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The Particulars of the Byzantine Administration in Taurica: 
Seals of the Stratores of Cherson

Nicholas Alekseienko

There is a large array of Byzantine lead seals originating from the ancient 
city of Cherson in the south-western Crimea. These finds provide valuable in-
formation on the city administration, its relations with state and church authori-
ties, trade partners and contacts with different regions of the Byzantine Empire. 
According to the seals, Cherson was a provincial centre with some particular 
features, including a port, a centre of trade and church activities. It was the most 
important Byzantine utpost in the northern Black Sea area. Among over 2,000 
seals from Cherson known so far, there are those of local administrators, digni-
taries and church figures from Constantinople, as well as representatives of dif-
ferent Byzantine provinces.1

More than 400 seals belonged to officials of Cherson from different periods, 
particularly to kyrs and archontes (eighth and ninth century), strategoi, ekproso-
pou, kommerkiarioi, protonotarioi, pateres poleos, ekdikoi, and proteuontes (ninth 
to eleventh century). Recent discoveries make this list preliminary in nature, as 
new positions, such as katepano (late eleventh or the turn of the twelfth century) 
are added to it.2 Additionally, these recent discoveries introduce two new seals, 
which are among the earliest discovered thus far. They were impressed by the 
same matrix. Belonged to hypatos Theodotos, the archon of Cherson, these are 
probably the earliest seals of local archon discovered thus far.3 The obverse of the 
first seal is of an early type with an invocative monogram asking for divine help, 
but still without traditional tetragrams TV-DW|LV-SW or TV-SV|DW-LV. The 
owner’s name is indicated in corners: YE-O|DO-TV, and dates from 700–750.4 

Byzantine and Rus’ Seals (Kyiv 2015)

1 See catalogues: Sokolova 1983; Alekseienko 2012a, with pp. 239–241 listing particular 
publications on specific groups of seals discovered in Cherson.

2 Alekseienko, Tsepkov 2012: 7–17.
3 Alekseienko 2012b: 5–11, fig. 1.1–2.
4 Šandrovskaja 1968: 244–253.
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There are two more seals of Theodotos, the archon of Cherson, of similar type,5 
though his rank is different: hypatos and imperial spatharokandidatos. Since the 
rank of spatharokandidatos was the highest possible for the archontes of Cherson 
(the overwhelming majority of them were imperial spatharioi),6 newly discovered 
seals might reflect the beginning of Theodotos’ career. 

It should be mentioned that these new finds show a specific spelling of the 
city name with chi instead of sigma in the second syllable: XERXONOS, prob-
ably because the carver of local origin was undereducated. Interchanged or dis-
placed letters also occur on seals of other officials of Cherson, including those 
of the local archon and strategos.7 Among the recent finds is a seal with the 
letters changed in the same way, that of archon and hypatos Zoilos, showing the 
final stage of the type with invocative monogram and tetragram TV-SV|DW-
LV from the very end of the eighth or the early ninth century.8 There are similar 
seals impressed by another pair of matrices, which contain the same error in its 
legend, and two more seals with correct spelling of the city name.9 The name of 
Zoilos perhaps appears on seals of a hypatos and kyr of Cherson.10 One might 
reasonably suppose that all these seals belonged to the same person who played 
an important role in Cherson and held different position during his career. The 
rare name of Zoilos appears on more seals of Cherson from the seventh to the 
ninth century,11 looking like it was popular among local nobility, inherited by a 
grandson from his grandfather. 

One more seal with the name of Zoilos seems to have been impressed by two 
reverse matrices of different persons (fig. 1). It is not a unique case in Cherson: 
a seal of archon and imperial spatharios Eustathios (late eighth or early ninth 

5 Alekseienko 2012a: 73, no. 1.1–2.
6 Alekseienko 2012a: 73–114.
7 Alekseienko 2012a: 75–76, no. 4 ; 127, no. 37.
8 Alekseienko 2012b: 5–11, fig. 1.3.
9 Alekseienko 2012a: 75–76, no. 4; 76, no. 5.1–2.
10 Alekseienko 2012a: 116–117, no. 25.1–2.
11 See: Alekseienko (forthcoming): nos. 3–7.

