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The Sound of a Thousand Tongues:
Visitors to Constantinople from the Eastern
Provinces in the Sixth Century
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Pending their return to Egypt, we can imagine Apollos the monk and Victor the priest
as country bumpkins gawking around in the Byzantine capital, attending Mass at the
recently rebuilt Hagia Sophia, strolling down “Main Street,” the Mesé, and catching
the panoramic view of the city from the top of column of Arcadius, much like the
Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta centuries later, but without need for an interpreter; and
we can imagine (before this) the impression made on them by the capital’s skyline as
they sailed toward it through the Sea of Marmora for the first time, “a view [to quote
Glanville Downey] never to be forgotten.”

This is how the papyrologist James Keenan imagined the long stay in Constantinople of two
inhabitants of the Middle-Egyptian village of Aphrodito who had brought to Constantinople
a case for the imperial tribunal. On January 7, 541, when they contracted a loan of twenty
gold coins,” they must have been in the capital for several months already, waiting for their
case to be judged. Keenan’s passage raises several questions on which to reflect.

Such long stays were the norm for those coming to the capital on business, especially of
a judicial nature, as the imperial tribunal was overbooked.> From the village of Aphrodito
alone, we have evidence of this trip by Apollos and his nephew Victor, followed in 548/549
and 551 by two trips by his son, the better-known Dioskoros, who was also accompanied
by several others.* Probably a little earlier, a certain Diogenes, from the Middle-Egyptian
city of Oxyrhynchos, found himself in Constantinople, where he seems to have spent quite
some time, and borrowed large sums of money from another Egyptian, who represented a
monastery in the vicinity of Oxyrhynchos and happened to be in the capital, as well. Diogenes
also borrowed money from Flavius Strategios, the father of the future consul Apion, who was
also from Oxyrhynchos but a resident of Constantinople.’ In the 570s, another Oxyrhynchite,
Flavia Christodote, threatens to go to the capital and obtain justice in a dispute involving a
considerable sum of money.®
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their original form, and they have been preserved not locally but in Egypt, where the climate
allowed papyrus to survive. Other Egyptian documents refer to trips to the capital undertaken
by local inhabitants. Their matter-of-fact mention of such trips clearly indicates that they
were common, and that even simple village elites would be ready to engage in one when
enough was at stake. We have the documents from the family of Dioskoros thanks to a chance
find, but they were certainly not the only family whose members visited Constantinople on
at least three occasions within a decade. Justinian’s Novel 80 addresses his concern that too
many rural inhabitants were roaming in Constantinople, and implies that they came in large
groups to wait for their cases to be heard.”

The sixth century, especially the years of the construction of Hagia Sophia and the decades
following it, saw many other provincials visit the capital on business of various sorts. Mer-
chants, soldiers, and slaves, of course, provided the constant background of non-locals in any
city, so much so that sources rarely mention them. Others are well identified by contemporary
authors.® In 451, the bishops who met at the Council of Chalcedon had made decisions that
lastingly compromised Christian unity. Many bishops in the eastern provinces, especially
Syria and Egypt, were opposed to the line taken by the council and upheld by most emper-
ors.” Although ultimately siding with the Chalcedonian position, Justinian attempted to
reconcile the two sides, while his wife Theodora actively supported the anti-Chalcedonians.
In the 530s, as a consequence of the new flare in the controversy, a number of Syrian anti-
Chalcedonian refugees had fled to Constantinople under the protection of Theodora and
were housed in the palace of Hormisdas, in close vicinity of what was then a huge building
site.® The second half of the decade saw several important anti-Chalcedonian figures come
to the city. From the 540s onwards John of Ephesos spent most of his time there, where he
wrote in Syriac his Ecclesiastical History and his Lives of the Eastern Saints, and where under
Justinian he acted as representative of the city’s anti-Chalcedonians—which probably included
the “refugees” initially installed in the palace of Hormisdas." John was also in the city in 530,
when Justinian had summoned a synod with leaders of ecclesiastical institutions to discuss
a number of sensitive issues in his attempts to reconcile the two sides of the conflict. One
decision among those of the synod was to condemn the anti-Chalcedonian leader and bishop
of Antioch, Severus, and the Syrian monk Zooras, who was visiting Constantinople at that
time and eventually became the subject of a biography by John."> Severus himself had been
to the capital on negotiation a couple of years earlier with a group of followers and had taken
residence in one of the imperial palaces.”

There is little or no evidence on the city’s incoming merchants in the sixth century, but it is
not unreasonable to assume that the tenth-century Book of the Eparch describes a situation
very similar to that which existed in the sixth century, at least in terms of the diversity of
origin and the practices it attempts to regulate.'* One of the Book’s aims was to limit the time
spent in the city by “importers” to three months. Many traders came from the hinterland, the
villages of Thrace and Bithynia, others from much further afield—and they were no doubt
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the ones who overstayed their welcome. In the sixth century, for instance, the trade in spices
was already well developed and to a large extent was carried out by Egyptian merchants on
Egyptian ships with their crews and owners, who also spent a large amount of time in the
capital waiting for a return cargo or for the weather to ease.

