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Introduction
The Byzantine Empire stands as one of history’s most dazzling yet often
misunderstood civilizations. Emerging from the ashes of the Roman Empire’s eastern
provinces, Byzantium endured for more than a thousand years, witnessing the rise and
fall of empires, the transformation of religions, and the migration of peoples. At the
heart of Byzantine resilience stood its capital, Constantinople, a city of unmatched
splendor and strategic importance, bridging the East and West across the Bosporus.
From its founding by Constantine the Great to its tragic fall in 1453, the empire
developed a unique identity, blending Roman government, Greek culture, and
Christian faith.

This book, 'The Byzantine Empire: A History,' seeks to unravel the complex narrative of
Byzantium, exploring its triumphs and trials across the centuries. While Western
Europe slipped into what has often been called the ‘Dark Ages’, Byzantium continued
to serve as a center of learning, art, and diplomacy. The empire’s robust bureaucracy,
intricate court ceremonies, and formidable military structures enabled it to survive
invasions and internal crises with remarkable resilience.

Yet Byzantium was much more than a military and administrative powerhouse. Its
artists, theologians, and philosophers left an indelible mark on Eastern and Western
traditions alike. The illuminated manuscripts, mosaics, and grand cathedrals of
Constantinople captured the imagination of contemporaries and continue to inspire
admiration today. Religious debates that raged in its monasteries and councils shaped
the future of Christianity, contributing to the enduring divergence between the Eastern
Orthodox and Western Catholic worlds.

Despite centuries of prosperity, the empire confronted existential threats from every
direction—Persians, Arabs, Bulgars, Normans, Crusaders, and, ultimately, Ottomans.
Each challenge forced Byzantium to adapt, sometimes making painful concessions and
at other times standing firmer than ever. Its fortunes waxed and waned with the
strength of its rulers, the loyalty of its people, and the flow of commerce and culture
across its frontiers.

The story of Byzantium is not merely a chronicle of emperors and battles, but a
window into the hearts and minds of its people. From emperors and empresses to
soldiers, scholars, and merchants, the empire’s men and women navigated the
shifting tides of history, leaving behind a rich tapestry of accomplishments and
insights. This book will guide readers through the fascinating world of Byzantine
politics, society, religion, and culture, striving to present an accessible and engaging
account of this extraordinary empire.
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As we embark on this journey through a millennium of Byzantine history, let us begin
to unravel the many layers of a tradition that has shaped the course of civilization and
continues to echo through the corridors of time.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Founding of Byzantium
Before the colossal walls rose and the golden domes shone across the Propontis,
before emperors paraded through the Mese and scholars debated in lecture halls,
there was simply a promontory of land jutting into the water, a place of immense
natural advantage. This was the site of Byzantium, a settlement whose origins stretch
back into the mists of Greek colonization, long predating its transformation into the
illustrious capital of a vast empire. The choice of this location was no accident; it was
dictated by geography, a factor that would define the city's destiny for millennia.

The promontory controlled the narrow strait known as the Bosporus, the crucial
waterway connecting the Aegean Sea (and thus the Mediterranean world) to the Black
Sea (known to the ancients as the Euxine Sea). Imagine the scene: ships laden with
grain from the vast plains around the Black Sea, timber, furs, slaves, and other vital
resources had to pass through these treacherous currents. A settlement here could
levy tolls, control trade, and project power over a vast economic hinterland. It was, in
short, a choke point of unparalleled strategic and economic value.

According to tradition, the city was founded by Greek colonists from Megara, a city-
state located near Athens, in the 7th century BCE. The legendary leader of this
expedition was a man named Byzas. The story goes that Byzas consulted the Oracle of
Delphi before setting out. He asked where he should found his new colony, and the
enigmatic response directed him to settle "opposite the land of the blind."

Perplexed, Byzas and his colonists sailed through the Hellespont (the Dardanelles
today) and into the Propontis (the Sea of Marmara). They scouted various locations,
including the site of Chalcedon, another Megarian colony already established on the
Asian shore, directly across the Bosporus from the promontory. It was then that Byzas
supposedly had his epiphany. The settlers of Chalcedon, despite having arrived earlier,
had chosen a less advantageous location on the Asian side, leaving the prime
European promontory unclaimed.

