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    This history follows an empire that endlessly reinvented itself to remain Roman after Rome itself had changed beyond recognition. Charles Oman’s study traces the Eastern Roman, or Byzantine, world from its fourth‑century consolidation around Constantinople to its final eclipse in the mid‑fifteenth century. It presents a long narrative of survival under pressure—political, religious, and military—without losing sight of the institutions and ideals that gave the state coherence. The book invites readers to watch continuity and change in tension: how language, law, ritual, and faith could both stabilize and reshape an imperial identity. Its central drama is endurance rather than inevitability, adaptation rather than decline.

As a work of narrative history by a British historian of the late nineteenth century, the book belongs to a tradition that sought to make the past intelligible to a broad audience through clear storytelling. Its setting spans the eastern Mediterranean and the capital on the Bosporus, where court ceremonial, diplomacy, and war interlocked. The publication context—Victorian in sensibility and organization—favors a firm, synthesizing voice that draws together the scholarship available in its day. Without technical apparatus that would burden newcomers, Oman offers a readable survey that balances breadth and continuity, presenting a millennium‑long arc with an eye for order and consequence.

The premise is straightforward: begin near the refounding of the imperial center in the fourth century and follow the polity’s fortunes to the fall of the city that defined it. Readers encounter a chronological progression punctuated by turning points, each explained with concise scene‑setting and transitions that keep the story moving. Oman’s voice is assured and explanatory, his tone measured rather than polemical, and his style attentive to both character and structure. The narrative highlights rulers, officials, soldiers, and churchmen, yet repeatedly returns to institutions—law, administration, liturgy—that outlast individuals. The result is a survey that reads smoothly while inviting reflective pauses.

Several themes anchor the book. First is the problem of identity: how a self‑consciously Roman state, Greek in speech and Christian in faith, defined itself amid shifting frontiers. Second is the relationship between spiritual authority and imperial power, where doctrinal debates and ecclesiastical alliance shaped policy and legitimacy. Third is the geopolitics of a crossroads empire, whose safety depended on a blend of negotiation, fortification, finance, and arms. Finally, Constantinople itself emerges as a symbol and a system—its walls, waters, and wealth expressing the resilience of a state whose heart was also a beacon and a prize.

Oman foregrounds durability and adaptation rather than mere spectacle, showing how institutions convert vulnerability into strategy. The story reveals how law codified memory, ritual conveyed authority, and diplomacy managed neighbors near and far. Commerce and culture flow through the tale as well: the transmission of learning, the crafting of art and ceremony, and the making of a court society that radiated influence well beyond its borders. Readers thus see an empire that preserved classical legacies, transformed them, and passed them on in new forms, shaping legal, political, and intellectual traditions that would resonate long after the city’s walls were breached.

The book matters now because it clarifies how polities survive shocks by reorganizing rather than surrendering their core identity. It offers a case study in governing diversity, balancing continuity with reform, and navigating competition among powerful neighbors—questions familiar to a globalized world. It also demonstrates how narratives of rise and fall can obscure cycles of contraction and renewal, encouraging readers to look for structure in apparent chaos. As a product of its era, the work invites thoughtful engagement: its accessible synthesis helps newcomers, while its perspective prompts modern readers to compare past and present interpretations.

Approached with curiosity and care, Oman’s history provides a guided tour through a millennium where ideas, institutions, and cityscape intertwine. It rewards readers who enjoy a steady, lucid voice that keeps the long view in sight while pausing for telling details. Without presupposing specialist knowledge, it offers orientation points that make complex developments intelligible. Contemporary readers will find durable insights into statecraft, belief, culture, and geography—an education in how a society manages continuity across upheaval. The journey culminates where the title promises, but its lasting value lies in the patterns it reveals and the questions it leaves open to reflection.
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    Charles Oman’s History of the Byzantine Empire traces the Eastern Roman state from its late Roman reconfiguration to the catastrophe of 1453, presenting a continuous political and military narrative shaped by emperors, clergy, and frontier peoples. He frames Byzantium as Rome’s legal and administrative heir, asking how a centralized Christian monarchy survived repeated shocks while transforming its culture, army, and diplomacy. The book balances campaigns and court politics with institutional change, using crises as turning points to explain adaptation rather than simple decline. Throughout, Oman situates the empire between Latin West and Islamic East, stressing its mediating role and the costs of that position.

Beginning with the fourth-century refounding of an imperial capital on the Bosporus, Oman shows how geography, administration, and religion intertwined to create a distinct imperial identity. He emphasizes the conversion of imperial ideology to a Christian register, the growth of a court-centered bureaucracy, and the mounting complexity of ecclesiastical affairs. The consolidation of power under strong rulers is juxtaposed with centrifugal pressures along the Danube and eastern frontiers. The late Roman inheritance—law, taxation, and civic life—remains visible, even as doctrinal debates and shifting alliances foreshadow the recurring tension between unity of faith and the practical needs of governance.

