authority in much of Roman Europe. If they had succeeded,
they might have played a role similar to that of the Sui and
Tang dynasties in China by reviving centralized imperial
rule after a hiatus of several centuries. By the late ninth
century, however, the Frankish empire had fallen victim to
internal power struggles and a fresh series of devastating in-
vasions. Political authority in western Europe then devolved
to local and regional jurisdictions, whose leaders fashioned
a decentralized political order.

The Early Byzantine Empire

The Byzantine empire takes its name from Byzantion—
latinized as Byzantium—a modest market town and fishing
village that occupied a site of enormous strategic signifi-
cance. Situated on a defensible peninsula and blessed with a
magnificent natural harbor known as the Golden Horn, By-
zantion had the potential to control the Bosporus, the strait

MAP 16.1

Successor states to the Roman empire, ca. 600 C.E.

Compare this map with Map 11.2 showing the Roman empire at
its height.

How did the territories of the Byzantine empire differ from those of
the classical Roman empire?
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of water leading from the Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara
and beyond to the Dardanelles, the Aegean Sea, and the
Mediterranean. Apart from its maritime significance, Byzan-
tion offered convenient access to the rich lands of Anato-
lia, southwestern Asia, and southeastern Europe. Sea lanes
linked the city to ports throughout the Mediterrancan basin,
The City of Constant Recognizing its strategic
valuc thc Roman emperor Constantine designated Byzan-
tion the site of a new imperial capital, which he named Con-
stantinople (“city of Constantine”). He built the new capital
partly because the eastern Mediterranean was the wealthiest
and most productive region of the Roman empire and partly
because relocation enabled him to maintain close watch
over both the Sasanid empire in Persia and the Germanic
peoples who lived along the lower stretches of the Danube
River. The imperial government moved to Constantinople
after 330 c.k., and the new capital rapidly reached metropoli-
tan dimensions. Constantine filled the city with libraries,
museums, and artistic treasures, and he constructed magnifi-
cent marble palaces, churches, baths, and public buildings—
all in an effort to create a new Rome fit for the ruler of a
mighty empire. The city kept the name Constantinople un-
til it fell to the Ottoman Turks (1453 c.E.), who renamed it
Istanbul. By convention, however, historians refer to the realm
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Justinian wears imperial purple robes in this mosaic, from the church
of San Vitale in Ravenna, which depicts him in the company of eccle-
siastical, military, and court officials.

inople between the fifth and fif-

governed from Constant
the Byzantine empire, Or simply

teenth centuries C.E. as
Byzantium, in honor of the original settlement.

ropapisin Constantine and his successors hedged

vinity and awesome splendor.
uld not claim the divine status
n emperors had appropriated
stian emperor, however, he

their rule with the aura of di
As a Christian, Constantine co
that some of the earlier Roma

for themselves. As the first Chri
claimed divine favor and sanction for his rule. He inter-

vened in theological disputes and used his political position
to support the views he considered orthodox while con-
demning those he deemed heretical. He initiated the policy
of “caesaropapism,” whereby the emperor not only ruled as
secular lord but also played an active and prominent role in
ecclesiastical affairs.

Following Constantine’s examp
hemselves as exalted, absolute rule

quette testified to their lofty stat

S -

le, Byzantine emperors
rs. Even dress

presented t
us. The em-

and court eti

perors wore bejeweled crowns and dressed in magnificent
silk robes dyed a dark, rich purple—a color reserved for
imperial use and strictly forbidden to those not associated
h the ruling house. High officials presented themselves

he emperor as slaves. When approaching the imperial
ves three times and then

wit
tot
majesty, they prostrated themsel
moniously kissed the imperial hands and feet before
entury engineers

ices that worked
ys at the Byzan-
oached

cere
raising matters of business. By the tenth ¢

had contrived a series of mechanical dev
dazzling effects and impressed foreign envo
court: imitation birds sang as ambassadors appr
the emperor while mechanical lions roared and swished
their tails. During an audience the imperial throne itself
sometimes moved up and down to emphasize the awesome

splendor of the emperor.

tine

Jusgtiniie c The most important of
the early Byzantine emperors was Justinian (reigned 527-
565 C.E.), an energetic worker known to his subjects as “the
sleepless emperor,” who ruled with the aid of his ambitious
wife, Theodora. The couple came from obscure origins: Jus-
tinian was born into a Macedonian peasant family, and Theo-
dora, the daughter of a bear keeper in the circus, worked




The interior of the church of Hagia
Sophia (“Holy Wisdom”), built by
Justinian and transformed into a
mosque in the fifteenth century.
The dome rises almost 60 meters
(197 feet) above the floor, and its
windows allow abundant light to
enter the massive structure.

as a striptease artist
before meeting the fu-
ture emperor. Yet both
Justinian and Theodora
were smart, strong-
willed, and disciplined.
Thanks to those quali-
ties, Justinian received
an education, found a
position in the impe-
al bureaucracy, and mastered the intricacies of Byzantine
nance. Theodora proved to be a sagacious advisor and a
termined supporter of her emperor husband.

Like Constantine, Justinian lavished resources on the
perial capital. His most notable construction project was
e church of Hagia Sophia (“holy wisdom”), a magnificent
med structure—later turned into a mosque by Ottoman
nquerors—that ranks as one of the world’s most important
amples of Christian architecture. Visitors marveled at the
urch’s enormous dome, which they likened to the heavens
circling the earth, and at the gold, silver, gems, and thou-
nds of lamps that decorated and illuminated Hagia Sophia.
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Justinian’s Code Justinian’s most significant political
contribution was his codification of Roman law. The origins
of Roman law went back to the times of the kings of Rome,
and even though earlier scholars worked to codify the law,
it had become a confusing mass of sometimes conflicting
injunctions. Justinian ordered a systematic review of Roman
law and issued the Corpus iuris civilis (Body of the Civil Law),
which immediately won recognition as the definitive codifi-
cation of Roman law. Updated by later emperors, Justinian’s
code has influenced civil law codes in most of Europe, in
Japan, and in the state of Louisiana in the United States.

