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​Chapter 1: Birth of Byzantium
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Over two and a half millennia ago, a small armada of galleys struggled mightily against the current through the narrow Hellespont, crossed the expansive Propontis, and finally found solace in the calm waters of the inlet on the European side of the Bosphorus. Here, within a sheltered creek later to be revered as the Golden Horn, a group of intrepid settlers from the robust seaport-state of Megara—a beacon of Dorian Greek enterprise—landed. Driven by the era's fervor for colonization and commerce, these settlers swiftly erected a basic fortification, a stockade from one shore to the other, safeguarding themselves against the hinterland's untamed tribes. In this audacious manner, the city of Byzantium was born.

These Megarians were not mere wanderers; they were the vanguard of Hellenic expansion, following wherever the prow of a Greek ship cleaved the unknown seas. Megara’s sailors, emblematic of their city’s spirited maritime pursuit, ventured as far as the distant shores of Sicily in the west. Yet, it was the east that held their gaze, towards the misty thresholds of the Black Sea and the legendary realms rumored to lie beyond. Tales abounded of the Golden Fleece—ancient history's Eldorado—ruled over by fabulously wealthy kings in the lands of Colchis. Myths spoke of the Amazons along the Thermodon and the blessed Hyperboreans, a people dwelling beyond the North Wind, untouched by storm or winter.

Undeterred by the absence of these mythical treasures, the Greek explorers pressed ever eastward, discovering territories ripe with exploitable resources. Their ventures brought prosperity through the trade of Colchian metals, Paphlagonian timber, and the bountiful grains and fish from the shores of the Dnieper, Bug, and the environs of the Bosphorus and Maeotic Lake (Sea of Azov). Before long, the once hostile Axeinos —“the Inhospitable”—transformed under their influence into Euxeinos—“the Hospitable,” mirroring a world made smaller by their seafaring exploits.

This historical narrative echoes the later age of European exploration, exemplified centuries afterwards when seafarers, imbued with a similar spirit of discovery and commerce, renamed the foreboding Cape of Storms to the hopeful Cape of Good Hope. This renaming not only marked a geographical discovery but symbolized a broader shift in human endeavor from the known to the mysterious, always reaching beyond the visible horizon.

The Megarians were perhaps more invested in the Black Sea—known then as the Euxine—than any other Greek state of their time. Their establishment of Byzantium was not their sole achievement in the region; indeed, seventeen years prior to that pivotal moment, another group of Megarian colonists had founded Chalcedon on the opposite, Asiatic side of the Bosphorus. The founding of Byzantium itself followed divine guidance; the settlers, seeking counsel from the oracle at Delphi, were advised by Apollo to settle “over against the city of the blind.” Interpreting this to mean that their neighbors across the water had overlooked a superior location, the Megarians chose the strategically superior site on the European side, by the inlet of the Golden Horn, deeming the Chalcedonians “blind” for their less advantageous choice.

Byzantium’s geographical positioning was immediately apparent as a significant strategic asset. Poised on the easternmost headland of Thrace, it served as a critical juncture between Europe and Asia—ideal for both defending and launching invasions. Its early fortifications rendered it near-impregnable in that era, protected on two sides by water and on the third by formidable walls that no neighboring height could dominate. Throughout its early history, Byzantium proved resilient, seldom falling to siege; when it did fall, it was typically due to famine or treachery rather than direct assault.

The city’s commercial advantages were equally notable. Byzantium controlled the vital Black Sea trade routes, with every vessel heading to or from Greece or Ionia to trade with regions like Scythia or Colchis needing to pass within sight of its walls. The city’s economic influence was such that it could effectively dictate the prosperity of numerous other Greek settlements around the Black Sea. Moreover, its location made it an ideal stopover for the Greek traders who favored shorter voyages with frequent stops. Beyond being a mere trading post, Byzantium thrived on a robust local trade with the Thracian tribes and profited significantly from its fisheries, emblematically represented in the city's insignia, which featured a tunny-fish alongside the legendary ox, a nod to the mythological origins of the Bosphorus's name.

