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Byzantine, Khazarian, Holy See, and Black Nobility: Power and Illicit 
Networks, 700–1500 AD
Between 700 and 1500 AD, the Byzantine Empire, Khazarian Empire, Holy See, and Italian 
aristocratic families known as the Black Nobility wielded significant influence across Europe 
and the Eurasian steppe. While organized crime in the modern sense, akin to mafia 
structures, did not exist, their political and economic practices—marked by patronage, 
corruption, and illicit trade—bore striking similarities to mafia dynamics. This article 
explores these entities’ roles in shaping power structures, black markets, and political 
intrigue during the medieval period, focusing on their methods and historical context.

The Byzantine Empire: Intrigue and Economic Control
The Byzantine Empire (395–1453 AD), centered in Constantinople, was the eastern 
remnant of the Roman Empire, renowned for its Christian Orthodoxy and dominance over 
Mediterranean trade routes, including the Silk Road. Its complex bureaucracy and vast 
wealth fostered both legitimate and illicit networks.

Patronage and Corruption: Byzantine elites, including senators and court officials 
like the sakellarios (treasurer), operated patronage systems that controlled access to 
imperial favor and resources. These networks, centered in the sacrum consistorium 
(imperial council), often engaged in bribery and favoritism, resembling modern mafia 
influence peddling. Landed nobles, enriched by pronoia grants, amassed wealth at 
the expense of peasants, undermining the empire’s military and economic stability.
Illicit Trade: Constantinople’s role as a trade hub enabled smuggling of high-value 
goods like silk, spices, and religious relics. The Iconoclastic Controversy (726–843 
AD) spurred a black market in banned icons, as iconophiles smuggled sacred art to 
preserve it. Piracy thrived in the Mediterranean, especially as Byzantine naval power 
waned, with Venice and Genoa exploiting weaknesses by the 11th century.
Political Machinations: Emperors like Justinian II (r. 685–695, 705–711) used 
alliances and betrayals to maintain power, often through bribes or assassination 
plots. The Fourth Crusade (1204), manipulated by Venetian interests, saw the 
sacking of Constantinople, fragmenting Byzantine authority and enabling noble 
factions to vie for control, much like rival crime families.

The Khazarian Empire: Steppe Power and Trade Networks
The Khazarian Empire (c. 650–1016 AD), a Turkic confederation in the Eurasian steppe, 
controlled vital trade routes connecting Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Its strategic 
position and rumored Jewish conversion shaped its unique role.

Tribute and Trade: The Khazars extracted tribute from Slavic and Rus’ merchants 
passing through their capital, Atil, a hub for silver, furs, and slaves. This system, akin 
to a protection racket, enriched Khazar elites while fostering illicit trade, as 
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smuggling likely accompanied their lax oversight of commerce.
Jewish Conversion: Between 740 and 920 AD, Khazar royalty and nobility reportedly 
adopted Judaism, possibly to maintain neutrality between Christian Byzantium and 
the Muslim Abbasid Caliphate. While archaeological evidence supports some Jewish 
practice, scholars like Moshe Gil question the extent of this conversion. Claims that 
Khazars formed the basis of Ashkenazi Jewry are largely discredited, often tied to 
antisemitic narratives.
Political Intrigue: Khazar alliances with Byzantium, such as Justinian II’s marriage to 
a Khazar princess (Theodora), involved complex diplomacy and betrayal. Byzantine 
bribes to Khazar leaders to kill Justinian II highlight mafia-like dynamics of loyalty 
and treachery. The empire’s collapse after Rus’ and Oghuz campaigns (965 AD) 
scattered its people, leaving no direct legacy in modern organized crime.

The Holy See: Spiritual Authority and Political Power
The Holy See, the papacy’s governing body in Rome, evolved from a spiritual to a major 
political force, especially after the 1054 schism split Christianity into Catholic and Orthodox 
branches. Its influence over Western Europe often involved contentious practices.

Patronage and Corruption: Popes like Gregory VII (r. 1073–1085) asserted papal 
supremacy, clashing with Holy Roman Emperors over bishop appointments, creating 
power struggles reminiscent of turf wars. By the 15th century, the sale of 
indulgences and church offices funded lavish projects like St. Peter’s Basilica, 
resembling extortion schemes. These practices enriched the papacy and its allies but 
fueled resentment, foreshadowing the Reformation.
Illicit Markets: The Church’s ban on usury pushed Jewish communities into money-
lending, creating a niche for quasi-legal finance. The relic trade, often fraudulent, 
thrived as pilgrims sought holy artifacts, with the Church tolerating it for revenue. 
This mirrors modern black market dynamics, where profit overrides morality.
Crusades and Conflict: The Crusades (1095–1291), launched by the Holy See, aimed 
to reclaim the Holy Land but also enriched Italian cities like Venice through looted 
wealth. The Fourth Crusade’s diversion to sack Constantinople (1204), driven by 
Venetian greed, exemplifies the papacy’s entanglement in geopolitical schemes, with 
noble allies acting as enforcers.

The Black Nobility: Italian Aristocracy and Power Plays
The Black Nobility, a term later applied to Italian aristocratic families like the Orsini, 
Colonna, and Medici, refers to elites who wielded influence through wealth, land, and papal 
connections. Their role in medieval Italy prefigures modern mafia dynamics.

Power and Rivalries: By the 12th century, families like the Colonna and Orsini 
controlled Rome’s politics, securing wealth through church offices and land grants. 
Their feuds, marked by assassinations and betrayals, resembled mafia turf wars. The 
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Medici, emerging in the 15th century, leveraged banking to dominate Florence and 
influence papal elections.
Economic Control: These families monopolized Rome’s grain supply and early 
banking, extracting wealth from peasants and merchants in ways akin to modern 
racketeering. Their alliances with the papacy ensured impunity, though rivalries often 
led to violence.
Myth vs. Reality: Modern conspiracy theories portray the Black Nobility as a 
shadowy cabal controlling global affairs, sometimes linked to a “Khazarian Mafia.” No 
evidence supports such claims in this period. Their influence was regional, tied to 
Catholic power structures, and lacked the global reach attributed by later narratives.

Mafia-Like Dynamics Across Entities
While medieval societies lacked modern mafias, the Byzantine, Khazarian, Holy See, and 
Black Nobility exhibited mafia-like traits:

Patronage Networks: Byzantine officials, Khazar elites, and Italian nobles used 
loyalty-based systems to control resources, mirroring mafia hierarchies.
Illicit Trade: Smuggling (icons, relics, slaves) and tribute systems created black 
markets, driven by profit and lax enforcement.
Violence and Betrayal: Assassination plots (e.g., Justinian II, Colonna-Orsini feuds) 
and crusader plunder reflect the violent enforcement seen in modern organized 
crime.
Religious Facade: The Holy See and Byzantine Orthodoxy used spiritual authority to 
justify economic and political control, similar to how modern mafias exploit cultural 
symbols.

Conclusion
From 700 to 1500 AD, the Byzantine Empire, Khazarian Empire, Holy See, and Black Nobility 
shaped medieval power structures through patronage, illicit trade, and political intrigue, 
resembling mafia dynamics in their control of wealth and influence. Byzantium’s corrupt 
elites, Khazaria’s tribute system, the papacy’s indulgence trade, and Italian nobles’ rivalries 
laid foundations for economic and political manipulation. However, these entities operated 
within their historical contexts, with no direct link to modern organized crime. Conspiracy 
theories tying them to a persistent “Khazarian” or “Black Nobility” mafia lack evidence, 
reflecting modern biases rather than historical reality. Their legacy lies in the enduring 
tension between power, profit, and morality in shaping societies.