Oman presents the age of Justinian as a moment of audacious restoration and heavy strain. The reconquests in North Africa and Italy, carried by capable generals, are set beside legal codification and grand building, emblematic of imperial ambition and order. Yet the narrative underlines the costs: overstretched resources, deadly epidemic, and renewed pressures from the Persians and steppe peoples. The court’s brilliance exists in tandem with fragile frontiers. Oman’s analysis links the grandeur of law and architecture to the burdens of military expenditure, using this era to pose a recurring question for Byzantium: how far could central power extend without compromising survival?

The seventh and eighth centuries bring a strategic and spiritual reckoning. Oman details the blow of Persian war followed by rapid Arab advances, which strip the empire of its wealthiest provinces. He highlights institutional adaptation—the fortified capital, naval innovations, and regional military districts—as instruments of survival. Religious controversy over images, while deeply theological, is also treated as a political struggle over authority and cohesion. Neighboring powers in the Balkans complicate recovery. The result is a state chastened yet flexible, redefining itself around a resilient capital and a defensive posture that privileges endurance, diplomacy, and carefully rationed strength over imperial breadth.

From the ninth century, Oman traces a measured revival under new dynasties that restore confidence and shape a distinct Byzantine commonwealth. Administrative continuity, revenue recovery, and disciplined soldiery enable success against external foes, while court culture and scholarship flourish. Campaigns in the East regain territory; in the Balkans, sustained pressure culminates in decisive gains that stabilize the frontier. The empire’s religious and cultural influence spreads northward, reinforcing bonds with neighboring peoples. Oman underscores how institutional sophistication, careful generalship, and a literate bureaucracy deliver a renaissance that is material and moral, even as the perennial challenges of succession and faction remain unresolved.

The Komnenian period introduces renewed vigor and peril. Oman narrates the delicate management of Western crusading armies, the recovery of coastal strongpoints, and the revival of imperial prestige through reform and military leadership. Yet the same entanglements with Latin powers plant future dangers, culminating in a catastrophic breach that fractures imperial unity. In its wake, successor polities compete to reclaim the legacy, with one restoring the capital and imperial title but not the old foundations of strength. Maritime dependencies, fiscal weakness, and shifting Balkan and Anatolian balances define a precarious restoration struggling to command loyalty at home and respect abroad.

Oman closes with an account of prolonged contraction under mounting external pressure and divisive internal politics. He shows a state seeking aid through diplomacy, concessions, and attempts at church union, while facing new military realities it can no longer offset. The final loss of the capital is treated as an endpoint already latent in earlier strains rather than an isolated catastrophe. In assessing the empire’s legacy, Oman points to its preservation of Roman law, Greek learning, and Orthodox tradition, and to its role as a strategic barrier and cultural broker. The work endures as a study of resilience, transformation, and the burdens of imperial continuity.
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    Charles Oman frames the Byzantine Empire as Rome’s eastern continuation, rooted in Constantine I’s refounding of Byzantium as Constantinople in 330. The setting is the eastern Mediterranean, anchored by an imperial capital that unified Roman administrative structures with an increasingly Christian polity. Institutions included the emperor, senate, army, and patriarchate, functioning within Roman law and later canon law. After Theodosius I’s death in 395, the eastern court endured while the West fragmented. Over time, Greek replaced Latin as the dominant language of governance. This backdrop introduces the empire’s longevity, resilience, and evolving identity that Oman narrates from foundation to the fifteenth century.

Justinian I’s reign (527–565) provides a pivotal early chapter. Oman highlights the Corpus Juris Civilis, a codification that shaped European legal traditions, alongside ambitious reconquests in Africa and Italy under generals Belisarius and Narses. The Nika riots of 532, the rebuilding of Hagia Sophia in 537, and the mid-sixth-century plague mark the era’s turbulence. While imperial borders briefly expanded, fiscal strain and subsequent Lombard advances exposed structural limits. This phase exemplifies the empire’s capacity for administrative innovation and monumental culture, set against recurrent military demands—an equilibrium Oman presents as characteristic of Byzantium’s enduring, if precarious, Roman inheritance.

