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that prevented both the western and the southern groups of the Slavs, not to speak
of those living on the fringes of the Carpathian Basin, from forming political structures
of their own before the collapse of the qaganate in the late 8th century.3 if the popular
hypothesis on the Avar origin of the Slavic social term “zhupan” is correct, this could
be interpreted in the sense that during the period of the Avars’ domination over
Slavic-speaking communities some persons called “zhupans” were included into the
socio-political structure of the qaganate, constituting its lower level. As it is known from
the social history of “steppe empires,” kin groups of the nomads were closely connected
with their military organization.4 in this regard the Avar origin of the term “zhupan”
would point to the application of this principle to Slavic-speaking communities, whose
upper strata, that is, the “big-men” or “chiefs” of current anthropological theory, had
to become part of the qaganate’s military hierarchy. The situation in the areas of
Transylvania controlled by the Avars must have been the same. As was pointed out espe-
cially by Alexandru madgearu, the 8th century spurs found at Şura micã and mediºoru
mare in the southern regions of Transylvania should be interpreted as attributes of
the local military elite of Romanian-Slavic origin, which was a sort of an intermedi-
ate link between the local population and the Avars, who, judging by the location of
their cemeteries, controlled the salt mines in the mureº River valley.5

in this respect attention should be paid to the fact that numerous group names attest-
ed in the so-called Geographus Bavarus, the 9th century description of nationes situated
east of the east Frankish kingdom, and other contemporary sources, such as various
Frankish annals, refer to groups located outside the territory of the Carpathian Basin
that was controlled by the Avars until the late 8th century. Besides the name Sclavi, which
was a generalizing term used in latin sources for the various Slavic-speaking com-
munities of early medieval Central-eastern europe, including the territory of the
Carpathian Basin, the only group name refering to the inhabitants of the area of the
former qaganate in the 9th century was Praedenecenti. This group was mentioned for the
first time in the Annales Regni Francorum under the year 822, among the “east Slavic
peoples” who sent their embassies to the court of louis the Pious.6 The second refer-
ence is that of the year 824, when the envoys of the “Abodriti, who are usually referred
to as Praedenecenti,” came to the court of the Frankish emperor to ask for help against
the Bulgars. They are reported to live in Dacia, adjacent to the Danube, near the
borders of Bulgaria,7 that is, somewhere in the middle or lower Tisza region.8 One
more record that is sometimes interpreted in historiography as referring to this com-
munity is the name Osterabtrezi found in the Geographus Bavarus, in its second part
devoted to the description of nationes not bordering the Frankish realm.9 This name
is thus interpreted as “eastern Obodrits,” while the Nortabtrezi mentioned in the first
part of the Geographus Bavarus are identified with the well-known Polabian Obodrits.
meanwhile, there are also grounds to believe that both designations referred to the
Polabian Obodrits, to their western and eastern part respectively.10

The existence of a vast space, for centuries controlled by the Avars, between the
Polabian Obodrits and Praedenecenti makes it impossible to explain the presence of iden-
tical names of the two groups by “migrations.” For this reason the suggestion of
some researchers that the name Abodriti used by the Frankish author had a secondary,
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bookish, character in relation to that of Praedenecenti should be considered as the
most appropriate explanation. Although the meaning of the name Praedenecenti remains
unclear, there is a good reason to believe that it was not derived from a geographical
name, thus being generally unusual for Slavic group identification. in historiography
the name was usually interpreted as a latin expression meaning “robbers and killers.”
According to other interpretations, the name Praedenecenti is derived from a Slavic
self-designation of the group. From among different Slavic transcriptions for Praedenecenti
proposed in historiography, the Slavic expression that means “front men” seems to be
the most appropriate.11 if this community truly referred to itself or was called by oth-
ers in this way, that is, as “robbers” or “front men,” then this could indicate the exis-
tence of a group identity that was in no way typical for Slavic “tribes.” it would be
very tempting to interpret this unusual identity as the insiders’ or outsiders’ percep-
tion of the emergence of a new elite who filled the power vacuum in the territory to
the east of the Tisza after the collapse of the Avar qaganate but had not yet formed
an ideology for the making of what can be called “true ethnicity.”