Byzantium's status as an independent entity was marked by tumult and triumph. It briefly fell under Persian control but maintained its autonomy for the first three centuries of its existence, witnessing numerous historic events. Not far from its walls, Darius the Great constructed a bridge of boats across the Bosphorus, a precursor to the more famous bridge built by his son, Xerxes, over the Hellespont. During the Ionic Revolt, Byzantium saw its autonomy challenged when it was captured by the rebel leader Histiaeus, who imposed heavy tolls on passing ships, thus funding his military efforts while inadvertently tarnishing the cause of freedom he claimed to uphold. However, after a prolonged siege in 479 BC, Greek forces liberated Byzantium from Persian rule, marking a turning point that led to the city becoming a pivotal ally in the burgeoning Athenian maritime empire. The naval dominance of Athens in the region began in earnest when Byzantium, among other Greek states in Asia, placed their fleets under the command of Athenian leaders Cimon and Aristeides.

In the turbulent waters of the fifth century, Byzantium found itself at odds with Athens, the dominant naval power of the age, not once but twice. Each confrontation with Athens ended with Byzantium in Athenian hands—first through voluntary surrender in 439 BC and again in 408 BC through an act of internal betrayal. However, the Athenians, renowned for their relatively moderate treatment of defeated foes, imposed no harsher penalty on Byzantium than a significant war indemnity. Despite these setbacks, Byzantium's robust commercial activities soon recouped the financial burdens imposed by war, allowing the city-state to regain its former stability and prosperity.

Our knowledge of Byzantium's early internal affairs is fragmentary at best, with only sporadic details illuminating this period. One notable peculiarity was the use of iron instead of copper for minor coinage—a practice unique to Byzantium and Sparta. The Byzantine alphabet also featured a distinctively shaped β, puzzling to other Greeks as it resembled a π with an additional stroke. The primary deities revered in Byzantium were predictably Poseidon, god of the sea, whose favor was crucial to the city's maritime wealth, and Demeter, goddess of agriculture, reflecting the importance of the nearby Thracian and Scythian grain fields.

Ancient chroniclers portray Byzantines as a people given to luxury, frequently found indulging in the fine wines of Maronea at their numerous inns, and possessing a penchant for gastronomy that once led their civic militia to strike during a siege until their demands for conveniently located restaurants were met. Satirical accounts from the period suggest that Byzantines were so fond of eating young tunny-fish that their bodies had nearly turned gelatinous, risking dissolution in excessive heat! While such stories likely exaggerate the truth, fueled by the envy of less prosperous neighbors, they underscore Byzantium's reputation for both opulence and resilience. Indeed, despite their luxurious inclinations, Byzantines consistently demonstrated a vigorous spirit of independence and readiness for warfare, contradicting any notions of them as mere hedonists.

Byzantium's fortunes waned with the rise of Philip of Macedon and his illustrious son, Alexander the Great. Philip's siege of Byzantium in 339 BC nearly breached its defenses, thwarted only by a providential light in the heavens, interpreted by the Byzantines as divine intervention. This celestial sign was immortalized in the city's emblems, notably the blazing crescent and star, an insignia that survives today under the stewardship of the Ottoman Sultans. Although Philip was repelled, Alexander's subsequent conquests eventually subdued Byzantium, incorporating it into his vast Macedonian empire. Following Alexander's death, Byzantium passed through the hands of various successors until the city regained a tenuous autonomy after the demise of Lysimachus. This independence endured for another century, until the inexorable expansion of Roman power reached the shores of Thrace and the Hellespont.