Realizing the immense superiority of the European site, controlling the mouth of the
Bosporus and offering excellent natural harbors (the Golden Horn being the most
prominent), Byzas concluded that the settlers of Chalcedon must indeed have been
"blind" to have missed it. Thus, he founded his city on the promontory, naming it
Byzantion (Byzantium in Latin) after himself, around the year 667 BCE. This tale, while
possibly embellished, perfectly captures the strategic brilliance of the chosen location.

Early Byzantium was a typical Greek polis (city-state), albeit one uniquely focused on
maritime trade and control of the straits. Its citizens, while maintaining ties with their
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mother city Megara, quickly developed their own identity, centered around the wealth
derived from their position. They minted their own coins, often featuring dolphins or a
bull, symbols associated with maritime power and trade. The city grew, establishing
defensive walls and developing its port facilities along the Golden Horn.

Its control over the Black Sea grain trade made Byzantium a significant player in the
ancient Greek world, attracting the attention and often the envy of more powerful city-
states. During the Classical period, as Athens rose to prominence, particularly after the
Persian Wars, control of the straits became a matter of vital importance for securing
grain supplies. Byzantium found itself frequently caught between the competing
ambitions of Athens and Sparta.

The city often changed allegiances or status depending on the shifting balance of
power in the Aegean. It might be a nominal ally of Athens, contributing ships to the
Delian League, or it might find itself under Spartan influence after a Peloponnesian
War victory. Its primary concern, however, remained the maintenance of its lucrative
position astride the trade routes. This pragmatic focus on commerce and survival
would become a recurring theme for the city throughout its long history.

The rise of the Persian Empire brought a new and formidable power to the region.
Darius the Great, in his campaigns against the Scythians across the Danube,
recognized the strategic importance of the Bosporus. Persian forces controlled
Byzantium for a time, highlighting its vulnerability to large land empires expanding
into Thrace and across the straits. The Ionian Revolt saw Greek cities, including
Byzantium, briefly throw off Persian rule, only to be subdued again.

Following the Greek victories in the Persian Wars, Athens once again sought to assert
control over the straits. Byzantium became a crucial member, or sometimes a
reluctant subject, of the Athenian maritime empire. The city's prosperity was tied to its
ability to trade, and Athenian control could be both a protection and a burden,
depending on the terms imposed by the dominant naval power.

The Peloponnesian War saw Byzantium oscillate between Athenian and Spartan
influence. Its ability to switch sides or assert temporary independence was often
dictated by which power currently held naval supremacy in the Propontis. The city's
fortifications were strengthened, and its inhabitants became adept at navigating the
complex political landscape of the Greek world, always with an eye on maintaining
control of the vital seaway.

With the decline of Athens and Sparta, new powers emerged. Philip II of Macedon, and
later his son Alexander the Great, brought Thrace and the surrounding regions under
Macedonian control. Byzantium found itself facing the expansionist aims of Macedon.
Philip famously besieged the city in 340 BCE, utilizing sophisticated siege engines, but
Byzantium, aided by supplies and support from Athens and other Greek cities who
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feared Macedonian expansion, managed to withstand the assault.

A legend says that during Philip's siege, under the cover of darkness, the Macedonians
attempted a surprise attack. However, a light or sound from the city (sometimes
attributed to a bright star, sometimes to barking dogs) alerted the defenders, who
repelled the attackers. In gratitude, Byzantium adopted the crescent moon and star as
its emblem, a symbol that would remain associated with the city for centuries and
later, ironically, be adopted by the Ottoman Turks.

Following the death of Alexander the Great and the fragmentation of his empire,
Byzantium maintained a degree of autonomy amidst the Hellenistic kingdoms that
succeeded him. It continued to function as a vital trading hub, levying tolls on ships
passing through the Bosporus. Its strategic importance meant it was courted,
threatened, or occasionally besieged by the rulers of Thrace, Bithynia, and other
regional powers.