The known account of the 10th century Byzantine Souda Lexicon, which speaks of the
submission of the Avars to the Bulgar khan krum (803–814), indicates that shortly
after its collapse the eastern part of the former Avar qaganate fell under the control of
the Bulgars.12 This information is corroborated by a much earlier source, the so-called
Scriptor Incertus, which mentions the presence of the Avars among the troops of krum
during his wars with Byzantium in 811 and 814.13 however, there exists a certain
skepticism among some scholars on such an early dating of the establishment of the
Bulgar control over the territory east of the middle Danube, caused by the fact that
the first diplomatic contacts between the Frankish state and Bulgaria attested by con-
temporary Frankish sources date to the 820s, that is, to the time of khan Omurtag.14

in any case, as follows from the evidence of the Annales Regni Francorum on the Bulgars’
pressure on the Praedenecenti living somewhere near the middle or lower Tisza, a
considerable part of the eastern territory of the former Avar qaganate was really under
the authority of the Bulgars at least by 824. it is too difficult to infer from the scarce
evidence we have how far to the north the area controlled by the Bulgars extended.
The Geographus Bavarus places the land of the Bulgars (Vulgarii) just after that of the
moravians (Marharii) and defines the former as a regio immensa,15 which obviously points
to the far reaching nature of the Bulgar control over the territory situated south-east
of moravia. The report of the Annales Fuldenses for the year 892, which says the east
Frankish king Arnulf sent his emissaries to Bulgaria with the request not to sell salt
to the moravians,16 implies the existence of a Bulgar control over southern Transylvania
where salt mines had been known since Roman times.17

There are also grounds to believe that in the late 9th century, before the arrival of
the magyars, a certain part of the eastern post-Avar area in the Tisza region was con-
trolled by the moravians, a Slavic-speaking gens that succeeded in establishing a pow-
erful polity with its heartland situated north of the Danube in the morava River val-
ley (in present-day Czech Republic) and western Slovakia. The data of Constantine
Porphyrogenitus’ treatise De administrando imperio from the mid-10th century, where the
so-called “Great moravia” is placed south of the magyars and described as the land con-



80 • TRANSYLVANIAN REVIEW • VOL. XXI, NO. 4 (WINTER 2012)

quered by them,18 should be considered as the strongest evidence of the political pres-
ence of moravia in the Tisza region before the arrival of the magyars. As follows
from the report of the Annales Fuldenses for 884, the Bulgars had devastated the lands
of moravia in the previous year.19 This record is also interpreted as referring to the Tisza
region, which was therefore a part of moravia in 882. Svatopluk’s expansion to the south
is also mentioned in late sources. According to Simon of keza’s Gesta Hungarorum,
Svatopluk, son of morot, who had come from Polonia, subjugated the land called Bracta
and thus became the ruler of the Bulgars and the Messiani.20 The 16th century Annales
Boiorum of ioannes Aventinus (Jan Turmair), which is believed to be based on much
earlier sources, speak directly of Svatopluk’s of moravia rule in Dacia, that is, the ter-
ritory of the Tisza region.21 As a result, there exists a popular view in historiography that
the middle Tisza region was conquered by the moravians under Svatopluk (870–894),
who began to expand the area of moravian control after the conclusion of the Forchheim
treaty with the east Frankish kingdom (874).22

however, all this information is too intricate to make it possible to clearly map
the area under moravian rule. “Svatopluk’s kingdom” (regnum Zuentibaldi) is attested
in the entry of the Annales Fuldenses for 869,23 the term being usually interpreted in
historiography as referring to the nitra region in southwestern Slovakia. The post-Avar
nitra polity, conquered by the moravian ruler mojmir in the 830s, is thus believed to
have kept its status as a special administrative unit within the moravian “realm.”24