Byzantium, demonstrating an acute awareness of the shifting power dynamics of the era, chose to ally early with Rome, thereby securing favorable terms for itself. During Rome’s confrontations with Macedon and Antiochus the Great, Byzantium proved to be a stalwart ally. In recognition of its loyalty, the Roman Senate bestowed upon it the status of a civitas libera et foederata—a free and confederate city. This designation meant that while Byzantium retained considerable autonomy, especially in domestic affairs, it relinquished control over foreign relations and agreed to pay tribute to Rome. This privileged status endured until the reign of Emperor Vespasian, who in AD 73, reorganized it into the province of Thrace, reducing it to the status of an ordinary provincial town.

Despite this loss of formal liberties, which by then had become more symbolic than substantive, Byzantium continued to thrive under the Pax Romana. Throughout the first two centuries of imperial rule, it remained a pivotal hub in the middle territories of the Roman Empire, frequently cited as a key commercial center.

However, the stability of Byzantium was severely disrupted following the end of the Antonine golden age, as the era of military emperors commenced. The assassination of Commodus in AD 192 set off a power struggle among military usurpers, notably affecting Byzantium due to its strategic location at the crossroads between the eastern provinces, aligned with Pescennius Niger, and the Illyrian provinces, under Severus. Initially seized by forces loyal to Niger, Byzantium was hastily fortified as Severus, having consolidated power in Rome and Italy, advanced. Severus's forces eventually subdued the east and executed Niger, but Byzantium’s staunch resistance persisted. It was only after a prolonged siege that the city succumbed in AD 196.

Severus personally oversaw the retribution against Byzantium; the city's defiance was met with harsh punishments. Not only were the military defenders executed, but also its civic leaders, and the city itself was stripped of its walls and municipal rights, its governance handed over to neighboring Perinthus.

The restoration of some semblance of self-governance came under Caracalla, Severus’s son, but the damage had been severe, and the city struggled to regain its former prosperity. Peace, however, remained elusive. Throughout the third century, Byzantium faced relentless attacks from the Goths, further destabilizing the region and disrupting its commerce. In AD 263, under the reign of Emperor Gallienus, Byzantium once again fell victim to imperial power struggles and was sacked. This assault was so devastating that it was said to have virtually obliterated the old Megarian stock that had long dominated its demographics.

Yet, the strategic allure of Byzantium’s location proved irresistible, and within a decade of its sacking by Gallienus’s forces, the city was bustling once more. The resilience of its people was noted by the historian Trebellius Pollio, who commended the Byzantines for their spirited defense against a Gothic incursion during the reign of Claudius II.

In the third quarter of the third century, the Roman Empire seemed poised on the brink of collapse, its ruin imminent. Yet, the emergence of the strong Illyrian emperors provided a much-needed respite, stabilizing the Empire and allowing Byzantium, positioned strategically on the edge of the Empire, to regain its ancient prosperity. The proximity of Emperor Diocletian's court, established in Nicomedia, merely sixty miles across the Propontis in Bithynia, further buoyed Byzantium's fortunes. However, the city's military significance often overshadowed its commercial aspirations.

The period following Diocletian's abdication was marked by a tumultuous reorganization of the Empire, characterized by frequent territorial divisions among Diocletian's successors. Byzantium found itself strategically important yet vulnerable, serving as the border fortress of Licinius, who controlled the Balkan Peninsula, while Maximinus Daza governed the Asiatic provinces. During Licinius's absence in Italy, Maximinus launched a sudden and treacherous attack on his rival's territories, capturing Byzantium by surprise. However, Licinius quickly retaliated, defeating Maximinus near Byzantium's walls and reclaiming his vital frontier fortress within months.

Despite the rapid change in control, Byzantium was spared the typical fate of looting or burning that befell many cities of the era. Licinius, recognizing the strategic importance of Byzantium not merely as a commercial hub but as a military asset, set about fortifying it. Though not his capital, he transformed Byzantium into the primary fortress of his realm, which, following his victory over Maximinus, spanned the entire eastern half of the Roman world.