The city's relationship with the rising power of Rome in the Italian peninsula was
initially one of distant awareness, then cautious alliance, and eventually, integration.
As Rome expanded its influence eastward, particularly through its conflicts with the
Hellenistic kingdoms and figures like Mithridates VI of Pontus, Byzantium found itself
increasingly within the Roman sphere.

Byzantium often allied with Rome against common enemies, seeing the Romans as a
potential counterweight to aggressive neighbors in Asia Minor or Thrace. Its location
made it a useful naval base and supply point for Roman operations in the region. This
alliance, however, gradually transitioned into Roman dominance as the Republic
consolidated its control over the eastern Mediterranean.

By the 1st century BCE, Rome was the undisputed master of the region. Byzantium
was incorporated into the Roman provincial system, eventually falling under the
administration of the province of Bithynia et Pontus. While it lost its complete
independence, Byzantium retained its status as a significant city, maintaining its
Greek language and culture, and continuing to prosper from its trade revenues, albeit
now under Roman oversight and taxation.

Under Roman rule, Byzantium was a provincial city of considerable wealth and
importance. Its harbor remained busy, and its customs houses continued to collect
duties on goods passing through the straits. Roman administration brought a degree
of stability to a region that had been prone to conflict under the competing Hellenistic
kingdoms. Infrastructure, such as roads connecting Byzantium to other parts of
Thrace, was improved, further cementing its role as a key junction.

While not a provincial capital or a city of the absolute first rank like Alexandria or
Antioch in the Roman East, Byzantium was far from obscure. Its strategic value was
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well understood in Rome. Emperors and governors recognized its control over the
Black Sea lifeline. It was a city of sufficient standing to have its own municipal
government and institutions, operating within the larger framework of Roman
provincial administration.

The city experienced periods of relative peace and prosperity under the Pax Romana,
benefiting from the vast economic network of the Roman Empire. Its connection to
Rome meant access to a larger market and protection from external threats, provided
those threats could be contained by Roman legions and fleets. However, its strategic
location also made it a target during Roman civil wars.

One notable instance occurred during the turbulent late 2nd century CE. Following the
murder of Emperor Pertinax, several contenders vied for the throne. One such
contender was Pescennius Niger, who based himself in the East, while Septimius
Severus emerged as the strongman in the West. Byzantium sided with Pescennius
Niger, recognizing him as emperor. This decision proved costly.

Septimius Severus, after defeating Niger in Asia Minor, turned his attention to
Byzantium, which refused to surrender. The city endured a grueling siege from 193 to
196 CE. Its walls, strong but not impregnable to sustained Roman military engineering,
were battered. The citizens, relying on their resilience and access to the sea, resisted
fiercely.

The siege was a testament to Byzantium's strategic value – Severus needed to take it
to secure his rear and control the vital straits – and also to its toughness. When the
city finally fell after nearly three years, Septimius Severus was furious at its prolonged
resistance. He ordered its walls dismantled, its soldiers executed, and its privileges
revoked, placing it under the jurisdiction of the neighboring city of Perinthus.

This punitive measure severely damaged Byzantium, but its strategic importance was
such that it could not remain diminished for long. Severus himself, perhaps regretting
his harshness or recognizing the folly of leaving such a vital point undefended and
underdeveloped, later ordered the city rebuilt. New, stronger walls were constructed,
and the city gradually recovered its population and prosperity.

By the late 3rd century, Byzantium was a thriving, if not spectacular, Roman city once
more. Its history as a Greek polis and a Roman provincial center had instilled in its
populace a deep understanding of trade, siege warfare, and survival against larger
powers. It was a melting pot of Greek culture and Roman administration, a city defined
by its relationship with the sea and its control over the vital passage between East and
West, North and South.

This ancient city, built by Greek colonists on a site chosen for its unparalleled
geographic advantages, tested by Persians, Greeks, Macedonians, and Romans,
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battered but rebuilt, stood ready. It possessed deep roots, a resilient population, and a
location of enduring strategic significance. It was merely waiting for the emperor who
would see its potential not just as a key provincial city, but as the cornerstone of a
new vision for the Roman world.
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