meanwhile, there exists another interpretation which treats Svatopluk’s regnum as sit-
uated south of present-day Slovakia, in the Tisza region. The latter interpretation cre-
ates room for the thesis of “two moravias,” that is, a sort of modification of the theo-
ry of imre Boba who many years ago tried to challenge the traditional localization of
the moravian heartland in what is now Czech moravia.25 The idea was ignored by the
majority of scholars because, first of all, of the presence of strong archaeological argu-
ments in favor of the traditional localization. meanwhile, according to some researchers,
who have supported Boba’s school of thought, there existed not one, but two polities
referred to as moravia in early medieval sources, one of them situated somewhere in the
southern part of the Carpathian Basin, namely in the territory of the former Roman
province of Pannonia Sirmiensis26 or in the middle Tisza region.27 The latter localiza-
tion seems to be less controversial. in this case Svatopluk’s regnum could be interpret-
ed as a separate post-Avar polity associated with northern moravia and could be iden-
tified with the “Great unbaptized moravia” of Constantine Porhyrogenitus. moreover,
it would be very tempting to use this information for interpreting the data of Anonymus’
Gesta Hungarorum on the Criºana polity of morout, the grandfather of menumorout,
because this name can be treated as derived from the hungarian word “marót”
(“moravian”),28 and morout himself can be identified with Svatopluk, as it was long ago
suggested in historiography.29 Though all those hypotheses lack positive arguments in
the 9th century written evidence, they should not be totally excluded, especially when
taking into consideration the unstable political situation in the Tisza region after the
collapse of the Avar rule and the bookish origin of the very term “Great unbaptized
moravia” (cf. the term “Great Croatia,” used in the same source for designating the poli-
ty of Boleslav i with its heartland in the Czech basin, which was also reported to remain
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“unbaptized,” and that of “Great Bulgaria” used in Patriarch nicephorus’ Breviarium
and Theophanes’ Chronographia for designating kubrat’s 7th century polity in the Pontic
steppe zone).

The conclusion that in the 9th century some parts of the large territory between
the Tisza and the Carpathians were under the political authority of Bulgar and moravian
rulers, however, does not mean that their control over this area, which was so distant
from the places of power of both polities, was so strong as to make it impossible for
local elites to arise. it is significant in this respect that Alfred the Great, the king of
Wessex (871–899), in his additions to the Chorographia of Orosius, when listing the
lands of Central europe, mentioned Dacia as lying east of moravia and reported that
the Goths had lived there in the past.30 it is difficult to answer the question whether this
Dacia was a concrete political unit,31 or was only an image from ancient geography
absolutely irrelevant to the 9th century ethno-political situation.32 Whatever this defi-
nition meant, its actualization in Alfred’s work points to the necessity, which the author
of the description obviously faced, of giving an appropriate name to a region which
he distinguished clearly from other areas at that time under the control of Bulgaria
and moravia. 

A very interesting piece of evidence on the existence of a separate “ethnic” entity
located in the eastern territory of the former Avar qaganate can be found in the
Petition of Bavarian bishops addressed to Pope John iX, from the year 900. in this doc-
ument the bishops protested against the establishment of a new ecclesiastical organi-
zation in moravia in 899 because in their view this territory should belong to the
ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the diocese of Passau. The bishops called the Pope’s atten-
tion to the fact that his predecessor John viii, when consecrating vihing bishop of
nitra in 880, sent him not to the territory of the Passau diocese, but to a certain
newly baptized people (in quandam neophitam gentem), which had been conquered by
Svatopluk of moravia and then converted from paganism to Christianity.33 Where could
be located the neophita gens mentioned in the Petition? Researchers answered this
question in different ways. While some of them were prone to identify the neophita
gens with the vistulans (Vuislani of the Geographus Bavarus), whose ruler, as follows from
the Pannonian life of St. methodius, was subdued by Svatopluk and converted to
Christianity, others considered the mysterious people to be the inhabitants of the
Tisza region conquered by Svatopluk between 880 and 882. Finally, there exists an inter-
pretation treating the neophita gens as the inhabitants of the nitra region itself or of
the adjoining territories of eastern Slovakia.34

The interpretation according to which the neophita gens should be identified with the
inhabitants of the nitra region implies an inconsistency between the account of the
Petition and the real situation. As is known, the nitra region became a part of the
moravian polity at least in the 830s under mojmir i, and not under Svatopluk. The
Christianization of the region began long before the rule of Svatopluk, the first church
in nitra being consecrated by Adalram, the archbishop of Salzburg (821–836),35 and
Christianization, of course, going on under moravian rulers mojmir i and Rostislav.
meanwhile, Dušan Třeštík, who localized the neophita gens in the nitra region, suggested
that the bishops’ misunderstanding of the ethno-political situation in moravia was caused
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by the earlier status of nitra as the centre of a separate principality headed by Svatopluk.
The latter thesis is based on a view that is a sort of communis opinio in current histori-
ography, whereby it was the territory of the former nitra polity that was mentioned
in the Annales Fuldenses under the year 869 as the “kingdom of Svatopluk” (regnum
Zuentibaldi).36 however, one can suspect the bishops of making such an error only if
other solutions proved to be unacceptable. We do not think that it is so. The conse-
cration of vihing as the bishop of nitra, the most important moravian centre situat-
ed east of the morava river valley, does not necessarily indicate that the neophita gens
should be located somewhere in the vicinity of his residence, as no other centre in the
eastern part of moravia, that is, in what is now Slovakia, could function as the centre
of a diocese. At the same time, the identification of the neophita gens with the vistulans,
who inhabited an area too distant from nitra, beyond the Western Carpathians, is
less likely than its identification with the inhabitants of the middle Tisza region or
eastern Slovakia.

