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SERGEI BOCHAROV
**

 

Abstract: 
Special attention is paid in this paper to the place of antiquities associated 
with the Venetian presence on the Northern Black Sea Coast within the 
framework of the archaeological study of the Byzantine Empire and the 
Golden Horde. The author gives a general historical overview of the evidence 
of Venetian activity in the Azov Region and on the Crimean Peninsula in the 
13

th 
– 15

th
 centuries. 

The main outpost founded by the Republic of St. Mark was Tana – a plot of 
land near the Don River, allotted to Venetian merchants in the large Golden 
Horde city of Azaq near the Azov Sea. The Venetian Republic made three 
attempts to establish new settlements in addition to Tana in the Eastern part of 
the Crimean Coast – the cities of Soldaia and the harbors Vosporo, Provato 
and Kaliera. However, their efforts were unsuccessful. 
The paper introduces into scientific discourse a new definition of “Venetian 
Gazaria”. The term “Venetian Gazaria” denotes a complex of written and 
material evidence of Venetian presence in the territory of the Golden Horde, 
and particularly in the Venetian trade settlements that existed in the Northern 
Black Sea Region in the 13

th
 – 15

th
 centuries. 

Keywords: Historical geography; Byzantine Empire; Golden Horde; Venetian 
Republic; Venetian Gazaria; Soldaia; Provato; Tana; Northern Black Sea 
Coast; archaeology. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Northern Black Sea Region occupies the leading place in the history of 
the Venetian Republic of the 13

th
 – 15

th
 centuries. Unlike its main trading rival 

                                                      
 The study was conducted within the framework of a grant of the Russian Science Foundation 

(project No. 14-28-00213). 
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Genoa, which managed to obtain a considerable territorial domain on the Crimean 
Peninsula, Venice had strong positions on the Azov Sea Coast Region. Its main 
trading outpost was Tana – part of the territory of the large Golden Horde city of 
Azaq assigned to Venetian merchants in the first quarter of the 14

th
 century.

1
 

Whereas the main trading competitor of the Venetians – the Genoese Republic – 
had created an entire system of cities, castles and villages in the Crimea and the 
Northern Black Sea Region by the end of the fourteenth century,

2
 the Venetian 

presence in the region was limited throughout the entire period to the only city of 
Tana. However, the republic of St. Mark repeatedly attempted to expand its 
influence area and to acquire new outposts at the Crimean Coast in addition to 
Tana. The purpose of this work is to summarize the wide range of different types of 
sources on the history of the Venetian presence in the Northern Black Sea Coast 
during the Golden Horde period and to give it a clear definition. 

In order to achieve this goal, the research involves three large categories of 
historical sources. The first category is represented by written sources providing 
information on historical events.

3
 Supplementary facts are extracted from medieval 

sources referenced by Western European
4
 and Russian

5
 paleographers. The second 

category is represented by cartographic sources. It includes data from compass 
maps – portolans of the 13

th 
– 15

th
 centuries, terrain maps and general plans of the 

Black Sea towns of the second half of the 18
th
 century reflecting the medieval 

realia
6
. The third category is archaeological materials obtained by archaeological 

excavations, which provide specific information on the localization, size and 
material complex of urban settlements. The results of the archaeological studies of 
the “Сaffa” expedition, led by the author of this article, are used in the work.

7
 A 

comparison of data from the entire complex of these sources will make it possible 
to achieve the main objective of the article. 

MAIN SECTION 

Venice was an Italian maritime republic which received wide access to the 
Black Sea basin as early as 1204, following the results of the Fourth Crusade.

8
 

After the restoration of the Byzantine Empire in the second half of the 1260s, the 
Republic of St. Mark managed to confirm its right to a free trade in the Black Sea.