Fig. 1. Seal of Zoilos, hypatos and archon of Cherson – Sergios, imperial strator of Cherson 
(Iu. Tsepkov’s private collection, Sevastopol)
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century) has the invocative monogram, which was poorly impressed by the re-
striking of the seal, though the reverse legend indicates “Constantine, imperial 
spatharios.”12 

The obverse legend of the seal under publication is the same as of the seal of 
Zoilos with the word XERXONOS previously discussed. The only exception is 
the letters on the latter seal, which are more coarse and heavy. Diameter: 18 mm. 

On the reverse is a variant of five-line legend that never occurred in sigil-
lography of Cherson: 

+SERG..|BASIL8I|.STRA.|..VX9E|.....
+ Σεργ[ίῳ] βασιλι[κῷ] στρά[τωρ](ι) Χε[ρσόνος].

The word “imperial” is written in full form (without abbreviation marks), 
therefore the seal of Sergios dates to an early period, possibly before the seals 
of Zoilos. The rank shown as STRA[...]V should not be interpreted as stratelates 
or strategos, despite the number of letters matching the latter case and omega 
as probable dative ending. However, it is known that imperial strategos was not 
possible for Byzantine seals. A more probable, yet unexpected, solution seems 
to indicate that it could be interpreted as strator in a misspelled form, when the 
carver supposed dative ending and put a final omega for necessary iota. In the 
sigillography of Cherson, the rank of imperial strator occurs only once, as a title 
of local archon Constantine,13 whose seals date to the turn of the eighth or the 
early ninth century. The strator, as a position in the government of Cherson, ad-
dresses the question of specific features of local administration.

There are two more seals related to thematic stratores. The first shows a tra-
ditional invocative monogram on its obverse and a common legend with owner’s 
title on the reverse side (fig. 2). Diameter: ca. 20.5 mm. Impressed on a blank of 
smaller size, so the border steps out of the edge, it has a small hole in the centre. 
This stray find in Cherson remains unpublished and unparalleled. 

12 Alekseienko 2012a: 74–75, no. 3.1.
13 Alekseienko 2012a: 76–79, no. 6–7.

Fig. 2. Seal of Sergios, imperial strator of Cherson 
(V. Filippov’s private collection, Tyumen)
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Obverse. Cross-like invocative monogram (Laurent V) with a tetragram in its 
corners: TV-SV|DW-LV = Θεοτόκε βοήθει τῷ σῷ δούλῳ.

Reverse. Inscription of five lines:

.....|.ASILIKV|STRATO|.VXER|.9ONOS
[... β]ασιλικῷ στράτ(ω)[ρ](ι) Χερ[σ]όνος.

Unfortunately, the owner’s name is out of the blank, so only low ends of 
the letters survive, making a reliable reconstruction impossible. There might be 
Sergios, as on the seal discussed above, especially as both seals show very simi-
lar scripts. Particulars of the seal in question also indicate its early date, likely 
within the turn of the eighth or early ninth century.

Another seal (fig. 3) has its reverse legend almost the same as on the two lat-
ter seals, written in careless and sweeping letters, without abbreviation marks, 
with typically misspelled name of the city (XERXONOS). Surprisingly, its ob-
verse shows a six-pointed cross floriate with a circular inscription asking for 
divine help instead of the already known monogram. Diameter: 20 mm; blank 
thickness: ca. 3 mm. It is impressed on a blank of smaller size, so the border 
steps out of the edge on either side. The blank is a bit deformed. Metal is missing 
along the canal at one side. This was a stray find in Cherson and is currently both 
unpublished and unparalleled.

Fig. 3. Seal of Sergios, imperial strator of Cherson 
(Iu. Tsepkov’s private collection, Sevastopol)

Obverse. A six-pointed cross floriate on steps within a border of large pearls. 
The flowering branches reach the low bar of the cross. There are traces of a cir-
cular legend with an invocation, but only its final omega survives: ...V = [Kύριε 
βοήθει τῷ σῷ δούλ].