The designation quaedam neophita gens applied by the bishops to the object of the
nitra bishop’s pastoral care may seem rather strange. One would think that a protest
against the creation of a new church organization in moravia demanded from the
bishops a thorough argumentation of their position, including a precise definition of
the gens subject to the jurisdiction of the church of nitra. The question arises: why
did the authors of the Petition not mention the name of the gens? Among the few
researchers who touched upon the problem of the neophita gens, only Dušan Třeštík
found it necessary to provide a special commentary on this matter. According to his
interpretation, “either the regnum of Svatopluk was not a land of any gens and the Bavarian
bishops, when writing in 900, were wrong, or its name had been forgotten, because
after the 830s it was already  irrelevant (as a name).”37 even without regard to the
identification of the neophita gens with the inhabitants of the nitra region, which is,
in our opinion, rather dubious, the above alternative (either the bishops were wrong
and the gens did not exist, or the bishops were right, but the name of the gens had
been forgotten by the late 9th century) seems to be too rigid. it is apparently based on
the conviction that the term gens should have been necessarily applied to a group
having its own group name, that is, to an ethnic community par excellence. meanwhile,
in the light of the localization of the neophita gens in the Tisza region, the expression
used by the Bavarian bishops can be interpreted as their attempt of describing in
terms of ethnic discourse the vague ethno-political situation in this area, which dif-
fered greatly from other parts of Central europe. 

it is important that the absence of gentes comparable to the so-called Slavic “tribes”
attested by the early medieval sources for the Western Balkans, north Central and eastern
europe was characteristic not only for the Tisza region but also for other parts of the
former Avar qaganate. noteworthy is the way in which the Frankish sources desig-
nated a polity that around the year 800 emerged in the middle Sava region, the south-
ern periphery of the territory of the former Avar qaganate. The local ruler, liudevit,
who resided in Siscia, a settlement known since Roman times, was for the first time men-
tioned as dux of lower Pannonia in the Annales Regni Francorum for the year 818, in
the passage mentioning the arrival of emissaries from various nationes to the heristal
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residence of louis the Pious.38 in the account of the same event found in the Vita Hludovici
imperatoris written by the anonymous author known in historiography as Astronomer,
liudevit figured as a governor (rector) of lower Pannonia.39 Thus, in both sources
liudevit was defined as a ruler of a territory, and not of any gens. The designation
dux Pannoniae Inferioris given to liudevit in the entry of 818 corresponds in its char-
acter to definitions used further in the Annals in relation to the Sava polity, in the
context of liudevit’s rebellion against the Franks. in the entries of 819 and 820, when
mention is made of the fight between liudevit on one side and the Franks on the
other, liudevit’s polity is referred to as “his region” or “his province” (regio sua, sua
provincia, regio eius), whereas in the description of the same events placed in the Vita
Hludovici imperatoris the “land of liudevit” (Liudeviti terra) is mentioned.40

The way the Frankish authors designated the Sava polity did not change between
the 9th century and the time when it completely disappeared from written sources. in
the passage of the treatise Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum (870 or 871) relat-
ing to the arrival of the former nitra ruler Pribina to Ratimir around the year 838,
Ratimir’s ducatus, supposedly identical to the Sava polity, is designated only as the “region
of dux Ratimir” (regio Ratimari ducis).41 Braslav, who was at the head of the Sava
polity in the late 9th century, is reported in the Annales Fuldenses for the year 884 to reign
in the “kingdom between the rivers Drava and Sava” (regnum inter Dravo et Savo flu-
mine).42 For 896 the same source mentions the “kingdom of Braslav” (regnum
Brazlavonis).43 The pilgrims from the Sava polity, whose names were recorded in the
famous Cividale evangelistarium, were attested as coming “from the land of Braslav”
(de terra Brasclauo).44 Thus, when referring to the political formation situated in the
middle Sava region, all the contemporary sources designated it by its geographical loca-
tion or by the name of its dux.