9
 

                                                      
1 КARPOV 2001: 24. 
2 BOCHAROV 2016: 264. 
3 DIPLOMATARIUM 1880; DIPLOMATARIUM 1899. 
4 BALARD 1978; BASSO 1991; MARTIN 1993; NYSTAZOPOULOU PELEKIDIS 1970; 

THIRIET 1959; THIRIET 1981. 
5 КARPOV 1994; КARPOV 2000; КARPOV 2001. 
6 FOMENKO 2007; VOLKOV 1992: 83-94. 
7 BOCHAROV 2015b; BOCHAROV 2015c; BOCHAROV 2017a. 
8 NYSTAZOPOULOU PELEKIDIS 1970: 26-27. 
9 NYSTAZOPOULOU PELEKIDIS 1970: 24-25. 
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The first attempt to organize a stationary trading settlement in the Northern Black 
Sea Region dates back to the last third of the 13

th
 century and is associated with the 

old Byzantine center in the Eastern Crimea – the city of Sugdeya (Soldaia in Italian 
and Sudak in the Turkic language).

10
 According to written sources, after 1288 the 

city was the residence of the Venetian consul.
11

 The territory of the Venetian 
quarter within the city is currently archaeologically undefined. Thus, the first 
trading outpost on the Crimean peninsula that the Venetians managed to establish 
was in this city, which was under the rule of the Mongol Khans at the time. 
However, in the first decade of the 14

th
 century, during a conflict with the Golden 

Horde, the Venetians had to leave Soldaia.
12

 

The strong point of the Venetian presence in the region and the most 

renowned urban center was Tana – part of the large Golden Horde town of Azaq on 

the Azov Sea (Pl. I.1).
13

 The first Venetian trade settlement appeared in this area in 

the second half of the 1260s: the name Tana was originally mentioned in Latin 

documents in 1269 and 1271.
14

 At that time the Venetian settlement did not have a 

ruler delegated by the Republic and confirmed by the local administration of the 

Horde – the consulate.
15

 The first attempt to establish a consulate dates back to 

1292 and is associated with the name of the Golden Horde governor Nogai, the 

ruler of the westernmost Ulus of the Golden Horde. That was the year of the Great 

Council of Venice’s decision to send an embassy to the Nogai – the actual governor 

of the Horde State. And, if the mission had been successful, the ambassador would 

have served as Nogai’s consul for three years.
16

 The exact place of establishment of 

the consulate is not specified in this document. There are two possible locations: 

either Tana,
17

 or the Nogai’s capital on the Danube – Isakcha-Vichina. Judging by 

the absence of any further evidence, this attempt to establish a consulate on the 

Golden Horde land by the Venetians was not crowned with success. 

Further events of the appearance and recognition of the Venetian trading post 

under the consul in Tana have been reconstructed in a special study by Sergei 

Karpov, where the formerly accepted date of receipt of the consulate in 1332-

1333
18

 was shifted to an earlier period between 1317 and 1325.
19

 The researcher 

established that the first line of galleys – a caravan of merchant ships from Venice 

to Tana – dates back to 1322
20

 and the Venetian consul of Tana
21

 was mentioned 

                                                      
10 THIRIET 198: 80. 
11 КARPOV 1997: 14.  
12 NYSTAZOPOULOU PELEKIDIS 1970:18-20. 
13 MASLOVSKIY 2015: 394. 
14 КARPOV 1997: 14. 
15 КARPOV 1997: 18. 
16 КARPOV 1997: 15-16. 
17 КARPOV 1997: 16. 
18 SKRZINSKAYA 1971: 32; MARTIN 1987: 375. 
19 КARPOV 1997: 15. 
20 KOVALEVSKIY 1905: 115. 
21 КARPOV 1997: 15. 
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for the first time in documents as early as in January 1326. In previous historical 

tradition, the starting date for the appearance of consular administration in Tana 

was the treaty of 1332 between the Republic of St. Mark and the Khan of the 

Golden Horde Uzbek, which granted this factory the right of extraterritoriality, as 

well as a number of privileges.
22

 In a later period, in February 1333 the Senate of 

Venice established the standards of government in Tana
23

 and decided to 

strengthen the settlement with a wooden palisade and a defensive rampart.
24

 The 

initial construction of defensive ramparts with a wooden palisade, followed by the 

erection of stone fortresses was a standard practice of the Romans in the Northern 

