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I . Hypotheses and Methodologies 

Introduction 

1bis book takes a new look at Carolingian attempts to control the central 
Danubian basin and the scruggles that consequendy arose there between 
the Franks and other peoples, most prominendy Avars, Moravian Slavs, 
and Magyars. Although Carolingian efforts to organize this region have 
been studied by many talented scholars, the histoty of the basin during this 
era has been subject to misinterpretation because few have questioned pre­
vailing assumptions concerning the geographic location of ninth-cenrury 
Moravia, a polity often designated as "the Great Moravian Empire."l Most 
modern scholars believe that Moravian Slavs senIed in the northern Morava 
Valley (modern Moravia, a part of the current Czech Republic) . Since 
the publication of Imre Boba's southern Moravian hypothesis more than 
twentv years ago, however, the geographic assumptions supporting the 
traditional view can no longer be taken for granted.2 As we shall see, 
the emergence of ninth-century Moravia must have occurred several hun­
dred kilometers to the southeast, near the modern Serbian-Hungarian­
Romanian border, a geographic fact that (if true ) alters dramatically our 
understanding of the dynamiCS of the relationships that existed between the 

peoples of the region. 
It is necessary to insist on the possibility that the Moravians senIed in 

the southeastern portions of the central Danubian basin because many 
scholars have been unwilling to reread the scarce and laconic written 
sources ,vith open minds. The traditional location on Czech and / or Slovalc 
territory is viewed not as a possibility whose plaUSibility needs constant 
scrutiny, but as a proven fact, an immutable point of reference. Unless one 
admits that this dogma rests on arbitrary assumptions and tenuoUS argu­
mentation, no reinterpretation of the spotty and ambiguous evidence is 
possible. I suggest that the Carolingian sources, scrutinized thoroughly 
according to modern historical methodologies, offer considerable support 
for a southern location of Moravia. The organization of this Carolingian 



2 3 Chapter I 

frontier can be explained most cogently ifwe locate the origin of the realms 
of such Moravian rulers as Rastislav and Zwentibald somewhere near 
Belgrade, not in the vicinity of Brno or Olomouc. 

Above all this book reconstructs a frontier militar), organization that 
facilitated the movements ofmonarchs, margraves, and their armies. Since, 
in the Course of the ninth cenrury, numerous wars were waged by the 
Franks against the prinCipality of Moravia, careful scrutiny of the military 
infrastrucrure that supported campaigns against the realms of Moravian 
leaders reveals much about the comprehensive plans that Carolingian kings 
had for the central Danubian basin, for they organized there a system of 
logistics capable of supporting armies operating in a distant region, far 
from tl,e Frankish heartland in the Rhine, Main, and Meuse watersheds. A 
srudy of Frankish operations against the Moravians and the logistics in­
volved in these expeditions leads to the conclusion that their efforts to 
organize the middle Danube were more far reaching than could be pre­
sumed on the basis of northern Moravian assumptions. 

The Central Danubian Basin 

The central Danubian basin became the southeastern frontier of Charle­
magne's sprawling empire in 791. The region consists of flat and rolling 
country between the highlands of the eastern Alps, the Carpathians, and the 
Balkans, encompassing today all of Slovakia and Hungary, as wclJ as parts 
ofAustria, the Czech Republic, Croatia, Romania, Serbia, and Slovenia. In 
the ninth cenrury control over this region was contested. The basin has 
practically always been an open frontier, a "frontier" in the North American 
sense of that tenn, an ecological and cultural transition wne between the 
worlds of settled agriculturalists and nomads from the Eurasian steppe, 
between Indo-European and inner-Asian speakers, between Eastern and 
Western branches of Christianity, and between Christianity, JUdaism, and 
Islam.' The frontier concept is useful for the Carolingian era because 
( I) distinct ecological zones supported sharply contrasting economic and 
military activities between the Franks and peoples with whom they came 
into contact, (2) Franks, Moravians, and Magyars cacll colonized portions 
of the region - a salient feature of frontier SOCieties, and (3) "frontier" 
implies a zone of interaction between indigenous and intruding cultures, 
some haVing centers situated well beyond the region - a condition also 
present in this casco 
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This interaction consisted of struggles (primarily, but by no means 
eXclusively, military ones) for control owr or influence in the basin. In 
the ninth cenrury the most immediate participants in these contests were 
Franks, Moravians, and Magyars; but tllis tug-of-war also involved, from 
time to time and in varying degrees, sucb neighboring centers of power and 
influence as the Bulgarian khanate, the Byzantine Empire, and the Roman 
papacy. Magyars evenrually emerged the victors when, in the early tenth 
cenrury, they succeeded in defeating first the Moravians, then the Franks, 
and, subsequently, they achieved hegemony over the entire basin, whence 
they launched raids that terrorized Europe for roughly fifry years. Their 
\;O:or), in 907 ended Frankish attempts, begun by Charlemagne with hls 
first Avar canlpaign in 791, to organize the middle Danube. Yet, in spite of 
their ultimate failure, Carolingian efforts to control this region were impor­
rant because they represent the first systematic effort since the late sixth 
cenrury to wrest tlle central Danubian basin from the domination of inner­
Asian nomads, to secure a dangerous frontier that had been lefr unguarded 
for cenruries, to convert the peoples residing there to Christianity, and to 
reestablish a terrestrial link between the Latin West and the Byzantine East. 

Physically the basin is dominated by the Danube river system and its 
surrounding mountains. In addition to the Danube, the Drava and the Sava 
flow from the eastern Alps, the Tisza from the Carpathians, and the Drina 
and southern (Serbian) Morava from the Balkans. These rivers, natural 
arteries for the movement of men, goods, and ideas into the region from 
several directions, all join the Danube less than 150 kilometers from Bel­
grade, the capital of modern Serbia. The confluences of these rivers with the 
Danube form what I shall call the watergate of the basin. 

From east to west the basin may be subdivided as follows: ( I ) Transyl­
vania, a mountainous region of modern Romania consisting of the western 
slopes of the Carpathians; ( 2) Great Alfold, an open plain extending 
westward from Transylvania ro the Danube; (3) Transdanubia, the roiling 
and hilly country of western Hungary, including parts of modern Slovakia, 
Croatia, and Slovenia, as defined by the Danube, Drava, and Sava water­
sheds. Of these regions, only the Great Alfold may be regarded as a part of 
the greater Eurasian steppe, a suitable habitat for nomads who periodically 
threatened the agrarian-based civili2ations of the Mediterranean, the ira­
nian plateau, the Indian subcontinent, and northern China. Although 
Transdanubia contains a smaller plain, the Little Alfold, stretching eastward 
from Neusiedler Lake (Lake Ferto) to the Raba River, the larrer is insuffi 
cient to support a viable nomadic culture. Transdanubia with its moderate 




