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ABSTRACT 

“Whether large or small […] islands of all size and shapes make up a coherent human environment in so far as 
similar pressures are exerted upon them, making them both far ahead and far behind the general history of the 
sea.”1 Notwithstanding the importance Fernand Braudel gave to the islands in shaping the historical trajectories 
of the Mare Nostrum, Byzantine historiography have often regarded the great Mediterranean islands as mere 
peripheral additions to the Byzantine heartland which in fact Wickham defined as the “uneasy coupling of two 
wildly different geographical zones: the Anatolian plateau and the Aegean”.2 In other words, Byzantinists seem 
not to have fully moved away from the interpretative framework proposed in the only existing systematic account 
on the history of the Byzantine insular world, that is the volume written by Elizabeth Malamut in 1988 entitled 
Les Iles de l’Empire Byzantine, VIIIeme- XIIeme siècle. Islands are therefore seen as marginal to the political, social 
and economic changes the Byzantine heartland was experiencing, from the seventh century until they were 
recaptured by the gravity of an expanding Empire in the tenth century (Crete and Cyprus) or were lost forever 
(Sicily, Malta and the Balearics).3   

Moreover, and moving along the abovementioned lines, scholars have also lingered on their importance as 
strategic and military bulwarks (Crete, Cyprus and, possibly, Sardinia) or soon-to-be neglected outposts (Malta, 
and the Balearics) along the Arab-Byzantine Mediterranean frontier. The only exception was represented by Sicily 
because of its relevance as secure source for supplying Constantinople with grain after the disruption of the 
Egyptian tax-spine in 640s. By contrast, this paper aims at reassessing the concept of periphericity of the 
Byzantine insular world and suggests that Sicily and Cyprus (and to a lesser extent Crete, Malta, Sardinia and the 
Balearics) acted as a third political and economic pole between the Anatolian plateau and the Aegean Sea in the 
Byzantine Mediterranean; this upon shedding “archeological” light on some parallel economic and political 
trajectories of these islands and developing the idea advanced by Laiou and Morrisson when they defined the 
constitutive pillars of the eighth-to-tenth century empire (Sicily-Crete-Aegean vis-à-vis Western Asia Minor)4.   

Coinage, seals and ceramic (together with other types of less-studied material sources) will be paired with literary 
and documentary evidence and used in a comparative perspective to tip the unbalanced dialogue between 
margins and metropolis pointing to a relatively higher welfare of the insular world compared to the Anatolian 
plateau and the Aegean region 5 ; a welfare that mirrored into both the uninterrupted, although diminished, 
“connective” role the islands played within the Mediterranean shipping routes linking the eastern and western 
basin of the Mediterranean with the Aegean and Constantinople6; and the continuity on local production of 
artifacts (ceramics) showing the persistence of levels of demand and regular if not frequent regional and sub-
regional contacts; and, eventually, the peculiarity of insular administrative structures as influenced by the political 
or military difficulties of the hour.  
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