A similar situation can be found in another post-Avar polity that emerged in the
northeastern periphery of the former Avar area, with its centre at nitra. Although the
circumstances of the formation of the nitra polity remain unclear, archeological data
show that the process was connected with the decline of the Avar qaganate around 800.
it should be noted that it was a local ruler and not a gens that figured in the available
sources as the subject of political activity in this region. The treatise Conversio Bagoariorum
et Carantanorum mentions “a certain Pribina” who was exiled by the moravian prince
mojmir from nitra, where he had a possession, according to the further description
of his baptism.45 While telling of all these events, the author of the treatise does not pro-
vide any special “ethnic” designation for the inhabitants of the region ruled by Pribina.
This circumstance created room for the hypothesis of Pribina’s belonging to the moravian
ruling clan, or at least, to the same political structure.46 however, there is no need to
make groundless constructions because the action of mojmir against Pribina could have
been be a simple act of expansion. it is important that none of the sources referring
to moravia mentions the name of an ethnopolitical community that could supposedly
correspond to the nitra region. The mysterious Merehani of the Geographus Bavarus
identified by some researchers with the inhabitants of the nitra region, who would
not be identical in this case to the dwellers of the morava River valley mentioned in
the same source as Marharii, is not in any way an exception. even if the given identi-
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fication is true, it reflects only the designation for people subjected to the moravian rule
(moravians as Merehani) but not identical to the initial ethno-political community formed
in the morava River valley (moravians as Marharii).47 Wherever Svatopluk’s regnum
mentioned in the Annales Fuldenses was situated, whether it was identical to the for-
mer polity of Pribina or not, it is significant that the given “kingdom,” which was in
any case situated in the territory of the former Avar qaganate, is defined in the source
by the name of its ruler, without referring to any ethno-political community.

On the Fringes of the Post-Avar Area:
The Case of the Croats

T he nOTiOn that the Slavic “tribes” differed in nature from Germanic gentes is
based mainly on the character of Slavic “tribal” names. A great number of Slavic
groups living both in the Balkans (Narentani, Zachlumi, Travunians, Kanaliti,

Dioclitians), and in northern parts of Central europe (Obodrits, Bohemians, moravians,
vistulans, Morizani, Glopeani, Sleenzane, Lunsizi, Dadosesani, Milcani, Opolini, Golensizi,
etc.) based their identities on their belonging to a local geographical environment.48

however, there exist a few Slavic “tribes,” such as the Croats, Serbs, Dulebs, etc., whose
names did not originate in the geographical features of their settlement area and
apparently had a non-Slavic origin. it is interesting that it is the name of the Croats
(Chroati), who formed several stable communities on the outer slopes of the mountains
that surrounded the territory of the former Avar qaganate, that differed greatly in its
origin from the names of numerous Slavic groups attested in areas more distant from
the Carpathian Basin. 

The written evidence on the Croats living in different parts of Central europe in
the early middle Ages, as well as the existence of great number of toponyms derived
from the word “Croat,” were usually interpreted by scholars as evidence of an ancient
Croat ethnicity which had allegedly existed as a single whole in remote times. Such
an approach seemed to conform well to the evidence of the 10th to the 13th centuries nar-
rative sources on the early history of Croatia, according to which the Croats had come
to Dalmatia from the territory situated somewhere to the north of the Balkan penin-
sula. The opinion that the arrival of the Croats was the second wave of Slavic migra-
tion to the Balkans became dominant in postwar historiography, the notion of the
large Slavic or Slavicized “tribe” of the Croats remaining very popular till now. modern
advocates of this thesis date its formation usually to the period of the Slavization of
the iranian-speaking population of eastern europe. According to this theory, the Dalmatian
Croats were only a part of the initial Croat “tribe” or “tribal union” that disintegrated
during the great migrations of the Slavs.49