Black Sea region. Similar activities were characteristic of the Genoese in Caffa, 

Soldaia and Cembalo.
25

 
The Venetians lost Tana twice in the mid–14

th
 century, but regained their 

factory every time. The first incident occurred in September 1343. The Venetians 
left the city following an armed clash involving several people, which resulted in a 
robbery and massacre of the Italians by the Tatars. They were only able to return 
and restore their urban settlement after receiving a permission, or Jarlig, from Khan 
Dzhanibek on December 26, 1347.

26
 The second three-year prohibition for the 

Venetians to settle in Tana was imposed as a result of the third Venetian-Genoese 
war (1350-1355), in accordance with the terms of the Milan Peace Treaty of June 
1, 1355, which marked the end of this war.

27
 The Republic of St. Mark began to 

restore its trading post in Tana again in 1358, and received a Jarlig for this from the 
new Khan Berdibek.

28
 In the last third of the 14

th
 century the business of the 

trading post was successful. Thus, the Venetians tried to increase the size of their 
territory in Tana by means of buying plots with burnt houses in the Genoese 
quarter. But this became impossible due to a sharply negative reaction of the 
Genoese officials.

29
 The period until end of the 14

th
 century and most part of the 

15
th
 century in Tana is associated with a series of destructions and restorations of 

the trading post. The Venetian city suffered greatly from the invasion of Timur in 
1395.

30
 The next conflict with the Horde, during which the siege of Tana began, 

ended with the payment of tribute in 1428.
31

 Аs a result of the attack of the Tatars 
in 1456, when the Venetian consul and the vice-consul were killed, the settlement 
was not able to avoid significant devastation.

32
 Nevertheless, the Venetian Tana 

continued to exist, and even before the Ottoman invasion in 1475 its inhabitants 

                                                      
22 DIPLOMATARIUM 1880: 249; КARPOV 1997: 17. 
23 КARPOV 1997: 18. 
24 КARPOV 1997: 19. 
25 BOCHAROV 1998: 85; BOCHAROV, MASLOVSKIY 2015: 38; BOCHAROV 2017b: 110. 
26 КARPOV 2015: 10, 37.  
27 SKRZINSKAYA 1971: 34, 35. 
28 SKRZINSKAYA 1971: 36. 
29 KOVALEVSKIY 1905: 134. 
30 KOVALEVSKIY 1905: 143. 
31 KOVALEVSKIY 1905: 163. 
32 KOVALEVSKIY 1905: 172. 



ARCHAEOLOGY OF VENETIAN GAZARIA 13
TH  

– 15
TH

 CENTURIES 

 

443 

informed Venice of their loyalty to the Republic and requested armament and 
finances in order to defend the city.

33
 

The plot of land in Azaq given to the Venetians in 1347 by a Jarlig of Khan 
Dzhanibek, was 70 by 100 passes, which amounted to 3.84 hectares according to 

calculations by Sergei Karpov.
34

 On the basis of many years of archaeological 

research and observations of Azaq stratigraphy, it became possible to clearly 
distinguish the territory of 220 by 300 meters occupied by the Venetian and 

Genoese Tana (Pl. I.2) from the general territory of the Golden Horde city.
35

 The 
Italian settlement occupied an area of approximately 6.6 hectares. Supplementing 

archaeological data with cartographic material of the late 17
th
 – 18

th
 centuries, Igor 

Volkov localized the stone fortifications of the Ottoman Azaq, the eastern part of 

which – the Frank-Isar – was built, in his opinion, by Venetians in the 15
th
 century 

(Pl. II.1).
36 

The fortress of Venetian Tana has a quadrangular plan with an almost 

rectangular shape, asymmetrically sloping from two sides in the eastern and 
western directions, extending from the lowland to the high slope portion of the Don 

riverbank. To the northeast and southeast, on the outwardly projecting corners, the 
fortress is reinforced by large towers. The length of the eastern sloping section of 

the fortress walls is 145 m, the northern section, which is located on a hill – 171 m, 
the southern section facing the river – 115 m, and the western slope – 201 m. Thus, 

the area of the protected urban territory was 2.6 hectares.
37

 Either the area of the 
trading post was reduced from 3.84 to 2.6 hectares in the period from 1347 to the 