Byzantine Conquests Justinian’s most ambitious ven-
ture was his effort to reconquer the western Roman empire
from Germanic peoples and reestablish Roman authority
throughout the Mediterranean basin. Between 533 and 565,
Byzantine forces gained control over Italy, Sicily, much of
northwestern Africa, and southern Spain. Yet Byzantium
did not possess the resources to sustain a long-term occupa-
tion and consolidate those conquests. Shortly after Justin-
ian’s death, Byzantine forces abandoned Rome, leaving the
city of Ravenna on Italy’s Adriatic coast as the headquarters



tendom. Thus western Europeans made numerous small ad-
aptations that created a foundation for rural prosperity after

1000 C.E.

Trade in Western Christendom By no means did
trade disappear from western Europe. Local markets and
fairs offered opportunities for small-scale exchange, and itin-
erant peddlers shopped their wares from one settlement to
another. Maritime trade flourished in the Mediterranean de-
spite Muslim conquests in the region. Christian merchants
from Italy and Spain regularly traded across religious bound-
ary lines with Muslims of Sicily, Spain, and north Africa,
who linked Europe indirectly with a larger world of com-
munication and exchange.

Norse Merchant-Mariners Maritime trade flourished
also in the North Sea and the Baltic Sea. Most active among
the early medieval merchants in the northern seas were

Norse seafarers, kinsmen of the Vikings. Norse traders fol-.

lowed the same routes as Viking raiders, and many indi-
vidual mariners no doubt turned from commerce to plunder
and back again as opportunities arose. Norse merchants
called at ports from Russia to Ireland, carrying cargoes of
fish and furs from Scandinavia, honey from Poland, wheat
from England, wine from France, beer from the Low Coun-
_ tries, and swords from Germany. By traveling down the Rus-
sian rivers to the Black Sea, they were able to trade actively
in both the Byzantine and the Abbasid empires. Thus, like
Mediterranean merchants, but by different routes, Norse
mariners linked western Europe with the world of Islam.
Indeed, the Carolingian empire depended heavily on this
connection: Norse merchants took Scandinavian products to
the Abbasid empire and exchanged them for silver, which
they traded at Carolingian ports for wine, jugs, glassware,
and other products. The silver transported from the Abbasid
empire by Norse merchants was a principal source of bul-
lion used for minting coins in early medieval Europe and
hence a crucially important element of the western Euro-
pean economy. Thus, even if western European merchants
were not as numerous or prominent as their Byzantine
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Northern Connections

During the postclassical era, Norse mariners found their way to‘ ,
most regions of Europe as well as the Abbasid empire and even
ventured across the Atlantic Ocean to Greenland and North

America. In what specific ways did Norse merchants and travel-
ers create links between Europe and the larger world? What

were the effects of those connections for Byzantine and west-|
€rn European peoples?
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counterparts, they nevertheless participated in the trading
networks of the larger eastern hemisphere.

Social Development in the
Two Worlds of Christendom

Byzantium: An Urban Society The Byzantine em-
pire was rich in large, prosperous, cosmopolitan cities, in-
cluding Alexandria, Antioch, and Damascus, to mention only
a few. Indeed, until the Muslim conquests of the late seventh
and eighth centuries, Byzantium was probably the world’s
most urbanized society, and residents of its cities enjoyed the
benefits and observed urban traditions inherited from the
classical Mediterranean world. Yet Constantinople had no ri-
val among Byzantine cities. Subjects of the Byzantine empire
referred to it simply as “the City.” The heart of the City was
the imperial palace, which employed twenty thousand work-
ers as palace staff. Peacocks strutted through gardens filled
with sculptures and fountains. Most famous of them was a
gold fountain that spouted wine for imperial guests.

City Life Aristocrats maintained enormous palaces that
included courtyards, reception halls, libraries, chapels,
and quarters for members of the extended family as well
as servants and slaves. In the fifth century Constantinople
boasted 4,388 mansions, as well as 14 imperial and princely
palaces. Women lived in separate apartments and did not
receive male visitors from outside the household. Nor did
they participate in banquets and parties, especially when
wine flowed freely or when the affairs were likely to be-
come so festive that they could compromise a woman’s
reputation. In Constantinople as well as other cities, upper-
class women generally wore veils, like their Mediterranean
ancestors from centuries past, to discourage the attention of
men outside their own families.

Dwellings of less privileged classes were not so splen-
did. Artisans and crafts workers commonly lived in rooms
above their shops, while clerks and government officials
occupied multistory apartment buildings. Workers and the
poor lived in rickety tenements where they shared kitchens
and sanitary facilities with their neighbors.

Attractions of Constantinople Even for
the poor, though, the City had its attractions. As
the heir of Rome, Constantinople was a city of
baths, which were sites of relaxation and exercise
as well as hygienic bathing. Taverns and restau-
rants offered settings for social gatherings—
checkers, chess, and dice games were especially
popular activities at taverns—and theaters pro-
vided entertainment in the form of song, dance,
and striptease. Mass entertainment took place
in the Hippodrome, a large stadium adjacent to
the imperial palace, where Byzantine subjects
watched chariot races, athletic matches, contests




