Chapter 26

Romans, Egyptians, and the second Arab siege of

Constantinople (717/18)

Phil Booth!

In this chapter, I want to explore the question of Arab-conquered populations’ continued
commitment to inclusion in the East Roman empire with reference to a unique act of political
subversion—the dramatic, perhaps decisive defection to the Romans of Egyptian sailors in
the Arab fleet during the failed second siege of Constantinople in 717/18. It is unclear how
far their defection might be mapped onto an abiding or resurgent ideological commitment to
inclusion in the empire, as Arietta Papaconstantinou suggests for eighth-century western
Thebes, where elites ‘still lived in Byzantium—in the Byzantium their great-grandfathers had
known.’? I will locate its more immediate impulse in the Arab conquerors’ fiscal innovations,
which had long encouraged resistance and which intensified in the build-up to the siege. But
events at Constantinople further complicate the oft-repeated notion, which has its origins in
contemporary texts, that the anti-Chalcedonian ‘Copts’ saw the ‘Romans’ as unambiguous
aliens, heretics, and oppressors; the events also contextualize intensified attempts to implant

this division in the aftermath of the failed siege.

The second siege

In 717/18, the caliphate mounted its most ambitious attempt to seize Constantinople. The

massive siege by land and sea is witnessed in many narrative sources (notably Greek, Arabic,
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Syriac, and Armenian),? liturgical calendars,* apocalypses,® Arabic inscriptions,® and other
documents.” While a reconstruction based on written sources has long existed,® we lack a
comprehensive account using all available materials.” Our most important Greek source is
embedded in Patriarch Nikephoros I’s Short History (Breviarium) and Theophanes’
Chronicle. 1t derives from a historiographical text covering 668 to 718 and culminates in the
siege itself. Its author—sometimes identified with a certain Trajan patrikios—was a high-
ranking official writing under Leo III (717-741), apparently a Constantinopolitan eyewitness
to the siege.'®

‘Trajan’ describes how the new emperor Anastasios IT (713-715)!! dispatches an
ambassador to Caliph al-Walid I (705-715). Learning of preparations for a large land and sea
expedition, Anastasios fortifies the City.!> Word arrives of an Arab fleet from Alexandria
collecting cypress wood for ship-building at Phoenix in Lycia. But the Roman fleet sent to
burn their timber and equipment disperses when troops of the Opsikion rebel, triggering a
brief civil war and the accession of a new emperor, Theodosios II1, in late 715.!% Trajan’s

account now leaps over Theodosios’ eighteen-month reign to the beginning of an Arab
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campaign under Maslamas (Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik), Theodosios’ resignation, and the
accession of Leo, a general of the Anatolikon.'* After the capture of Pergamon, probably in
the winter of 716/17,'> the Arab land forces cross the Hellespont, march into Thrace, !¢ and by
July or August 717 have besieged Constantinople.!” A fleet under Soliman (Sulayman)!'®
arrives soon afterwards—on 1 September, according to Theophanes; having lost some of its
rearguard to the imperial galleys, it anchors at Sosthenios on the Bosporus. The Arabs endure
a hard and damaging winter,'” before the spring arrival of fleets from Egypt, under Sophiam
(Sufyan), and from Africa, under lezidos (Yazid), bearing reinforcements, arms, and
provisions—manned, both Nicephorus and Theophanes imply, by Egyptian sailors.?’ The two
new fleets anchor secretly along the Sea of Marmara’s Asiatic shore, up to the Gulf of
Nicomedia. Then the unthinkable happens. The fleets’ Egyptian sailors desert by night, sail in
skiffs to Constantinople, acclaim the emperor, and betray their fleets” whereabout, which the
Romans duly devastate and plunder. This was a pivotal moment: soon after, on 15 August
718, the siege is lifted.?!

Trajan’s narrative is notable for the role played by Alexandria and by Egyptians

generally. In 715, it is an Alexandrian fleet which gathers timber for warships from Phoenix,
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presumably successfully; in 717, the main fleet, origins unstated, reaches Constantinople; and
in 718, two further fleets bear reinforcements from Egypt and Africa.?” Trajan sees the
desertion of the Egyptian crews as pivotal to the siege’s failure, although other sources such
as the lost chronicle of Dionysios of Tel Mahre do not mention it. Despite extensive evidence
and access to a unique, possibly Roman source containing precise information on Arab
movements, it mentions only the presence of Egyptian sailors (malahe ‘iguptaye), but not
their desertion,? instead emphasizing the role of the Bulgars, allied to Leo, in harassing and
depleting the Arab forces.?* We might therefore suspect that Trajan fabricated the crews’
defection, perhaps to assure his readership of the continued attractions of life within the
Roman empire, highlighting the latent loyalties of Christians within its former territories. But
such suspicion is mitigated by viewing the siege from the perspective of a source rather

neglected by Byzantinists: the Egyptian papyrological record.?

The kourson of the sea

The siege falls within the timeframe of the most important cache of documents extant from
eighth-century Egypt. Discovered at Kom Ishqaw (ancient Aphrodito) in 1901, this archive
consists of over four hundred documents in Greek, Coptic, and Arabic,?® dating from 698 to
722. They come from the pagarch’s office—the notable responsible for local tax-collecting, a
role established by the East Romans and continued under early Arab rule—and in particular
from a certain Basil. The documents are mixed, but generally fiscal. Many are official letters
or orders (entagia) from, or declarations sent to, the Arab governor. In most, that governor is
Qurra b. Sharik (709-15), and some even bear a bulla (seal) with his emblem, possibly a

wolf.?” Hence the modern, but misleading, name: the ‘Qurra archive’.
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