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A Short History Of Byzantium

The Enduring Legacy of the Eastern Roman Empire

For more than a thousand years, the Byzantine Empire stood as a bridge between the ancient and the
modern worlds. While the Western Roman Empire crumbled in the 5th century, its eastern counterpart
continued to thrive, preserving classical knowledge, Christian theology, and Roman law. The story of this
remarkable civilization is not merely a sequel to Rome; it  is a distinct and fascinating narrative of
resilience, faith, and cultural brilliance. A short history of Byzantium reveals a civilization that was, at its
core, Roman in its institutions, Greek in its culture, and Christian in its soul. From the glittering mosaics
of Ravenna to the mighty walls of Constantinople, the legacy of the Byzantines continues to shape our
world in ways both subtle and profound.

The Foundation of a New Rome

The seeds of the Byzantine Empire were sown by the Roman Emperor Constantine the Great. In 330 AD,
he dedicated a new capital city on the site of the ancient Greek settlement of Byzantium. This city, which
he named Nova Roma  (New Rome) but which was almost immediately called Constantinople, was
strategically located at the crossroads of Europe and Asia. It commanded the trade routes between the
Black Sea and the Mediterranean, and its natural harbors and defensible position made it an ideal seat of
power.

Constantine’s decision was not merely administrative. It was a profound statement about the future of
the  Roman  world.  The  old  capital,  Rome,  was  increasingly  difficult  to  defend  and  was  far  from  the
wealthy provinces of the East. The new city, however, was at the heart of the Empire’s economic and
military strength. Constantinople was built to impress. It boasted a vast forum, a grand imperial palace, a
hippodrome  for  chariot  races,  and  magnificent  churches,  most  notably  the  original  Hagia  Sophia.
Crucially, Constantine also embraced Christianity, ending persecution and laying the groundwork for the
Christian character of the Empire that would follow.

The Division of the Empire

The Roman Empire was formally divided into Eastern and Western halves after the death of Emperor
Theodosius I in 395 AD. While the West descended into a cycle of invasion, economic collapse, and
political fragmentation, the East remained relatively stable and prosperous. The last Western Roman
Emperor was deposed in 476 AD, a date often cited as the fall of the Roman Empire. For the Eastern
Romans, however, the Empire did not fall. They continued to call themselves Romanoi (Romans), and
their emperor was the sole legitimate successor to Augustus and Constantine. This identity was central
to Byzantine self-perception. The term "Byzantine" itself was a later invention of Western historians, used
to distinguish the medieval Greek-speaking empire from its ancient Latin-speaking predecessor.

The Golden Age of Justinian

One of the most defining eras in a short history of Byzantium is the reign of Emperor Justinian I (527-565
AD). Justinian was an ambitious and tireless ruler with a grand vision: to reconquer the lost western
provinces and restore the Roman Empire to its former glory. He was aided in this monumental task by his
brilliant and formidable wife, Empress Theodora, a former actress who became one of the most powerful
women in Roman history.

Military Reconquest

Justinian’s generals, most notably Belisarius and Narses, launched a series of remarkably successful
campaigns. They defeated the Vandals in North Africa, reclaimed the city of Rome from the Ostrogoths,
and eventually brought Italy, parts of Spain, and the Balkan provinces back under imperial control. These
victories  came  at  a  tremendous  cost,  both  financial  and  human.  The  wars  devastated  Italy  and
exhausted the Empire’s treasury,  leaving it  vulnerable to new threats on its  eastern and northern
frontiers. Nevertheless, for a brief moment, the Mediterranean was once again a Roman lake.

The Codification of Roman Law

Perhaps  Justinian’s  most  lasting  achievement  was  not  military  but  legal.  He  commissioned  a
comprehensive  codification  of  Roman  law,  known  as  the  Corpus  Juris  Civilis.  This  massive  work
collected, organized, and clarified centuries of imperial edicts and legal commentaries. It preserved the
core principles of Roman jurisprudence and became the foundation of legal systems throughout much of
continental Europe. Without the Corpus Juris Civilis, the legacy of Roman law would have been largely
lost to the West.

The Construction of Hagia Sophia

Justinian’s building program was equally ambitious, and its crowning glory was the construction of the
Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom) in Constantinople. Built in just under six years, this architectural marvel was
a revolution in design. Its massive central dome, seemingly suspended from heaven by a divine hand,
created  an  awe-inspiring  interior  space  flooded  with  light.  Upon  entering  his  completed  masterpiece,
Justinian is said to have exclaimed, "Solomon, I have outdone you!" For nearly a thousand years, Hagia
Sophia was the largest cathedral in the Christian world and remains a potent symbol of Byzantine art,
engineering, and spirituality.

A Period of Crisis and Transformation

The  century  after  Justinian  was  a  time  of  great  trial.  The  plague,  which  had  first  appeared  during  his
reign, continued to recur, devastating the population. The Empire faced relentless pressure on multiple
fronts: the Persian Empire to the east, Slavic and Avar tribes pouring into the Balkans, and later, the
sudden and explosive rise of Islam. The Arab conquests of the 7th century permanently stripped the



Empire of its richest provinces in Syria, Egypt, and North Africa.

The Empire was forced to transform itself. The old Roman administrative system gave way to a new
military-based structure known as the theme system. Provinces were reorganized into military districts
under the command of a general (strategos), who held both civil and military authority. This system
allowed the Empire to field a more mobile and effective army, drawing soldiers from the local population
who were granted land in exchange for military service. It was a period of extreme military crisis, but the
Byzantines proved remarkably resilient, beating back sieges of Constantinople by the Arabs in 674-678
and 717-718.