The fortified city of Byzantium was to be the stage for Licinius’s final confrontation. In AD 323, engaged in a losing battle against Constantine, his brother-in-law and the Emperor of the West, Licinius made his last stand at Byzantium. The siege that ensued was protracted and brutal. Constantine, determined and resourceful, constructed vast mounds from which his forces could launch a relentless barrage of missiles over the city walls, a tactic that gradually wore down the city’s defenses. After enduring months of siege, Byzantium capitulated, sealing the fate of Licinius and marking the end of his cause.

Constantine’s victory at Byzantium was decisive. With Licinius subdued, he emerged as the uncontested ruler of the Roman world, standing victorious upon the ramparts of a city that would soon bear his name and become the seat of an empire transformed under his rule. 
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With the fall of Byzantium and the defeat of Licinius, the Roman world was consolidated under the singular rule of Constantine, marking the end of an era characterized by a fragmented empire governed by multiple rulers—sometimes as many as six and sometimes as few as two—each wielding power according to their own disparate principles and with varying degrees of efficacy. For thirty-seven years since Diocletian's division of the empire among his tetrarchs, such unity had been elusive. Constantine's ascendancy, however, was not merely the result of his military prowess; his administrative acumen and diplomatic skills were equally pivotal, showcasing a practical hardiness that left a more profound imprint on history than the legacies of many more ostensibly brilliant conquerors and legislators.

Constantine’s character, marked by a self-reliant and unsympathetic demeanor, bore resemblances to notable historical figures such as Augustus and Frederick the Great—leaders whose stern practicality drove their reigns. Despite his nominal ties to ancient Roman lineage, Constantine epitomized the quintessence of Roman virtues—rigor, endurance, and an implacable resolve that echoed the attributes of those earlier Romans who had first carved out the empire. Yet, his affinities lay far from Rome itself. Born along the Danube and seasoned in the diverse cultural milieus of Asia and Gaul, Constantine harbored no sentimental attachment to the historical grandeur of Rome, which had so deeply influenced many of his predecessors.

To Constantine, Italy was merely another province within his expansive dominion. When apportioning his territories among his sons, it was Gaul—not Italy—that he bestowed upon his favored eldest, reflecting his valuation of the territories under his rule. Previous emperors had, for strategic or political reasons, chosen residences away from Rome, such as Maximinus I along the Rhine and Danube, and Diocletian in Nicomedia. However, Constantine’s vision extended beyond mere administrative convenience or military necessity; he aimed to establish a new metropolis that would rival Rome not just as a symbolic seat of power but as a vibrant administrative and commercial hub. 

This bold decision to elevate a new city, which would later bear his name, as a counterbalance to Rome was unprecedented. It signaled a shift from viewing the ancient city as the eternal epicenter of the Roman world to embracing a more pragmatic, strategically oriented approach that reflected the empire’s shifting geopolitical realities. 

For over a century, Rome had ceased to be a practical seat of power for the Roman emperors. The most pressing issue they faced was the frequent barbarian incursions into the Balkan Peninsula, with disruptions on the Rhine and the Euphrates, though significant, being comparatively minor. Rome’s geographic position—midway down Italy’s lengthy projection, burdened by poor harbors, and isolated from the empire’s heartlands by the Alpine passes—placed it at a disadvantage, far removed from crucial defensive frontlines along the Danube and the fortified cities of Sirmium and Singidunum. While the threat from Persia was real, it was less immediate; Persian forces had never advanced beyond Antioch, a mere 200 miles from their border, whereas Gothic tribes had penetrated deep into the Balkans, even sacking Athens and Thessalonica.

Constantine, having unified the Roman world under his rule, was acutely aware of the strategic shortcomings of Rome as the administrative and military hub of the empire. The ideal capital would need to be readily accessible both by land and sea—a criterion Rome, for all its engineered roadways, failed to meet. It needed to be close enough to oversee the Danubian territories and yet not too distant from the Eastern provinces; it required a location fortified enough to withstand barbarian onslaughts from the north, yet sufficiently removed from the border’s chaos to provide a regal and secure setting for the imperial court.