Heraclius (610–641) presided over dramatic reversals. After a grueling war with Sasanian Persia, culminating near Nineveh in 627 and the restoration of captured relics, the empire faced rapid Arab-Muslim conquests that removed Syria, Egypt, and much of the Levant. In response, Byzantium reorganized militarily through the themes and relied increasingly on naval power. The defense of Constantinople during sieges in 674–678 and 717–718, aided by Greek fire, preserved the capital. Oman situates these crises as transforming imperial horizons: from Mediterranean universalism toward a compact, fortified state, focused on survival, diplomacy, and doctrinal cohesion around the Chalcedonian Orthodox tradition.

The iconoclast controversies of the eighth and ninth centuries shaped religious and political life. Imperial prohibitions on images under Leo III and successors provoked resistance, conciliar debate, and shifting regencies, with the Second Council of Nicaea (787) restoring images and the final Triumph of Orthodoxy in 843 under Empress Theodora. Meanwhile, missions reached Slavic peoples—Boris I of Bulgaria’s baptism in the 860s and the work of Cyril and Methodius—expanding Orthodox influence. The Macedonian dynasty fostered legal compilation, such as the Basilika, and artistic and scholarly revival. Oman employs these developments to illustrate institutional continuity alongside contested theology and regional outreach.

The empire’s zenith under Basil II (976–1025) brought consolidation in the Balkans and the annexation of Bulgaria by 1018, while relations with the Rus’ yielded the Varangian Guard. Prosperity and court sophistication accompanied military strength, but later eleventh-century instability and the Seljuk advance culminated at Manzikert in 1071. Alexios I Komnenos initiated a pragmatic recovery, tightening finances and negotiating with the First Crusade. Sources like Anna Komnene’s Alexiad illuminate this period’s diplomacy and warfare. Oman emphasizes ruler-centered strategy and adaptive statecraft, noting how strategic marriages, alliances, and reform mitigated territorial shocks without dissolving the empire’s administrative core.

Latin-Byzantine entanglements deepened with the Crusades, climaxing in the Fourth Crusade’s capture and sack of Constantinople in 1204. The resulting Latin Empire fragmented Byzantine lands, while successor states in Nicaea, Epirus, and Trebizond carried competing claims. Nicaea’s emperors regained Constantinople in 1261 under Michael VIII Palaiologos, but economic concessions to Venice and Genoa and depopulated frontiers impeded recovery. Oman portrays 1204 as a watershed that reoriented power balances, weakened naval capabilities, and entrenched Western commercial dominance in the Aegean. The restored capital retained ceremonial prestige, yet structural constraints limited a return to earlier imperial reach.

The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries saw internal conflict and external pressure. Civil wars, the Black Death’s arrival in 1347, and theological controversies such as Hesychasm taxed cohesion. The Ottoman emirate expanded across Anatolia and the Balkans, taking Adrianople by the 1360s and Gallipoli earlier, while Serbia briefly surged under Stefan Dušan. Timur’s defeat of Bayezid I at Ankara in 1402 offered respite but did not reverse Ottoman ascent. By 1453, Mehmed II’s forces captured Constantinople. Oman sets these events within a narrative of persistent diplomacy, cultural production, and scholarly transmission that connected Byzantium to emerging Renaissance humanism.

Oman wrote as a late nineteenth-century British historian, drawing on classical and medieval chroniclers and modern authorities such as Gibbon and Finlay. His narrative prioritizes emperors, campaigns, diplomacy, and ecclesiastical policy, reflecting contemporary historiography. He critiques factionalism and court intrigue while acknowledging administrative resilience, legal heritage, and artistic achievement. The book’s long chronology, from Constantine to 1453, presents Byzantium as both Roman successor and medieval power, mediating between East and West. In doing so, it mirrors Victorian interests in empire, governance, and faith, offering readers a coherent arc that shaped Anglophone perceptions of Byzantine history.




History of the Byzantine Empire: From the Foundation until the Fall of Constantinople (328-1453) (Summarized Edition)

Main Table of Contents








Preface.

I. Byzantium.

II. The Foundation Of Constantinople. (A.D. 328-330.)

III. The Fight With The Goths.

IV. The Departure Of The Germans.

V. The Reorganization Of The Eastern Empire. (A.D. 408-518.)

VI. Justinian.

VII. Justinian's Foreign Conquests.

VIII. The End Of Justinian's Reign.

IX. The Coming Of The Slavs.

X. The Darkest Hour.

XI. Social And Religious Life. (A.D. 320-620.)

XII. The Coming Of The Saracens.

XIII. The First Anarchy.

XIV. The Saracens Turned Back.

XV. The Iconoclasts. (A.D. 720-802.)

XVI. The End Of The Iconoclasts. (A.D. 802-886.)

XVII. The Literary Emperors And Their Time. (A.D. 886-963.)

XVIII. Military Glory.

XIX. The End Of The Macedonian Dynasty.

XX. Manzikert. (1057-1081.)

XXI. The Comneni And The Crusades.

XXII. The Latin Conquest Of Constantinople.

XXIII. The Latin Empire And The Empire Of Nicaea. (1204-1261.)

XXIV. Decline And Decay. (1261-1328.)

XXV. The Turks In Europe.

XXVI. The End Of A Long Tale. (1370-1453.)



Preface.