meanwhile, the fact that the Croats were not mentioned in written sources earlier
than the 9th century ones, as well as the objective difficulties connected with any attempt
of fitting the information on the Croats’ migration to the Balkans to the realities known
from the earlier sources, opened the way for another theory of the Croats’ “ethogene-
sis,” according to which the Croats were not an ethnic group before the establish-
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ment of the Croat polity on the territory of Dalmatia. The theory was for the first
time formulated by Otto kronsteiner, who, on the basis of the territorial distribution
of toponyms derived from the word “Croat” in east Alpine region, suggested that the
original Croat identity was that of Avar military officials, who controlled the periph-
ery of the qaganate.50 This idea, supported by herwig Wolfram,51 and then by neven
Budak,52 was developed in the works of Walter Pohl, who defined the supposed social
stratum of the Croats as having played an important role in ethnogenetic processes
on the former fringes of the qaganate that eluded Avar control after the year 626,
when the Avar siege of Constantinople failed.53 At the same time Omeljan Pritsak, in
accordance with his notion of the internal organization of Pax Avarica,54 considered
the Avar Croats to be an Alanic clan, which, according to him, played an important role
within the qaganate due to its commercial and political functions.55 Finally, more recently
lujo margetić attempted to substantiate the hypothesis that the original Croats were
a military elite of the Avar qaganate during the so-called middle Avar period (630–670s.).
The researcher supported the old idea that the name “Croat” originated from that of the
7th century “Onogundur” (Onogur) leader kubrat/krovat56 and followed henri Grégoire
who associated kubrat’s anti-Avar revolt mentioned in Patriarch nicephorus’ Breviarum
with the qaganate’s internal war between the Avars and the Bulgars described by Fredegar.57

he was also the first to use in the examination of this problem the results of archaeo-
logical investigations indicative of similarities between the material culture of the middle
Avar nomadic elite and some antiquities of the Dnieper region attributed to kubrat’s
“Great Bulgaria,” such as the famous Pereschepina treasure.58 The latter circumstance
was one of the reasons why lujo margetić formulated the hypothesis that under
kubrat/krovat took place not only the liberation of the Bulgars from the control of
the Avars, but also the spread of his political influence upon the core area of the qaganate
within the Carpathian Basin which resulted in the rise of the new military elite of the
“hrovats” (krovat’s men), who succeeded in retaining their position until the 670s,
when a new wave of newcomers from the east forced them to the fringes of the Avar
qaganate, including Dalmatia.59 A new impulse to the idea of the non-ethnic charac-
ter of the early Croats’ identity was recently given by the application to the problem
of the instrumentalist approach to ethnicity. Danijel Dzino, who suggested the idea of
treating the early Croat identity as a newly born social or regional identity of the
local elite, was also the first who formulated the methodological framework of this
approach in reference to the problem of the early Croat ethnicity in Dalmatia. This
allowed him to shift the focus of his research from the problem of the “Croats’ ori-
gins” to that of “becoming Croats.”60

The ethnogenetic tradition of the Dalmatian Croats that has reached us via the
30th chapter of Constantine Porphyrogenitus’ treatise De administrando imperio61 can
be also interpreted in favor of the opinion that the Croat “tribe” is unlikely to have been
formed in the age that preceded the emergence of the Avar polity in Central europe.
ethnogenetic legends, as is known, have an important ideological function, explain-
ing the origin and ensuring the preservation of ethnic groups.62 Characteristic ele-
ments of such legends are easily recognized in the story about the migration of the
Croats. The analysis of the Croat legend within the context of other narratives of the
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genre of origo gentis, the most typical feature of which was the presence of the motives
of migration and victory over a strong enemy,63 speaks in favor of understanding the ini-
tial Croat community as a society formed by a military group. Though the ethnogen-
esis model of the so-called “viennese school” has long become widespread in the
study of the early middle Ages, even now it is hardly applied to the so-called Slavic
“tribes,” among which the Croats are usually reckoned. however, this fact did not deter
mladen Ančić, who recently presented his own vision of the subject, treating the ini-
tial Croat community as an analogue of early medieval Germanic gentes as described
by Reinhard Wenskus.64