Most of the visitors, whether short- or long-term, relied on networks of their compatriots
already established in the capital. The loan contracted by Apollos with which we started was
witnessed by three individuals, one of whom was Flavius Sonos, a shipowner. Keenan tenta-
tively suggested he could have been the owner of the ship that brought the two Aphroditans
to Constantinople, and then introduced them to the Flavius Anastasios, who lent them the
twenty solidi. Anastasios himself had an agent in Alexandria.”> When Apollos’s son travelled
to the capital some years later, he was given the names of people to contact for help in what
was for them a real megalopolis. One of them was the former dux Theodoret, who lived in
the quarter of the Rhabdos.!®

The Oxyrhynchite Diogenes also clearly knew where to go when he needed to borrow eighty
solidi. He found a man from the same city, Theophilos, who was acting in the name of the
Oxyrhynchite monastery of Apa Hierax.'” It appears from the document that Theophilos was
also temporarily in Constantinople, and his monastic connections could mean that he was
residing at the “monastery of the Egyptians,” headed around that time by a certain Kyrion,
who was a signatory at the synod of 536. There were also in the 530s a monastery of Bessi from
Thrace, two monasteries of Syrians, two of Lycaonians, one of Armenians, one of Cretans, in
addition to seven Roman ones.'® Such monasteries would have worked as connectivity hubs
between the visitors from the respective areas and the settled inhabitants of the capital who
came from the same provinces.

Visitors, especially those seeking justice from the imperial tribunals, would also have es-
tablished connections with useful locals, such as experienced bureaucrats and scribes well
versed in the rhetoric and formal features of imperial documents. Thus when Dioskoros and
three other Aphroditans came to the capital in the name of their village to obtain an imperial
rescript, they had prepared a draft of the document as was the habit. To ensure that it was
done according to all the norms, however, they had someone experienced with the imperial
administration produce a clean and edited copy of their draft before submitting it."” Such
individuals may well have been of provincial origin or have had special connections with one
or the other of the provincial communities of the capital.

Another point Keenan makes in the passage quoted above is that most provincial visitors
would not have needed interpreters. What he means is that they all understood Greek, being
as they were the elites in their rural constituencies and functioning, for all official business,
in Greek. This does not mean, however, that when they were between themselves, walking
along the Mese or visiting the monastery of their region, they also spoke Greek; it is almost
certain that they spoke their local languages: Aramaic, Coptic, Armenian, or Arabic.>® Even
native Greek speakers would have had a large variety of accents and used very different reg-
isters even from the Constantinopolitan street idiom—Iet alone the refined language of the
elites. Like in a modern metropolis, even though Greek was understood by almost everyone,
the streets would have echoed the sounds of a large variety of languages and dialects.

For our purposes here, the question that follows is this: did all those visitors enter Hagia
Sophia? Did they bring with them the sounds and noises of their remote lands? We know
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little on the rules, other than purely religious ones, that governed who could be admitted to
the liturgy in urban churches, and even less on the possibility of visiting them out-of-hours.
The suggestion made by Cyril Mango that the church of Saints Sergios and Bacchos was
built for the anti-Chalcedonian refugees rests on the probably correct assumption that they
would not have wanted to—or would not have been admitted to—follow the Chalcedonian
service.” But that does not mean they would not have visited the church, especially when
they had spent several years seeing it (and probably hearing it!) being built.

When business brought them to the capital and they had to wait for a substantial amount
of time, visitors in the 540s would have been attracted to the gigantic and luxurious new
church, even if they were anti-Chalcedonian. We know from graffiti throughout the empire
at the time that a form of tourism was already common, and people visited monuments only
because they were famous. The many graffiti left in Hagia Sophia in later centuries are a
fascinating window on the variety of language groups that entered it.** In the early decades
after its construction, on the other hand, it is not surprising that no one thought of engraving
their name in the shiny new marble: its fame and splendor were no doubt intimidating. That
fame soon reached the provinces, and it is likely that the sixth-century spike in the name
Sophia in the papyri should be attributed to the celebrity of the new church.”

Even non-Christians may have entered the Great Church. Even if the many miracle stories
of Muslims and Jews entering churches and insulting icons were primarily intended to
demonstrate the holiness of those icons, they may well reflect a reality where churches—and
especially beautiful ones—were visited on non-religious reasons out of mere curiosity. At
the very least, they would have been heard in the area around the church, where they “could
gather in the out-of-doors Mediterranean social life,” to quote Downey again.** Thus like the
stones that composed its decoration, so its visitors came from all over the empire and beyond.

Like another tower of Babel, Hagia Sophia was most certainly born in a multilingual sound-
scape. The builders needed to complete it in five years, even if they were not the tidy 10,000
men and 100 foremen of later traditions, were certainly numerous enough to have been
brought in from various parts of the empire, as were the workers building the al-Agsa Mosque
in Jerusalem almost two centuries later.” Different groups of workers would have spoken
different languages between them, staying alert for any instructions that would have come
in Greek.

In the last decade, the sounds of Hagia Sophia have made a lot of noise, so to speak.?® At-
tempts to reconstruct the aural and sensory experience of the Byzantine church-goer have
offered profound insights into the full religious experience of the Byzantine liturgy, involving
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all the senses,”” and have given new meaning to contemporary descriptions of liturgical
chant as being sung in choir with the angels.?® The recordings of those reconstructions
have an ethereal quality, however, which is purified of background noise.* Yet background
noise, from coughs to restless children to short whispers among members of the assembly,
or the rustle of hundreds of people moving imperceptibly, are inseparable from the sound
of the chant itself. And outside the time of the liturgy, when the church was no longer in
full ceremonial mode, what constituted that background noise returned to the foreground,
becoming louder and more distinct. One could hear a thousand different voices in languages,
dialects, and idioms that were far removed from the angelic sound of the choirs. They, too,
would have resonated in a very characteristic and recognizable manner*® and would have
been served by the architecture in varied ways—much less easy to reproduce today because
they were more fluid and multiple than the well-defined ceremonial chant. We should not
forget that this other polyphony was as much part of the Great Church’s soundscape as the
liturgy itself.
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Libraries is “silence.”
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