1420s, or the fortifications did not cover the entire area assigned to the Venetians. 
Then the area of the unfortified suburbs was 1.24 hectares. The figure of 2.6 

hectares is close to the size of the area of the fortified territory of small towns 

owned by the Genoese in the Crimea. Similar figures were obtained for Vosporo – 
3.52 hectares, and Cembalo – 3.36 hectares.

38
 

Apparently, this particular fortified area of the Venetian fortress of Tana is 
illustrated in the book written in 1699 by Johann Georg Korb, secretary of the 

embassy of the Austrian Emperor Leopold I to Peter the Great, as part of the stone 
structures of the Turkish fortress of Azov (Pl. II.2).

39
 

The appearance of Venetian Tana in the Azov Sea region did not imply that 
the Republic of St. Mark stopped the attempts to establish trade points on the 

Crimean Peninsula. After the loss of a district in Soldaia in 1347, the Venetian 
government addressed Khan Dzhanibek, who was the ruler of the Golden Horde at 

the time, with a request to provide a land plot for the establishment of a trading 
settlement in the city of Vosporo (Bosporus in Byzantine, and Kerch in the Turkic 
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language).
40

 Judging by the lack of further material and written evidence, Khan 

Dzhanibek probably did not give permission to the Venetians to establish a consulate 
on the shore of the Kerch Strait, as Nogai previously did in the case of Tana. 

The third attempt to gain a foothold in the Crimea, was undertaken by Venice 

in the mid-1350s and early 1380s. It became the most significant campaign in 

terms of territorial coverage and long-term chronology. 

After a temporary loss of Tana by the Venetians (from 1355 to 1358) the 

Republic of St. Mark decided to transfer the center of trading activity from the 

delta of the Don River to the Eastern Crimea. The chronological sequence of 

events, which is grounded on written sources, is as follows. In the spring of 1356, a 

permit for a new trade settlement in the bay of Provato was received from Khan 

Dzhanibek. The bay is located in the Eastern Crimea, 10 km west of the Genoese 

Caffa (Pl. III.1,2). In the absence of a port in the Azov Sea, Provato became the 

ending point of the Venetian trade navigation. Caravans of Venetian ships – galleys 

– in 1356, 1357 years made long-term stops in the bays for 9-10 days.
41

 In 1358 the 

new Khan of the Golden Horde, Berdibek, not only confirmed the right of the 

Venetian Republic to own the port of Provato, but additionally permitted the use of 

the harbors of Soldaia and Caliera.
42

 Thus, the Venetians significantly expanded 

their presence in the Crimea in the middle of the 14
th
 century. 

Cartographic sources did not allow for an exact localization of this port on 

the coast of the Eastern Crimea. For this purpose, scientists of the “Caffa” 

archaeological expedition headed by the author of this paper conducted a 

continuous archaeological study of the coast in the early 2000. Out of 39 trenches, 

the cultural layers of the 14
th
 century were only traced at Excavation No. 3 in the 

eastern part of the Dvuhyakornaya (Two Anchors) Bay.
43

 This place is located 10 

km west of the Genoese Caffa and corresponds to the localization based on written 

and cartographic sources (Pl. III.1,2). The results of this research demonstrated that 

the Venetian Republic did not establish a stationary settlement in Provato and used 

the bay as a seasonal anchorage. At due dates the anchorage served as a meeting 

point for land caravans, which travelled with goods from Solkhat, and the arriving 

