dromos tombs of the ancient times*, to the Christian missionaries who
brought their religion even to China in the Middle Ages and to communism that spread from Russia to
all over the world (it is not by accident that the first great congress of Islamic communist parties took
place in 1920 in Baku)*’.

Even unexpected items, as the bubonic plague that was brought to Crimea from Asia by the Tatars
and was transported by Genoese ships from there to Europe, where it suppressed almost a third of the
whole population in 1348-1349, should be taken into account as illustrative examples of the signifi-
cance of the Black Sea as a gateway for exchanges.

Last, but not least, there is the geostrategic ‘stake’ that influences the behavior of the players. Two
particular cases are relevant for assessing its significance.

Firstly, it should be noted that throughout history all the powers established on the northern shores
of the Black Sea have faced the dilemma of insecurity, given the lack of easily defendable natural bor-
ders. Consequently, they are instinctively prompted to expand in order to reach more suitable frontiers,
as the Carpathians and the Caucasus®. More recently, when land power might be more easily integrat-
ed with the naval one, there is also a fundamental need to ensure an effective control of the Black Sea
in order to avoid an attack from the south. The most logical answer to this vulnerability is occupying
the Straits®.

Secondly, the powers on the southern shores of the Black Sea willing to assure their own stability
met the need to establish their domination on both sides of the Straits and to build concentric defense
lines around them. This prompted the expansion of the powers having control over the Straits both in
the Balkans and in Anatolia with such a high frequency that this movement turns to be a historical
law™, well grasped by great leaders such as Constantine the Great or Mehmed the Conqueror™, as well
as NATO, which granted its membership to both Turkey and Greece in 1952, on geostrategic basis.

At the end of this short review of the main geoeconomic and geostrategic ‘stakes’ in the Black Sea
region, it should be noted that each international player acting in this geopolitical space has defined for

** Britianu 1941-1942, 11, pp. 330-336.

*® Tsetskhladze 1998.

" Cf. Gokay 20086, pp. 20-23.

*® The dilemma and part of its consequences were spectacularly described in the second part of George Kennan’s
“Long Telegram” (Kennan 1946). A more didacticist view is offered for the current Russian Federation in
Friedman 2012.

* This vulnerability and its consequences were made clear during the Crimean War (1853-1856), and later, in
the 19th and 20th century, see Bobroff 2000, p. 78 and Gékay 2006, pp. 59-60.

%0 Braudel 1985b, I, pp. 290-298.

5! For the strategic view of Mehmed 11, based on the control over Rumeli and Anatolia, see Inalcik 1996, pp. 70-
74.
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itself different interests and has drawn different views for conceptually encompassing these interests.
For example, while Russia has been contending for occupying the Straits in the last 300 years, due to
mainly strategic reasons, the Danubian Principalities and, later, Romania, has been striving to keep the
access open in and out the Black Sea, a fundamental prerequisite for having the ability to harness its
own economic resources. At the same time, there have been many perspectives that highlighted the
different interests and focus of the neighboring powers, sometimes expressed through metaphors that
described the Black Sea as Byzantium’s ‘backdoor’ or the Ottomans’ ‘chaste virgin’>* or the Straits as
‘Turkey’s heart and Romania’s lungs’> etc.

For achieving as much as it is possible from the ‘stake’ of the game, the players are striving to get
as many geographical ‘trump cards’ as they can.

The ‘Trump Cards’: the key strategic points for controlling the Black Sea.

By combining physical features and human attributes, geography grants special significance to key
points which bring considerable economic and strategic advantages to any power that might control
them. They comprise mandatory passage points as passes or straits, peninsulas and islands which dom-
inate the seas, high landforms that dominate plains, mouths of rivers etc. There are three attributes that
turns a geographical feature into a key strategic point: they might be defended with relatively low
costs, they help harnessing large revenues, through taxation or exploitation of resources, they hinder
the economic, military and diplomatic activities conducted by contenders and enemies. It is under-
standable they are limited in number and the competition for their control is fierce.

In the Black Sea region there are five key strategic points. Two of them are fundamental — the
Straits and Crimea, while the others are of lesser importance — the mouths of the Danube, the mouth of
the northern Pontic rivers (the Dniester, the Bug, the Dnieper, the Don), and the Caucasian passes, of
which the most famous are the Caspian Gates.