The Iconoclast Controversy

No discussion of a short history of Byzantium is complete without addressing the Iconoclast Controversy,
a bitter internal conflict that raged for over a century. The debate was over the use of religious images,
or  icons.  Were  they  holy  objects  worthy  of  veneration,  or  were  they  idols  forbidden  by  the  Ten
Commandments?

Emperors like Leo III and Constantine V argued for the destruction of icons, believing they led to idolatry
and had provoked God’s wrath. They found support among many clergy, particularly in the eastern
provinces, and within the army. On the other side stood the monks and the Patriarch of Constantinople,
along with the vast majority of the common people, who cherished icons as windows to the divine. The
controversy led to the destruction of countless works of religious art and caused deep divisions within
the Church and state. The veneration of icons was ultimately restored, first in 787 and then definitively in
843, an event still celebrated in the Orthodox Church as the "Triumph of Orthodoxy."

The Macedonian Renaissance and the Age of Expansion

The period from the 9th to the 11th centuries, under the Macedonian dynasty, is often considered a
second  golden  age.  After  centuries  of  defensive  warfare,  the  Empire  went  on  the  offensive.  Brilliant
soldier-emperors like Nikephoros II Phokas, John I Tzimiskes, and Basil II the "Bulgar-Slayer" reconquered
vast territories in the east, including Crete, Cyprus, and parts of Syria and Armenia. Basil II’s ruthless
campaigns, which included the blinding of thousands of captured Bulgarian soldiers, earned him his grim
epithet but also secured the northern frontier for generations.

This era also witnessed a flourishing of art, literature, and learning. The Macedonian Renaissance saw
a revival of classical scholarship, the production of magnificent illuminated manuscripts, and the creation
of exquisite ivory carvings and enamelwork. The missionary activity of Saints Cyril and Methodius, who
created the Glagolitic alphabet (a precursor to Cyrillic), brought Christianity and literacy to the Slavic
peoples, permanently extending Byzantine cultural and religious influence into the Balkans and Russia.

The Great Schism and the Crusades

The relationship between the Church of Rome (the West) and the Church of Constantinople (the East)
had been strained for centuries over theological, political, and cultural differences. The question of papal
authority, the use of unleavened bread in the Eucharist, and a single word in the Nicene Creed (the
filioque clause) were points of bitter contention. In 1054, the tensions boiled over. Papal legates and the
Patriarch of Constantinople mutually excommunicated each other in an event known as the Great

Schism. This formal break between the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches has never been
fully healed.

The arrival of the Crusades initially seemed like an opportunity for cooperation. The Byzantine Emperor
Alexios  I  Komnenos  called  for  Western  military  aid  against  the  Seljuk  Turks,  who  had  inflicted  a
devastating defeat on the Byzantines at the Battle of Manzikert in 1071. However, the relationship
between the Crusaders and the Byzantines quickly soured. The heavily armed and often unruly Western
knights viewed the Byzantines with suspicion and contempt, accusing them of duplicity and weakness.
The Byzantines, in turn, saw the Crusaders as dangerous and unreliable barbarians.

This mutual distrust culminated in the greatest catastrophe in Byzantine history: the Fourth Crusade. In
1204, the Crusaders, diverted from their original goal of Egypt, were persuaded by the Venetians to
attack Constantinople. They breached the mighty walls, sacked the city with shocking brutality, and
divided the Empire among themselves. The sacred treasures of Hagia Sophia were stolen, altars were
smashed, and the city was put to the torch. The event sent shockwaves throughout the Christian world
and left a deep and lasting legacy of bitterness between East and West.

Exile and Restoration

For nearly 60 years, the Byzantine Empire existed in exile. Three successor states emerged: the Empire
of Nicaea, the Despotate of Epirus, and the Empire of Trebizond. The most successful of these was the
Empire of Nicaea, which carefully rebuilt its military, economy, and church hierarchy. Its rulers, the
Laskarid dynasty, nurtured a revival of learning and culture, biding their time.

In 1261, the Nicaean general Michael VIII Palaiologos recaptured Constantinople, restoring the Byzantine
Empire. The city he returned to was a shadow of its former self. The palaces were dilapidated, the
population had plummeted, and the treasury was empty. The restored Empire under the Palaiologan
dynasty  was a poor,  small,  and increasingly vulnerable state, struggling to survive amid a sea of
enemies.  Yet,  this  final  period  also  witnessed  a  remarkable  artistic  and  intellectual  flowering,  a
"Palaiologan Renaissance" known for its emotionally expressive frescoes and mosaics, seen in churches
like the Chora Monastery in Constantinople.

The Final Fall

The last two centuries of Byzantine history are a story of slow, inexorable decline. The Empire was
squeezed between the expanding Serbian kingdom in the Balkans and, more dangerously, the rising
power of the Ottoman Turks in Anatolia. The Byzantines made desperate pleas for help to the West, even
agreeing, at the Council of Florence in 1439, to the union of the churches in a vain attempt to secure
military aid. However, the union was widely rejected by the Byzantine population, who famously stated,
"Better the Sultan's turban than the Pope's tiara."

The final siege of Constantinople began in April  1453. The Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II,  known as "the
Conqueror," assembled a massive army and a formidable fleet. He brought with him a giant bombard, a
cannon  capable  of  hurling  massive  stone  balls  against  the  ancient  Theodosian  Walls,  which  had
protected  the  city  for  over  a  thousand  years.  The  Byzantine  Emperor  Constantine  XI  Palaiologos
commanded a tiny garrison, numbering perhaps 7,000 men, including a contingent of Venetian and
Genoese volunteers. For 53 days, they held out against overwhelming odds.
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On the early morning of May 29, 1453, the Ottomans finally breached the walls. Constantine XI, refusing to surrender, threw himself into the final battle and was killed. His body was never identified.