Venetian galleys. Trading was conducted for 10 days, after which the Horde 

merchants returned to the continental areas, and the Venetian vessels took the 

opposite course to Venice. Even if the plans of the Republic of St. Mark were to 

establish a permanent trading settlement in Provato, they were not destined to come 

true. As early as 1365 the Genoese Republic seized these lands, relying on its main 

outpost in Caffa, and, after a prolonged confrontation with the rulers of the 

Crimean Ulus of the Golden Horde, it finally gained firm control over the lands by 
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1387.
44

 After this incident in Provato, the Venetian Republic no longer attempted 

to establish a trading post on the Crimean coast.
45

 

Nevertheless, the sea caravans of Venetian ships, with their final destination 
in Tana, continued to make short 1-3 day stops to replenish water supplies and 

provisions at certain points of the Crimean Coast – in Caffa, Kherson (Chersonese) 
and the place known by the name of Cape St. John.

46
 Whereas the location of Caffa 

(Pl. III.1) in the Eastern Crimea and the old Byzantine center of Kherson 
(Chersonese) (Pl. III.1) in the South-Western Crimea is known, the location of the 

anchorage at the Cape of St. John has not been determined. 

As a result of archaeological investigations of the “Caffa” expedition 
conducted at the turn of the 21

st
 century, evidence of this anchorage was discovered 

at Tihaya Bay on the coast of the Kuchuk-Janishar valley. A small settlement with 
an area of approximately 40 x 100 m was located near the coastline of the sea, with 

the depth of its cultural layers ranging from 0.32 to 0.56 m.
47

 Merchant vessels 
sailing to Tana and back could replenish water and food supplies at the settlement. 

According to written sources, it is known that the vessels made brief stops near 
Cape St. John in 1396, 1397, 1399 and 1433.

48
 

To summarize the aforesaid, it should be noted that, at the end of the 13
th 

and 
beginning 14

th
 century period, the Republic of St. Mark – while holding Tana as 

the main strong point in the delta of the Don River – attempted to organize trading 
posts on the Crimean Peninsula, by using not only old Byzantine centers such as 

Sugdeya and Bosporus, but also previously unsettled bays such as Provato. These 
attempts were unsuccessful. By the end of the 15

th
 century the presence of the 

Venetians in the Crimea was only limited by the short stops of commercial vessel 
caravans, sailing from Venice to Tana and back. They could not stay at Kherson, 

Caffa or Cape St. John (Pl. III.1) for more than 1-3 days. 

In 1475 the whole epoch of the independent Venetian and, in a broader sense, 
West European presence in the Northern Black Sea Region came to an end.

49
 The 

army and navy of the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II under the leadership of the great 
vizier Gedik Ahmed Pasha with the support of the Crimean Tatars, seized Tana and 

Caffa, as well as all Genoese and Venetian settlements in these territories,
50

 which 
became a local province of the Ottoman Empire.

51
 

Having briefly outlined the historical situation associated with the presence 
of the Venetians in the Northern Black Sea Region, let us turn to the main topic of 

this work. How can one generally refer to the section of archaeological science, 
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which explores the Venetian settlements in this region? Let us try to answer this 

question by using scientific terminology from a wide range of modern historical 
literature on medieval times. If we turn to the Western vector of research, the study 

of the Venetian presence in the Northern Black Sea Region is a small part of 
Byzantine studies. A view “from the East” will put this issue within the framework 

of the Golden Horde research.
52

 However, there is not a single term today that 
would refer to the entire spectrum of research related to the material remains of the 

Venetian presence in the Northern Black Sea Coast within the framework of 
historical science. We have at our disposal a common definition of the significant 

historical phenomenon of Romania as a combination of the possessions of Western 

European feudal lords, as well as the Italian maritime republics of Genoa and 
Venice, in the territory of the Byzantine Empire.

53
  

Today, Western European studies primarily distinguish a separate area of 

historical science associated with the study of Venetian Romania
54

 as an object for 

researching the entire complex of historical evidence related to the presence of 

citizens and settlements of St. Mark’s Republic on lands in possession of the 

Byzantine Empire. As part of the study of territories in the Byzantine Empire that 

were in possession of the main commercial competitor of Venice – the Genoese 

Republic, referred to as Genoese Romania– Michel Balard classifies their 

settlements on the Northern Black Sea Coast in a separate group referred to as 

Genoese Gazaria.
55

 Following this logic, it would be correct to introduce such term 

as Venetian Gazaria into archaeological and historical studies, whereby the 

medieval toponym “Gazaria” would denote the State of the Golden Horde. 