The fundamental relevance of the Straits and Crimea has been already briefly described by Gh.
Britianu in his assessment of the Romanian interests in the region®. Perhaps the best notice with re-
gard to their significance is the fact that whenever someone controlled both the Straits and Crimea, it
swiftly managed to impose its influence over all the Pontic region, as seen in innumerable examples,
ranging from the Athenian thalassocracy and the Pontic Kingdom of Mithridates VI Eupator, to the
Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman empires. A short exposition of these key points’ peculiarities will give
a convincing explanation for the emergence of this historical law.

The Bosporus and the Dardanelles are important because they are mandatory passage points on
several strategic routes. They represent the intersecting point of the mostly maritime North-South axis
with the mostly terrestrial West-East axis, with all its variations. The latter comprises in Europe the
following main routes: Istanbul — Thessaloniki — Durrés or Avlona, the ancient Via Egnatia, that
bridges Asia with the south of Western Europe, through Brindisi and Rome or Venice®; Istanbul —
Sofia — Belgrade, the so-called ,,imperial road” that leads to Vienna and Central Europe®®; the West
Pontic coastal route, through Varna and Constanta to the mouths of Danube and subsequently to the
Baltic®’. In Asia, there are also three main routes: the direct route through central Anatolia that reaches
the Euphrates and the Persian Gulf; the older route followed by Xerxes and Alexander the Great, along
the Aegean coast and the plain of the Sakarya river®®; the route along the Pontic coast of Anatolia, to-
wards the Caucasus, very useful given the frequent insecurity in Central Anatolia®.

While there are other parallel connections between West and East, the communication between
North and South almost inescapably passes through the Straits, as the tectonics make them the only
maritime gate in the great mountainous wall lying from the Alps to Himalaya. If the Straits were

52 The metaphor was used in 1700 by Alexandros Mavrocordatos the Exaporite, grand dragoman of the Porte,
during entreaties with an emissary of tsar Peter I of Russia, Bratianu 1941-1942, 11, p. 243.

> Declaration of Nicolae Titulescu regarding the navigation regime through the Straits of the Black Sea,
Montreux, the 22th of June 1936, apud Buse, Vianu, Zamfir, Badescu 2010, p. 242.

> Bratianu 1941-1942, 1, pp. 40-44.

> About via Egnatia, see Avramea 2002, pp. 68-72 and Vanderspoel 2010, pp. 265-267.

% Avramea 2002, pp. 65-66.

57 Avramea 2002, p. 67.

%8 Hogarth 1913, pp. 325-326.

%9 Avramea 2002, p. 77.
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closed, Russian and other neighboring countries’ exports would be greatly affected® and even the ef-
fects on the global economy would be grim, as 5500 out of the 50000 ships annually passing through
them are oil tanks which assure a daily traffic of almost 2.5 million barrels®.

Blocking the Straits is easy. Polybius noted that even in his remote time when there was no power-
ful artillery, the city of Byzantium “so completely commands the entrance to the Pontus by sea, that no
merchant can sail in or out against its will”®. This is no surprise given the small width of the Bospo-
rus, of only 700m in the narrowest point encountered on its full length of 28.5 km. Likewise, the width
of the Dardanelles, the twin strait 65 km long, ranges between 1.3 and 7.5 km®, while even the Sea of
Marmara comprises islands like Proconessus that are useful for controlling the traffic between the
Mediterranean and Pontus.

Therefore, fortification works are able to turn the Straits into an impenetrable fortress to seaborne
attacks®, while a few strategic points on the European side help in repelling any land assaults. Even
the amplest preparations have been frequently proved not to be enough to conquer the Straits, the lat-
est historical instance being Britain’s and France’s failure at Gallipoli in 1915-1916. But the Straits are
also redoubtable because they can be protected through raising concentric lines of defense farther
away, in the Balkans and in Anatolia®.

The last great advantage of the Straits is that they are placed in the middle of a fertile coastal plain
that produces rich and easily transportable crops, thus greatly stimulating the existence of urban cen-
ters and the accumulation of capital®.

At the opposite end of the Black Sea lies the other key for the total control of the Pontic region, the
Crimean Peninsula. Given the total lack of islands, this peninsular spur dug right into the middle of the
sea acts like a tremendous outpost from where all the other shores might be reached with lightning
speed. The outpost feature of Crimea is enhanced by other peculiarities, too: the excellent landing fa-
cilities for big ships, which are not to be found anywhere else on the northern Pontic shores, the nar-
rowness of the easy defendable Isthmus of Perekop, the eagle nests, like the Mangup, which might be
fortified in the Yayla Mountains in order to harass the potential invaders, the commanding position
over the Strait of Kerch.