Historians suggest that Constantine considered several locations for his new capital. His birthplace, Naissus (modern Nis), although sentimentally significant, was strategically unsuitable—too near the frontier and too far from any sea. Sardica (modern Sofia) faced similar limitations and lacked the personal connection of Naissus. Nicomedia, with its advantageous position on the Propontis, was a strong candidate, having already functioned as an imperial residence. Yet, the advantages Nicomedia offered were surpassed by Byzantium, which not only met all logistical and defensive criteria but also avoided the unfavorable associations of Diocletian’s persecutions, a sensitive issue given Constantine’s favor towards the Christian community.

Ilium, the last city considered by Constantine, while steeped in the legendary lore of Aeneas and the mythical origins of Rome, lacked practical features such as a capable harbor and was situated too far from the Hellespont to effectively control the critical Black Sea exit. Thus, Byzantium emerged as the clear choice for Constantine—a city that could be reimagined as a vibrant new metropolis, embodying both the strategic imperatives of the empire and the visionary aspirations of its ruler, a city that would eventually bear his name and redefine the architectural and cultural landscape of the Roman world.

Byzantium was no mystery to Constantine; he had encamped for months outside its walls, becoming intimately familiar with every aspect of its landscape and military strengths. Such familiarity undoubtedly informed his decision to transform the seasoned but provincial fortress into the heart of the Roman Empire—a choice that initially surprised the Roman world. Byzantium, known primarily as a key trading hub and naval stronghold, was not previously envisioned as an imperial seat.

Upon deciding that Byzantium would be the empire's new nucleus, Constantine proceeded with characteristic vigor and meticulousness. The boundaries of the new capital were established through solemn processions, harking back to traditional Roman ceremonial customs. Legend embellishes this moment with grandeur, telling of how the emperor, spear in hand, personally marked the expansive new limits of his city. Accompanied by his court, he pushed the boundaries outward along the shore of the Golden Horn, far surpassing old Byzantium's gates. Despite his courtiers’ astonishments and objections at the scale of his ambitions, Constantine reputedly declared he would continue until halted by a divine force, his "invisible guide." He stopped only after including all seven hills of the peninsula, a geographical embrace that symbolized the grandiosity and spiritual mandate he envisioned for his city.

The very spot outside old Byzantium’s walls where Constantine’s tent had been during the siege of AD 323 was chosen as the central marketplace for the burgeoning capital. Here, he erected the Milion, the 'golden milestone', from which all distances in the Eastern Roman Empire would henceforth be measured. This milestone was not merely a utilitarian marker but an ornate structure resembling a temple, crowned with a roof supported by seven pillars, housing statues of Constantine himself and his mother, Empress Helena, thus sanctifying and centralizing his rule.

For the site of the imperial palace, Constantine chose the southeastern part of Byzantium, clearing a vast area to accommodate not just a regal residence but also expansive gardens and pleasure grounds for the imperial court. A new wall was constructed, beginning at the Lighthouse where the Bosphorus meets the Propontis, extending inland and running parallel to the shore, delineating the imperial precinct from the old city. 

To the northwest of the imperial palace in Constantinople, the heart of the city's social and civic life pulsed within the Augustaeum, a magnificent oblong forum stretching about a thousand feet in length and three hundred feet across. This central open space, resplendent with marble paving, was encircled by an array of imposing public edifices. Eastward stood the sprawling imperial palace, separated from the forum by a trio of standalone structures linked by an elegant colonnade. The most easterly of these was the Great Baths, known as the Baths of Zeuxippus, a name derived from their founder. These baths, while echoing the grandeur typical of the great bathing complexes of Old Rome, such as the Baths of Caracalla, were constructed on a slightly more modest scale. Constantine had expanded and embellished an existing public bath of Byzantium, a structure previously renovated after Emperor Severus's capture of the city. The newly adorned baths showcased an array of statues plundered from the prominent cities across Greece and Asia—priceless Hellenic masterpieces that had survived centuries of looting by proconsuls and Caesars. Among these venerable sculptures were the Athene of Lyndus, the Amphithrite of Rhodes, the Pan consecrated by the Greeks post-Xerxes’ defeat, and the Zeus of Dodona.

