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THE COLLAPSE OF THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

As a "Medieval Warm Period” prevailed in western Europe during the
tenth and eleventh centuries, the eastern Mediterranean region, from the
Nile to the Oxus, was suffering from a series of climatic disasters which
led to the decline of some of the most important civilizations and cultural
centres of the time. This provocative study argues that many well-
documented but apparently disparate events — such as recurrent drought
and famine in Egypt, mass migrations in the steppes of central Asia, and
the decline in population in urban centres such as Baghdad and
Constantinople — are connected and should be understood within the
broad context of climate change. Drawing on a wealth of textual and
archaeological evidence, Ronnie Ellenblum explores the impact of cli-
matic and ecological change across the eastern Mediterranean in this
period and offers a new perspective on why this was a turning point in
the history of the Islamic world.

RONNIE ELLENBLUM is professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem
and a life member of Clare Hall, University of Cambridge. He is the
author of the prize-winning Crusader Castles and Modern Histories
(Cambridge, 2007). His first book, Frankish Rural Settlement tn the Latin
Kingdom of Jerusalem (Cambridge, 1998), has become a standard work for
the study of Crusader geographies.
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PART ONE

The collapse of the eastern Mediterranean






CHAPTER ONE

Presenting the events

This study relates the story of a series of well-documented climatic
disasters that altered the face of the eastern Mediterranean in
the mid eleventh century, leading to the physical decline of some
of the most important civilizations and cultural centres of the time.
The change was manifested in an exceedingly long series of
droughts in the Nile Valley — no less than twenty-seven years
of insufficient summer rises of the Nile in 125 years — that spread
famine and pestilence throughout both Egypt and its neighbouring
countries, in widespread droughts that atfected the Levant and the
eastern Mediterranean coast, and in extremely severe and long
periods of freeze that affected the steppes of central Asia,
Khurasan, Iran, the Jazira and Armenia. The climatic disasters
began in AD 950, were very effective from the late 1020s onwards,
attained their most disastrous effects during the mid 1o50s, and were
abated during the early 1060s (in Iran and Iraq) and the early 1070s
(in Egypt and in Asia Minor).

The climatic disasters of 950—1072, however, were limited to the
eastern Mediterranean and are not recorded in the western
European or Iberian chronicles of the time. On the contrary, if
climate is mentioned at all in contemporaneous western or Iberian
chronicles, it is in the context of a period of comparative opulence
and continuous calm. An imaginary line can be drawn, from

Qayrawan in the southwest, through Rome and to the northern



4 Presenting the events

Balkans, to divide the regions that were affected by the climatic
disasters from those which were spared and enjoyed the benefits of
the mild climate of the ‘Medieval Warm Period’ or the ‘Medieval

Optimum’, which prevailed in the west.

A WAVE OF NOMADIZATION AND DISLOCATION

The famines and pestilences that followed in the wake of the
droughts and the cold spells led to the decimation of cities and
agricultural provinces throughout the region. The cold spells,
however, had additional widespread domino effects: they were
followed by enormous waves of dislocation and outbound emigra-
tion of pastoralists, who left their freeze-stricken summer pastures
and winter abodes, conveying violence to the neighbouring, equally
drought-stricken provinces in their search for warm places, pas-
tures, fodder and food. The lingering colds left the pastoralists with
no other choice but to migrate to warmer regions and to have
recourse to plunder for their own food. The domino effect was
telt by countries that lay outside the region of the cold spell no less —
very often much more — than it was by the countries in which the
cold spells and droughts were the most severe.

COLLAPSE OF BUREAUCRACIES

The climatic disasters were also accompanied by a collapse of
bureaucratic and political institutions, which were unable to with-
stand the sharp decline in the state income, followed by a parallel
increase in the expenditure of the state for defence against the
nomads and for the supply of food for the starved populations.
The economic crises led to the devaluation of currencies that

reached, in the case of Byzantium, 27 per cent of the value of the



Decline of urban culture 5

nomisma during the 1o50s, or to the failure of states to finance their
own armies and administrations. Unpaid soldiers and bureaucrats
rebelled against and toppled numerous dynasties, including the
ruling dynasties in Baghdad, Constantinople (both of them col-
lapsed in the same year, 1055—6), Cairo and elsewhere. All of these
collapses followed years of severe dearth that consumed the reserves
and left central government without adequate means even for the
needs of the ruling elites themselves.

THE CREATION OF NOMADIC STATEHOODS

The collapse of the well-established dynasties led, in several cases,
to the creation of ‘nomadic statehoods’ — administrations which
were created ad hoc by the victorious nomads, who found them-
selves in ruling positions. Such an entity is known to have existed in
the past, but rarely, if ever before, do we have a detailed description
of its creation and characteristics, as we have in the case of the
takeover by the nomads of Baghdad, one of the most important
cultural centres of the world at the time. The detailed accounts of
the ‘conquest’ of Baghdad by the nomads contain unrivalled
amounts of data concerning the development of such an entity.

THE DECLINE OF URBAN CULTURE

Some of the major cities and urban centres of the region, from
Nishapur to Fustat, from Baghdad to Qayrawan and from Ramla to
Ani were pillaged and conquered, partially destroyed and virtually
deserted. Even cities as big as Constantinople or Rome underwent
decline at the same time.

Smaller cities that had flourished uninterrupted since the Roman

period now experienced decline or abandonment. Extensive recent