The strategic advantages are doubled by economic ones. Besides the control that Crimea grants
over the Dnieper and Don trade routes, it produces great crops and raises large herds of cattle and
horses. The wealth amassed in the peninsula is a huge incentive and a great means to expand the ex-
ploitation system to the nearby Kuban valley, which might frequently be found throughout history in
the same hands that own Crimea®’.

This peculiar advantages make Crimea to be “a world unto itself”®, where the weaker peoples of
the steppes, like the Scythians, the Goths and the Tatars, dislodged by more powerful warriors, fre-
quently lived alongside merchants and colonists from abroad, like the Greeks, the Armenians and the
Italians. On the other side, this mixed world, sometimes politically autonomous, sometimes independ-
ent, like under the rulers of the Bosporan kingdom, has always attracted the interest of the external
great powers entering the Black Sea. Athenians, Mithridates VI, Romans, Byzantines, Chazars, Kievan
Rus’ and Tatars imposed their domination throughout history either directly, or through unequal alli-
ances. However, better known are the Ottoman and the Russian conquests. The Ottomans took Crimea
only 22 years after they conquered Constantinople, receiving in 1475 the submission of the Tatar khan
and forcefully occupying the Genoese possessions and turning them into a separate province. Like-
wise, the Muscovite expansion on the shores of the Black Sea was directed from the very beginning

%0 See statistics regarding the significance of the Russian exports through the Black Sea in Bobroff 2000, pp. 76-
77 and Britianu 1941-1942, 11, pp. 357-359.

®1 US Energy Information Administration 2017. For comparison, the 18.5 million barrels/day traffic through the
Strait of Hormuz, the busiest in the world is 8 times larger.

%2 Plp. 4.38.

%% The physical measurements of the Straits might be found in Gogeanu 1966, p. 7.

* Friedman 2012.

% Friedman 2012.

% Friedman 2012.

%7 See the example of the Bosporan kingdom and the Byzantine and Ottoman empires.

%8 Garnett 1997, p. 22, apud Sasse 2007, p. 4.
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against Crimea, through the 1678 and 1689 campaigns of Prince Golitsyn against Perekop®, while a
century later, in 1783, the peninsula was finally subdued and visited even by the empress Catherine 11
herself. In 1853, the allied western armies chose Crimea as their landing area, deemed to be the most
important Russian possession in the Black Sea region, while during the peace negotiations in 1856, the
most heated discussion was that over the possibility of disabling the naval bases in Crimea and the
Russian fleet in the Black Sea™. The efforts of the Russian Federation to make permanent the presence
of its fleet in the Ukrainian Crimea after 1991, followed by its annexation in 2014, are additionally
revealing the huge importance of the peninsula for the Black Sea region.

Besides this first category of key points who are essential both economically and militarily and
who are granting valuable advantages for controlling both the land and the sea, there is also a second
category of lower significance.

To this second category belongs the Carpathians-Danube mouths system, as well as the Caucasus,
two regions situated at distinct extremities of the Black Sea, but partly similar. They are important
both economically and strategically, but their strategic relevance is limited to the ability to control the
land only: there are no conspicuous advantages that they bring in a potential struggle for the domina-
tion of the sea, like those granted by the Straits and Crimea. History strengthens this notice, as there
has not been even one power raised from these areas that managed to become hegemonic in the entire
Black Sea region.

Nevertheless, the significance of the lower Danube and of the Caucasus derives from their status as
passage points between the two distinct Pontic shores: the northern and the southern one’. The geo-
graphical demarcation is not absolute and a certain degree of physical and human continuity exists, for
example, between the lands north of the Danube and those south of it, most conspicuously revealed by
the name of Scythia Minor granted to Dobrudja in ancient times’. Therefore, these key points are not
significant for any other geographical reason than the fact they represent the narrowest gates between
the northern Pontic and the southern Pontic areas.

However, as N. Spykman noted a long time ago, there is no geographical border that can hold by
itself, it is the human action that renders borders inexpugnable™ and this is copiously shown by the
constant preoccupation of the local powers to strengthen the already existing natural defensive lines.

Although Danube was sometimes preferred as the better strategic option for setting up defenses, the
best demarcation in the West between the two main Pontic areas should follow the course of the river
from the Delta to Galati, where it turns south. From Galati, the defense should follow the course of the
Siret river to Ndmoloasa and then be built on land, on a line reaching Focsani and finally, the Curva-
ture Carpathians. Although part of the defenses is on land, the main advantage of this option is that the
length of the defense line is considerably shortened.

