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The study of postal services and the long-distance transmission of news,
ideas, and people is an active area of research in adjacent fields, especially
early modern Europe.1 The study of such networks is typically linked to the
development of states and central authorities’ need for accurate and timely
information. Byzantium was no exception to this, and that it possessed a
postal system, the dromos, whose leader, the logothetes tou dromou, often
appeared at the highest levels of politics and diplomacy, is well known.
The Byzantine dromos has traditionally been considered as an intelligence
agency, or at a minimum closely connected to surveillance and foreign af-
fairs.2 This book by Jason Fossella takes a wider approach and studies
the dromos in its entirety, examining its history and its functioning.
Based on the author’s 2014 St Louis University (USA) PhD dissertation
but subsequently updated, Fossella’s book is divided into two long but
clearly organized chapters that parallel each other structurally. After a short
but effective introduction that compares states’ desires for controlling in-
formation flows across human history, Fossella launches into the study
of the cursus publicus. Fossella picks up the story in AD 518, which is
where Anne Kolb ended her study of the Roman post, and territory that
remained largely untouched by the more recent work ofLukas Lemcke.3
This chapter covers where the post operated, how the post operated, who
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ran the post, how it was paid for, and its place in diplomacy, espionage, and
the economy. The evidence is set forth cleanly, although whether everyone
will be convinced with the conclusions that are drawn is another matter.
The first chapter opens and closes with the claims made by Procopius in
the Secret History about how Justinian damaged the economy and reduced
the state’s intelligence functions by cutting back on the post. Fossella’s
aim here seems to be to prove Procopius and John Lydus right. Through
some back-of-the-napkin calculations (pp. 51–52) Fossella argues that
Justinian’s postal austerity programme ‘would have had catastrophic ef-
fects on local economies’ (p. 52). The use of ‘would’ here is indicative
of the strength of this conclusion, because Fossella offers no evidence
that it did. War and plague feature prominently in discussion of how the
vast empire of Justinian became the much-truncated one of Leo III, but cut-
backs in the postal budget are not part of that debate and this book presents
no convincing reason that the post has a key role in that story. As Fos-
sella outlined earlier (pp. 14–16), the wagon post service had already
been reduced some three-quarters of a century before Justinian, and Ly-
dus noted that this was not applied universally. Further discussion of this
point would have been appreciated: from the description of Procopius and
Lydus, it seems that at least part of the post the sixth century was funded
through cash purchases rather than in-kind requisitions of the sort known
elsewhere for both the cursus and dromos. Local landholders whose liveli-
hoods depended on supplying the post might have had their lives disrupted
when this system was curtailed, but it is difficult to see this as deleterious
to the entire economy of the late Roman East.
While Fossella’s conclusion that Justinian’s cuts to the post crashed the
rural economy cannot stand, the conclusions of its place in diplomacy and
espionage are on firmer ground. His argument that the post had a role in
moving embassies around is clear and sets the stage for what is to come
in the next chapter. The section on espionage is important and convincing,
though, andFossella argues that the post was not an intelligence agency.
While this idea is not strictly original, it is worth emphasizing, given how
much the activity of the dromos has been associated with spying in the
secondary scholarship.
The second chapter turns from the cursus publicus to the dromos. Fos-
sella argues that the cursus and the dromos were two separate entities on
the basis that the institution was already being wound down in the sixth
century, and then that there is no direct evidence for the existence of the
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dromos’ administration until the middle of the eighth century (p. 54). The
argument is that dromos was an entirely new service that had to be built
from the ground up. That Fossella chooses not to engage with the diffi-
culties surrounding this matter is disappointing. Somuch of the debate over
how Roman state organization became recognizably ‘middle Byzantine’ in
the seventh and eighth century ultimately boils down to state redistribu-
tion of goods, so the dismissal of one of the primary systems that moved
things around is problematic. An argument either for or against continuity
is difficult given the limited evidence, although one does wonder why, if
an entirely new postal system was being constructed, was the official put in
charge given the office of logothetes, otherwise associated with financial
matters? Here Fossella also pushes the line that the dromos only op-
erated the fast, or horse-based relay post (pp. 54–56). This argumentation
is based upon the lack of evidence for wheeled vehicle transport, particu-
larly in Asia Minor, but does this exclude the possibility of a slower post
using draft animals? The case has been made that the dromos was part of
the Byzantine state’s efforts to redistribute goods following the seventh-
century crises.4

Like in the previous chapter, Fossella wants to find out where the post
operated. He toys with using a least-cost paths model but ultimately adopts
two criteria: whether the route was under Byzantine control, and whether
there was a reason for the state to do so. This line of reasoning generally
works, andFossella plausibly traces the routes and roads that the dromos
might have operated on, acknowledging that prior to the eleventh century
there is little direct evidence. He concludes that in total by the eleventh-
century territorial peak this meant something like 6400–8000 km of postal
routes and 800–1000 stations. On the basis that the tenth-century Arab ge-
ographer Ibn Hawqal described the dromos inns and relays in a way that
very closely matches what we know about the cursus publicus, Fossella
opines that we should also accept Procopius’ figure of 40 horses per station
(pp. 73–74). This would mean some 32,000–40,000 post horses, a number
that seems out of proportion when the military treatises’ talk about horses
in the hundreds being mustered for campaigns. Fossella claims that such
800–1000 stations is within the capacity of the empire (p. 69) but later sug-
gests that the number of horses stationed at them was probably much lower
(pp. 73–75).

4. Archibald Dunn, The kommerkiarios, the apotheke, the dromos, the vardarios,
and the West. Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 17 (1993) pp. 3–24.