Reverse. Inscription of five (?) lines:

.....| 9BASIL.|..STRA|..RVXE|.XONO.
[...] βασιλ[ικῷ] στρά[τω]ρ(ι) Χε[ρ](σ)όνο[ς].
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The so-called “nimbate” cross is well known on other seals of Cherson. 
Werner Seibt has offered convincing arguments that seals with a similar cross 
date to 866–900.14 However, in the case in question, the cross contains two extra 
elements, flowering branches, from its base to the low crossbar. This type of 
patriarchal cross usually dates to 900–950.15 A very similar cross occurs on a 
seal of a strategos of Cherson dated to 900–950 by Irina Sokolova,16 although 
Professor Seibt suggests ca. 900.17 Nevertheless, an extraordinary position of 
imperial strator existed in the theme of Cherson for at least one hundred years.

The term strator appears on Byzantine seals to indicate the rank, and is al-
ways followed by the person’s position or information about the ministry he 
belonged to, for example on seals of Basil and Constantine, imperial stratores 
and archontes of Thessalonike (800–1000) from the Dumbarton Oaks.18 The 
position of protostrator (“first groom”), who managed imperial stables,19 was 
first recorded under Constantine V (741–775), though in the eleventh century it 
also occurred among supreme Byzantine offices.20 Although imperial stratores 
representing provincial administration did not appear earlier, P. Georgiev’s re-
cent paper published the tenth or eleventh century bronze matrices discovered 
in Bulgaria, which were used to produce wax seals of a board of stratores.21 
Therefore, the seals’ evidence on the position of imperial strator in Cherson still 
requires additional consideration and verification. 

The evidence of new seals from Cherson proves that despite a considerable 
number of sources already in existence, new discoveries sometimes provide un-
expected information, capable of solving old problems related to the shaping of 
local governmental structures. New discoveries also suggest new interpretations 
of previously known facts. The seals of stratores of Cherson from the ninth and 
tenth century underline the specificity of local administration and certainly in-
dicate the position of emperor’s groom among other officials of Cherson, who 
presumably provided the troops and different embassies to the Empire’s northern 
neighbours with horses and forage.

14 Seibt, Seibt 1995: 92.
15 Seibt 1978: 155–156, 184, 330–331, nos. 48, 70, 192; Sokolova 1983: 99.
16 Sokolova 1983: 155, no. 30; сf. Alekseienko 2012a: 145, no. 56.1–2.
17 Seibt, Seibt 1995: 92, n. 18.
18 DOseals 1: 56–57, nos. 18.12–13.
19 Siuziumov 1949: 26, 89.
20 Bury 1911: 117–118; Gulland 1967: 478–497; Oikonomidѐs 1972: 337–338.
21 Georgiev 2011: 189–206.
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Translation and Transliteration

This book discusses the seals reflecting one thousand years and belonging 
to different cultures, described by authors of different academic traditions, thus 
making the translation a complicated task. Our intention was consistency — al-
though it is hardly possible to be consistent across all of the cases and despite 
these conditions. We tried to follow the Chicago Style as the guideline. As for the 
transliteration (Romanization), historical names of persons and places are given 
in the forms provided by the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium whenever possible. 
For modern names and toponyms of Bulgarian, Greek, Moldavian, Russian, or 
Ukrainian origin we applied the transliteration style of the Library of Congress 
designed for appropriate languages, except for those having traditional spell-
ing or if we definitely know that the modern researcher prefers an alternative 
spelling of his / her name. Place names are transliterated according to Ukrainian 
system if they are located in modern Ukrainian territory, or Russian if they are 
in contemporary Russia, and so on. The names of administrative units are ac-
cording to English form of appropriate place name rather than to Slavonic adjec-
tive derived from it (i. e. Kyiv oblast’, not Kyivs’ka). Words that are absent in 
English are italicized.
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