So, in general terms we can imagine the Dalmatian Croat “ethnogenesis” as a
gradual transformation of a military group in what can be called a fully fledged gens,
that is, an ethno-political community. meanwhile, as we know, early medieval gentes
were seldom in a stable condition, repeatedly passing through serious transforma-
tions, each of which could be named “ethnogenesis.”65 if we leave aside all those ele-
ments of the Croat ethnogenetic legend from the 30th chapter of De administrando impe-
rio, with numerous analogies in other narratives of the genre of origo gentis, in our attempt
to identify the circumstances in which the gens Chroatorum was formed we are left
only with the non-Slavic names of the seven legendary Croat chieftains and the stable
opposition “Croats vs. Avars.” The latter is especially significant because the Croats’ war
with the Avars is placed in the legend at the very beginning of the Croats’ history, just
after their migration to Dalmatia from the so-called White Croatia.66 The most appro-
priate interpretation of this opposition that could help us understand the Croat “ethno-
genesis” seems to be an assumption that the initial Croat group was an integral ele-
ment of the Avar polity.67 it would appear that a heterogeneous group of warriors
that, judging by the names of their chieftains, consisted of Altaic, iranian, and, possi-
bly, Adyghe elements,68 broke off with the qaganate supreme power. That change led
to the new anti-Avar “ethnogenesis” in Dalmatia favored by Byzantium. Whatever
the character of the initial Croat identity within Avar society, it is necessary to empha-
size that the emergence of the ethnic group which will be known in Dalmatia under
the name of Croats became possible only with its politicization (“Croats” as the ene-
mies of the Avars), and not in any way earlier. in the long transformation of the
group into an ethno-political entity par excellence two major phases can be clearly traced,
the first of which is determined by the political emancipation of the bearers of the name
“Croat” from the qaganate structures, and the second one by their adaptation of an eth-
nic discourse coming from the Frankish state that allowed them to represent themselves
as the natio Chroatorum.69 The Dalmatian Croats can be thus considered, on the basis
of the analysis of their origo gentis, as a group of people that gradually developed into
an ethnic unit (gens) under the leadership of a Christianized military elite opposed
first to the supreme power of the Avars and then to that of the Franks. 

The initial Croat group identity transformed into a gentile one not only in Dalmatia:
some other Croat communities that emerged on the northern fringes of the qaganate
gave rise to separate Croat polities that were known to exist in Silesia from the 9th to
10th centuries and in Galicia in the 10th century.70 however, such a transformation was
not ubiquitous. For instance, in Carinthia the presence of the Croat district (pagus Crouuati)
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was attested in the 10th century, and in Styria there existed a group of Croat settle-
ments, as reflected in the mention of the special “Croat tithe” (decima ad Chrowat) in
an 11th century document. The boundaries of these two small areas are marked by
many toponyms derived from the word “Croat.”71 From the 8th to the 9th centuries
both areas were integral parts of the Carantanian polity, therefore it is logical to sug-
gest that the local Croats, notwithstanding their belonging to the heterogeneous natio
Carantanorum, preserved the name of the Croats as an indicator of their social status.

The examination of the geographical location of early medieval Croat groups
shows that all the important groups—Dalmatian, Alpine (Carantanian), Carpathian
(Galician) and Silesian Croats—were located in areas near mountain ranges. it should
be also noted that all the areas where the Croat groups were mentioned in early medieval
sources were located outside the Carpathian Basin, which was controlled by the Avars.
At the same time, it is necessary to admit that the spaces occupied by the Croats were
situated not far from the Carpathian Basin, the Silesian Croats being located to the north-
west of it, the Carpathian Croats to the northeast, and the Alpine and Dalmatian Croats
to the southwest.72 in our opinion such a location of the Croat groups can be consid-
ered as an argument in favor of the opinion of those researchers who were prone to
connect the initial phase of the Croat “ethnogenesis” with the great internal crisis that
took place in the Avar qaganate in the 630s. if we assume that the Croats appeared in the
areas where they were for the first time attested in early medieval sources as a result of
their migration from the Carpathian Basin caused by their conflict with the central author-
ities of the Avar qaganate, can we consider them to be kubrat’s supporters leaving the
qaganate in the 630s? in any case, it was in the 630s, in the time of the great internal
crisis within the Pax Avarica, that conditions favorable to the creation of an independ-
ent ethno-political entity in Dalmatia arose. in this connection it does not seem accidental
that the story of the Croat migration from the 31st chapter of De administrando imperio—
which is a sort of Interpretatio Byzantina of the Croat origo gentis, the main events of
the Croats’ early history, such as their migration to Dalmatia and conversion—were asso-
ciated with emperor heraclius (610–641),73 a contemporary of kubrat. Thus, there are
some grounds to believe that the Croats were one of the first quasi-ethnic groups to
emerge within the Slavic-speaking world as result of the politicization of the initial Croat
group identity connected with the social structure of the Avar polity. 