The first to harness this opportunity were the Romans, who set their legions on the Carpathians, in
the province of Dacia, and on the Danube, in the province of Moesia Inferior, where they were sup-
ported in guarding the two river crossings by the Danubian fleet (classis Flavia Moesica)™, while the
segment between the two provinces was overseen by camps and valli. The Carpathian timber used in
the Roman fortifications built in Dobrudja demonstrates the frequent and complex character of the
connections between the region of the Curvature Carpathians and north-eastern Dobrudja in the Ro-
man period”. The Ottomans will do the same in the Middle Ages, strengthening Isaccea/Oblucita,
Micin and Briila and trying to expand their domination to the Carpathians’®. The anti-Ottoman cam-
paigns conducted south of the Danube by the Wallachian princes Vlad Dracula (1462) and Michael the

% Bratianu 1941-1942, 11, pp. 122-126.

'O Cf. Bratianu 1941-1942, |1, pp. 444-456.

! See Spinei 2009, p. 46. Cf. Radulescu 1942, apud Badescu, Dungaciu 1995, pp. 100-101.

"2 On the mental mechanisms which act as fundaments for geographical conceptual pairs as Scythia-Scythia Mi-
nor, see Vachkova 2008, p. 345.

7® Spykman 1942, pp. 437-438; Spykman 1938, pp. 231-232.

™ On the fords of Danube and other strategic matters, see Spinei 2009, pp. 30-33.

> | am indebted for this perspective to Liusnea 2000, Croitoru 2002 and to ideas and informations transmitted by
conf. univ. dr. Ioan Carol Opris during the special course ,,The Roman Dobrudja”, attended in 2012-2013 at the
University of Bucharest.

7® Bratianu 1941-1942, 1, pp. 20-21.
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Brave (1594-1595) highlight the risks of setting up defensive positions on the river, without control-
ling the Carpathian ridge.

From a northern point of view, it should be noted that the constant efforts conducted by Stephen the
Great, the prince of Moldova, to gain the upper hand on the plain of the lower Siret river and on the
northern branch of the Danube, by occupying the fortress of Chilia, building the stronghold of Craciu-
na and frequently campaigning against the Wallachian princes, vassals to the sultan in Istanbul were
repaid when he was able to repel two massive Ottoman invasions in 1475 and 1476.

The importance of controlling both the Carpathians and the lower Danube was sized early in the
modern age and several political projects competed in this wise. Catherine Il of Russia proposed sev-
eral times the creation of a kingdom of Dacia, as a buffer between the contending empires in Eastern
Europe, but she also envisaged that its rule should be granted to a Russian prince, thus asserting the
great Russian interest for this strategic region’’. Similarly, France supported the birth of the Romanian
state in 1856 and 1859, through strengthening Wallachia and Moldova and admitting their union, in
order to create a buffer both against Russia and Austria. In 1917, the defensive line between the Cur-
vature Carpathians and the Danube Delta, that started to be known as the Focsani-Namoloasa-Galati
line, was the only part of the Eastern Front that resisted the Central Powers’ attack, while in 1944 it
acted like a major advantage for Romania in negotiating the armistice with the Allies.

Finally, it should be noted that when this line cannot be held, the regional powers use the Danube
itself as a second line of defense. The Romans did this after they retreated from Dacia in the 270s,
while keeping bridgeheads north of the river, the Byzantines also tried to hold their influence in the
Danube Delta, by the way of their fleet, even after the Bulgarian state was born™®,

A similar brief analysis might be done for the Caucasus and its passes, especially on the Caspian
Gates/Dariali Gorge, one of the strategic points of constant concern for the regional powers in the east
Pontic area: the emergence and the development of local polities in the Caucasus has also been con-
nected throughout history to the strategic balance of power and to the economic benefits of the com-
mercial routes which were passing by and through.

The third category of key points is represented by the mouths of the other great rivers that flow to
the sea in the northern Pontic region — the Dniester, the Bug, the Dnieper, the Don — and their vicini-
ties. It is not by chance that some of the most important cities of the Black Sea region are placed here:
Moncastro/Cetatea Alba/Akkerman/Bilgorod, Ochakov/Vozia, Tana/Azov, in the Middle Ages, Odes-
sa and Rostov, in modern times. Besides the great places they offer for anchorage, their fisheries and
the surrounding agricultural fields, the main advantage granted by these key points is represented by
the control that might be exerted from them upwards, on the rivers. The possession of land powers
over the northern Pontic coasts is never to be considered secure without taking these strongholds, as it
is shown by the great pains they are ready to suffer in order to occupy them, as did the Russians in the
case of Ochakov (1737, 1788) or the Romanians in that of Odessa (1941).
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