Adjacent to the Baths, on the eastern side of the Augustaeum, stood the Senate House. Constantine was resolute in his vision to replicate the senatorial grandeur of Old Rome within his new capital. To this end, he successfully coaxed numerous patrician families to relocate eastward, offering them pensions and residences as incentives. Although the Senate House was lavishly appointed, similar to the Baths, with ancient statuary, including the famed Nine Muses of Helicon, details of its original structure remain scant due to its destruction twice within a century, as noted by historians recounting its burning in AD 404.

Connected to the Senate House by a colonnade was the Palace of the Patriarch, the future ecclesiastical seat of the Bishop of Byzantium, who would soon be elevated to the ranks of his peers in Antioch and Alexandria. This substantial structure featured a spacious audience hall and a garden, yet it was architecturally and symbolically dwarfed by the imperial palace. Similarly, the patriarch's proximity to imperial power limited his ability to establish any significant independent spiritual authority. Residing under the constant oversight of the emperor, the patriarch found little opportunity to create an autonomous ecclesiastical realm akin to the powerful bishopric of Rome. Physically and politically, he remained overshadowed by the supreme civil authority, unable to carve out a separate spiritual jurisdiction within the imperial domain.

Flanking the western side of the Augustaeum, opposite the trio of buildings previously described, stood one of Constantinople's most vital public venues: the great Hippodrome. This expansive arena, measuring 640 cubits in length and 160 in breadth, became the city’s hub for the chariot races that had long captivated the populace of Old Rome. The Hippodrome not only replicated these beloved games but intensified them, with the enthusiasm of Byzantine spectators eclipsing even that of their Roman counterparts. From the moment Constantinople was founded, the fierce rivalries between the “Blues” and the “Greens”—the Hippodrome’s competing factions—became a defining feature of city life, influencing far more than just sport. These factions often aligned with broader political and religious movements, with the “Greens” occasionally backing Arianism and the “Blues” supporting various political claimants.

This factionalism permeated all strata of society, far beyond mere enthusiasts of the races, prompting even high-ranking officials and common citizens to pledge their allegiance to a color. The deep-seated rivalries fostered by these affiliations frequently escalated into public disturbances, threatening the city’s order and culminating in significant riots, such as the great sedition of AD 523, which will be discussed in detail later. In the Hippodrome, the “Greens” would traditionally enter through the northeastern gate, taking their seats on the eastern side, while the “Blues” entered from the northwest and sat along the west. The emperor’s box, known as the Kathisma, dominated the northern end of the Hippodrome and was designed to accommodate the imperial entourage, offering a prime vantage point from which the emperor could be seen by his subjects. The central throne within the Kathisma was not just a seat of honor but also a stage for dramatic episodes of history, such as the crowning of the usurper Hypatius with a makeshift diadem of his wife’s necklace, and centuries later, a display of triumph by Emperor Justinian II, who, after reclaiming Constantinople, dramatically placed his defeated rivals under his footstool.

Central to the Hippodrome was the “spina,” a division wall traditional to such circuses, adorned with three eclectic monuments that seemed to symbolize the city’s composite cultural heritage. The first was an ancient Egyptian obelisk, inscribed with hieroglyphs. The second, a significant yet aesthetically modest relic, was the three-headed bronze serpent originally dedicated at Delphi by Pausanias and the victorious Greeks after their defeat of the Persians at Plataea in 479 BC. Although the golden tripod it once supported had been lost to history, the inscriptions on its coils remained, a treasure for archaeologists. The third structure on the spina was a more contemporary square bronze column, its modernity stark against the ancient backdrop of its neighbors. Remarkably, while the grand walls of the Hippodrome have succumbed to time, these central ornaments have endured, standing erect in what is now known as the Atmeidan—the "place of horses"—a poignant nod to the site’s storied past amidst the bustling life of modern Istanbul.