The Post-Avar “Ethnogenesis”:
Concluding Remarks

A S FOllOWS from the contemporary evidence on the ethno-political situation
in the 9th century Carpathian Basin, within the political structures that were
formed on ruins of the Avar qaganate around the year 800 there were no ethno-

political communities that would be comparable to what was usually meant in early
medieval texts by the term gens. This could be interpreted as an indication of the fact
that in the territory of the former qaganate the formation of new supra-local political
structures caused by the rise of post-Avar elites (polito-genesis) outran that of the emer-
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gence of new group identities (ethnogenesis). it seems that until the final collapse of
their qaganate, the Avars prevented local elites from initiating socio-political changes
that would be favorable to the emergence of new group identities. Though the col-
lapse of the qaganate provided favorable conditions for the process of group identifi-
cation on the basis of belonging to new post-Avar polities, the period between the
late 8th and the late 9th century, when the magyars arrived, seems to be too short for post-
Avar elites to have succeeded in making separate gentes that would be recognizable to
their Frankish neighbors. in this regard the Croat “ethnogenesis” on the fringes of
the post-Avar area can be conceptualized as the earliest stage of what can be called
Stammesbildung on the basis of military elites of the Avar origin. The Avar control
over the regions where the Croat communities were situated, if it existed at all after 626,
was at any rate much weaker than it was the case inside the Carpathian Basin, thus mak-
ing it possible for local elites of Avar origin to transform their groups initially connected
with the Avar structures of power into separate ethno-political units. 

One cannot but admit that the polities of menumorout, Glad, and Gelou, as described
in Anonymus’ Gesta Hungarorum, are very similar in their principal characteristics to
those attested for the 9th century post-Avar area by contemporary sources. Besides
their main common feature, the absence of gentes that could correspond to those
political formations, each of them is characterized by the heterogeneous composition
of its population and the presence of strong rulers who were not associated with any
gentile structures, thus being the main (if not the only) actors within their polities on
the post-Avar political scene (liudevit, Pribina, Braslav, Svatopluk at the head of his reg-
num). Do all those similarities between the polities described by Anonymus and those
attested for the post-Avar area by the 9th century sources testify to the credibility of
the Gesta Hungarorum as a source on the early medieval Carpathian Basin, or are we
facing a mere coincidence that should be explained by the narrative strategies used by
Anonymus in his presentation of early medieval power and ethnicity? The question,
of course, needs further investigation and we hope that in the light of the 9th century
evidence presented above, when discussing the possible discrepancy between Anonymus’
ethnic discourse and the world of early medieval gentes, the special features of the
post-Avar “ethnogenesis” will be also taken into consideration. 

q
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Abstract
On the Problem of the Post-Avar “Ethnogenesis”: The 9th Century Polities of Banat,
Criºana, and Transylvania in Comparative-Historical Context

The paper examines the 9th century ethno-political situation in the territory of the former Avar
qaganate, that is, within the Carpathian Basin, in terms of the early medieval “ethnogenesis”
interpreted as the making of ethno-political units (gentes). As a result, the so-called post-Avar “ethno-
genesis” is conceptualized as a process whose main feature is the absence of fully fledged ethnic
groups that could correspond to the polities that emerged on the ruins of the Avar qaganate and
would be comparable to what was usually meant by the term gens in early medieval latin sources.
According to the author, this feature could be interpreted as the indication that on the territory
of the former qaganate the formation of new political structures caused by the rise of post-Avar
elites (polito-genesis) outran the emergence of new group identities (ethnogenesis). Another
conclusion states that the polities of menumorout, Glad, and Gelou, as described in Anonymus’
Gesta Hungarorum, are very similar in their principal characteristics to those attested for the 9th cen-
tury post-Avar area by contemporary sources. 
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Avar qaganate, ethnogenesis, gens, menumorout, Glad, Gelou