CONCLUSION 

The concept of a Venetian Gazaria should be regarded as the entire set of 

written and material evidence of the Venetian presence in the territory of the 

Golden Horde and especially of Venice’s trade settlements in the Northern Black 

Sea Region. Thus, in accordance with the decision of the Senate of the Republic of 

St. Mark in 1333, Tana’s consul was not merely head of the city, but also main 

representative of the Venetian state in the entire territory of the Golden Horde.
56

 In 

that respect, it should be emphasized that the Venetian Gazaria is a small portion of 

the general system of Venetian possessions in the Byzantine Empire – Venetian 

Romania –, but it has one significant difference. This difference lies in the fact that 

the Venetian settlements are not based on the lands belonging to the Byzantine 
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Empire, but on the lands of the Golden Horde and on the conditions that the Khans-

rulers of the Golden Horde State put forward. 
Due to the fact that in the medieval land ownership issues constituted the 

basis of public relations, the Venetian presence on the Northern Black Sea Coast 
cannot fully correspond to the term of Venetian Romania. The appearance of a 

Venetian Gazaria can be regarded as an integral part of the process of promoting 
Venetian merchants to the Eastern Mediterranean; but in terms of land possession, 

the Venetians are located in the territory of the Golden Horde, not Byzantium. This 
is perceived as the main difference of the broader concept of Venetian Romania as 

opposed to the more local nature of Venetian Gazaria. 
Geographically, this is the territory of the Northern Black Sea Coast from the 

mouth of the Danube to the Gelendzhik Bay, including the coast of the Crimea, as 
well as the entire coast of the Azov Sea with nearby territories, that is, the entire 

coastline belonging to the Golden Horde. In the literal sense, this territory had no 
clear state borders (Pl. I.1); these are the coastal zones under the rule of the Khans 

of the Golden Horde – and, after the mid-15
th
 century, under the rule of their 

political successors –, where the Venetian trading settlements were incorporated. 

The subject of the archaeological research of Venetian Gazaria can be the whole 

complex of the material evidence of Venetian presence in the outlined territory – 
cultural layers of cities, villages, necropolises, anchorages and other monuments 

within the chronological framework of the 13
th
 – 15

th
 centuries. 
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Pl. I. 1. Map of the part of the Northern Black Sea Coast with the cities, villages and harbors of the 

Venetian Gazaria in the 13th – 15th centuries, mentioned in the text of the paper (author Sergei 

Bocharov); 2. The plan of the location of the Venetian and Genoese Tana relative to the territory of the 

    Golden Horde city of Azak. (author Sergei Bocharov according to MASLOVSKIY 2016: Fig. 2). 
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Pl. II. 1. Binding to the terrain of the stone walls of the fortress of the Ottoman Azak. 1. the fortifications of 
the Venetian Tana (author Sergei Bocharov according to VOLKOV 1992: Fig. 3); 2. The plan of the 
siege of Azov in 1696 from the diary of I. G. Korba (1698), which shows the stone walls of the 
Ottoman fortress Azak, including the fortifications of the Venetian Tana (according to AVAKOV,  
                                             GUSACH, DEDULKIN 2016: Fig. 2). 
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Pl. III. 1. Map of the Crimean Peninsula with the cities, villages and harbors of the Venetian Gazaria 
in the 13th – 15th centuries, mentioned in the text of the paper (author Sergei Bocharov); 2. Map of the 
coast of the South-Eastern Crimea. 1. Venetian anchorage Provato; 2. Armenian monastery of St. John 
the Baptist; 3. Venetian anchorage at the Cape St. John (settlement in the Tihaya Bay); 4. Spring 
                                                                  (author Sergei Bocharov). 
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