69



ByzRev 07.2025.009

After a discussion on the condition of middle Byzantine roads comes the
best part of this book, the study of the officials who ran the dromos. Fos-
sella has examined a large number of seals and has done good work with
prosopography. The prosopographical tables are useful and built on good
sigillographic publications, although the functions of the dromos officials
largely follow the interpretation of Dean A. Miller.5 This is unfortu-
nate but understandable since even Rodolphe Guilland was taken in
by this and it has yet to be challenged directly.6 Are the chartoularioi tou
dromou mainly responsible for warrants for use of the post (pp. 100–105),
asMiller suggested andGuilland andFossella followed? That may
well have been so, but Fossella’s own thorough prosopographical tables
note a good number of high titles associated with these individuals. Rather
than overseeing a provincial office staffed with a few scribes, perhaps these
chartoularioi were also administering estates that belonged to the dromos
and which helped to fund its activities? The possibly has been raised by
Christos Malatras.7

A few other minor quibbles remain. For example, the loss of lead mines in
the twelfth century is said to explain the decline in seals of the logothetes
tou dromou (pp. 81–82). However, while recycled metal was always an op-
tion, and a variety of fresh lead sources seem to have been available from
the eleventh century on, so changes in sealing habits is more likely.8 Fos-
sella builds his case on postal routes across the Anatolian plateau being
broadly similar to those in antiquity partially on the testimony of Harun ibn
Yahya (p. 65), yet Harun ibn Yahya was captured in Ascalon, taken by sea
to Attaleia, and then transported via the dromos to Nicaea in three days.9
One might also wish for a more full discussion of the dromos in the twelfth
century. Fossella presents difficult and intriguing evidence (pp. 131–

5. Dean A. Miller, The Logothete of the Drome in the Middle Byzantine Period.
Byzantion 36 (1966) pp. 438–470, at pp. 442–446.
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ministrative Structure. In: Olga Karagiourgou – Pantelis Charalampakis –
Christos Malatras (eds), Τακτικόν: Μελέτες για την προσωπογραφία και διοίκηση
των βυζαντινών θεμάτων. Athens 2022, pp. 277–401, at pp. 296, 305.

8. Olga Karagiorgou – Stephen Merkel – Marcin Wołoszyn, A Con-
tribution to the Technology and Sources of Lead in Byzantium: Lead Isotope Analysis of
Ten Byzantine Seals. Byzantinische Zeitschrift 114 (2021) pp. 1161–1204.

9. Translation in: Alexander Vasiliev, Harun-ibn-Yahya and His Description of
Constantinople. Seminarium Kondakovianum 5 (1932) pp. 149–164, at p. 154.
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138) but never really goes on to explain how the system functioned in the
empire of the Komnenoi.
Fossella has marshaled an impressive array of evidence, supplement-
ing the sparse but generally well-known textual references to the post with
seals, documentary evidence, and geography. At least to this reviewer’s
knowledge, the corpus is basically complete, save for a curious mention of
a servitium of the via in a document from eleventh-century Longobardia
and a few seals, only one of which, that of the logothetes Elpidios, might
have had any real impact on Fossella’s prosopography.10 Another im-
portant point that Fossella makes briefly is the place of the dromos in
regards to sea travel. For an empire bounded for much of the middle period
by the Adriatic, Aegean, Black, Mediterranean, and Ionian seas, maritime
communication was indispensable and features prominently in the source
material. Thus it is surprising that the best evidence that Fossella can
find for the dromos operating any sort of sea communication infrastructure
is that maybe they ran a ferry around Constantinople, and even that is un-
certain (pp. 79–80, 128). The absence of evidence over such a long period
sets the dromos almost entirely on land and is key to understanding its place
in the broader history of Byzantine communications.
Fossella ultimately convinces that the dromos was not an intelligence
agency. Instead, the association of the logothetes tou dromou with spying
is incidental, a side-effect of the rather more mundane task of operating the
state communication network. At times this book makes effective use of
challenging evidence, and it will be a departure point for studies of Byzan-
tine state communications for some time. The study of the officials who ran
the post is especially thorough and valuable, and sits nicely alongside other

10. Francesco Nitti di Vito (ed.), Codice diplomatico barese: la pergamene di S.
Nicola di Bari, vol. 4. Bari 1900, p. 44, lines 28–29; Maria Campagnolo-Pothitou
– Jean-Claude Cheynet, Sceaux de la collection Zacos au Musée d’art et d’histoire
de Genève. Milan 2016, pp. 77, 126, nos. 58, 104 ; Vujadin Ivanišević – Bojana
Krsmanović, New Byzantine Seals from Morava (Margum) and Braničevo. Starinar
68 (2018) pp. 111–124, nos. 1, 9; Krasimira Kostova – Pantelis Charalam-
pakis, The Seal of Elpidios, logothetes of the dromos, Found in Debeltos. In: Alek-
sandr Aibabin (ed.), Χερσώνος θέματα: Империя и Полис. ХIII Международный
Византийский семинар. Simferopol 2021, pp. 163–170; Kurt Regling, Byzantini-
sche Bleisiegel. In: Alexander Conze et al. (eds), Altertümer von Pergamon, vol. I/2:
Stadt und Landschaft. Berlin 1913, no. 15; Valeri Grigorov – Zhenya Zhekova,
Печат на Теоктист, патриций и логотет на дрома, открит в Плиска. Нумизматика,
сфрагистика и епиграфика 11 (2015) pp. 155–161. I owe this last reference to Pantelis
Charalampakis.

71



ByzRev 07.2025.009

recent work that combs through Byzantine officialdom.11 While questions
remain and some of this book needs to be used with caution, Fossella
has shed ample light on the operation of the Byzantine state post.
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