Table of Contents


Fifty years ago the term "Byzantine" meant corruption and decay, and the East-Roman story was dismissed as dull. Gibbon had branded Justinian’s and Heraclius’s heirs vicious weaklings, a judgment unchallenged for generations. Two books shattered that view: Finlay’s monumental 1856 history and Bury’s 1889 volumes. Through them, the Empire’s stand against the Saracen and its keeping of learning in the Dark Ages win due honor. This work follows their spirit, grateful for guidance that lightened the task. Lacking mastery of every source, yet knowing Ammianus, Procopius, Maurice, the two Leos, Constantine Porphyrogenitus, Anna Comnena, and Nicetas, the venture proceeds. Oxford, February 1892.
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Two thousand five hundred fifty-eight years ago Megarian galleys battled the Hellespont, crossed the Propontis, and slid into the still inlet later named the Golden Horn. On the headland between creek and sea the passengers flung a rough stockade from beach to beach, founding Byzantium. These Dorian seafarers belonged to enterprising Megara, ever first to follow any prow into unmapped waters. Legends of the Golden Fleece, Amazons, and blissful Hyperboreans drew them eastward; reality yielded metals of Colchis, forests of Paphlagonia, grain from Dnieper and Bug, and rich fisheries. Their settlements ringed the coast, turning feared Axeinos into friendly Euxeinos.

Seventeen years earlier their compatriots had settled Chalcedon on the Asiatic bank; when new colonists asked Delphi for guidance, Apollo replied, “build your town opposite the city of the blind.” Taking Chalcedonians for the blind, they chose the Thracian cape at the Golden Horn. The spot, water-guarded on two sides and easily walled on the third, defied assault except by famine or treachery. Commanding every ship bound between Greece and the Black Sea, it could choke or tax a hundred markets. As a midway haven it thrived; as a mart it bartered Thracian produce and tunny-fish, memorialized on its civic badge beside the legendary ox.

For three centuries the town mostly kept its freedom, save a thirty-year Persian occupation. Near its walls Darius lashed a bridge of boats across the Bosphorus, model for Xerxes’ later Hellespont crossing. During the Ionian Revolt the rebel Histiaeus seized Byzantium, levied heavy strait dues on every hull, and damaged his own popularity. Persia soon returned, until the allied Greek fleet, fresh from Salamis and Mycale, blockaded the harbor and starved out the garrison in 479 BC. Wintering there, the victors gathered Asian Greek ships under Cimon and Aristeides, laying the first stones of Athens’s naval empire.

In following decades Byzantium twice defied Athens: surrender in 439 BC, betrayal in 408; each time a heavy indemnity, yet commerce soon restored plenty. Citizens coined iron money, inscribed an odd three-legged Β, revered Poseidon and Demeter, and, according to scandal, shunned duty unless taverns dotted the walls; gourmands, they supposedly turned gelatinous on tunny. Still, courage remained. Philip of Macedon’s stealthy assault in 339 failed when a sudden crescent and star lit the sky; the city adopted the sign. It later accepted Alexander’s rule, slipped through Demetrius and Lysimachus, and regained precarious independence for a century.

When Roman power pressed into Thrace, Byzantium wisely offered early friendship and received generous terms. Throughout the wars with Macedon and Antiochus it served the legions faithfully, earning the prized rank of civitas libera et foederata: free allies, self-governed, owing only tribute and Rome’s diplomacy. That autonomy endured until Vespasian, in AD 73, folded the city into the province of Thrace and made it an ordinary township. Loss of formal liberty could not erase its unmatched position; under the long Pax Romana its quays still bustled, merchants from Europe and Asia crowding a harbor that remained the keystone of Black Sea trade.

Commodus fell to murder in 192, and three soldier-emperors fought for his blood-stained crown. Byzantium, astride the fault between east and west, was occupied by Pescennius Niger’s Syrian legions and hastily fortified. After mastering Rome, Septimius Severus marched east, crushed Niger, and executed him. The empire yielded, yet Byzantium’s garrison resisted for more than two years; only in 196 did starvation unlock the gates. Severus arrived furious. Soldiers and magistrates were slain before him, the walls "so firmly built with great square stones clamped together with bolts of iron, that the whole seemed but one block" were demolished, goods confiscated, and self-rule stripped.
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