Along the exterior eastern wall of the Hippodrome, bordering the western edge of the Augustaeum, stood an array of small chapels and statues that enhanced the aesthetic and cultural landscape of Constantinople. Among these, the most significant was the Milion, the central milestone from which distances within the empire were measured, a symbol of the city’s centrality to Roman power. Initially modest in number, the collection of statues grew under successive emperors, eventually lining the entire length of the forum. One notable addition by Constantine was a towering column of porphyry, topped with a bronze statue that was originally Apollo of Hierapolis. In a symbolic transformation, the statue’s head was replaced with that of the emperor, marking a stark reversal of the process seen in Rome, where a statue of Emperor Aurelius was reconfigured into St. Peter.

To the north of the Hippodrome, Constantine established a great church dedicated to the Divine Wisdom, known as Hagia Sophia. This initial structure was not the grand domed building that stands today but a more modest basilica typical of the period. Destroyed and rebuilt twice due to fires in the fifth and sixth centuries, its original form has left no surviving traces. From the western entrance of this early Hagia Sophia, a wooden gallery supported on arches spanned the square to the "Royal Gate" of the palace, allowing the emperor to attend divine services directly from his residence without crossing the bustling street of the Chalcoprateia, or brass market. This overhead passage bore a resemblance to the elevated corridor linking the Pitti and Uffizi palaces in Florence, blending utility with architectural elegance.

These structures—the Palace, the Hippodrome, and the Cathedral—formed the vibrant core of Constantinople, where the most pivotal events of the city's history unfolded. However, the city's reach extended far beyond this nucleus, sprawling northward and westward, peppered with notable buildings. Among these, the Church of the Holy Apostles stood out, destined by Constantine as the final resting place for his dynasty and ranking second only to Hagia Sophia in ecclesiastical importance. Other significant structures included the public granaries along the quays, the Golden Gate that marked the main entrance from the west, and the praetorian praefect’s palace, which served as the administrative center of the city. Near this last building stood a statue of Constantine on horseback, a landmark so renowned that it became embedded in the city's lore well into the Middle Ages, around which numerous legends accrued.

In AD 328 or 329, though the exact timing remains elusive, Constantine decisively chose Byzantium as the seat of his empire, meticulously outlining the city's expansive blueprint. By May 11, 330, significant progress had been made in the city's construction, allowing Constantine to celebrate its consecration with a grand festival. Despite his own status as unbaptized, Constantine was adamant that the city would embrace Christianity from its inception. The consecration ceremonies included blessings by Christian bishops and the inaugural service in St. Sophia, reflecting the new city's Christian ethos. Although remnants of paganism persisted—seen in the preservation of some Byzantine temples and the artistic display of pagan deities in the Baths and Senate House—these were retained solely for their artistic value rather than spiritual significance.

To populate this grand urban project, Constantine extended invitations to numerous senators from Old Rome and affluent landowners from Greece and Asia, offering them incentives such as seats in his new senate and plots for building homes. The imperial court also contributed a substantial number of residents, including officers, functionaries, and their entourages, who formed a significant portion of the burgeoning populace. Artisans and craftsmen were drawn in by the promise of special privileges, while the city's inherent appeal to merchants and seamen ensured a continuation and amplification of its historical commercial vitality.

Perhaps the most significant, yet controversial, of Constantine's strategies to attract new residents was the continuation of Rome's practice of free corn distribution, a policy that both bolstered the population and stirred concerns about its long-term societal impacts. The vital wheat shipments from Egypt, once directed to Rome, were rerouted to sustain Constantinople, leaving only the North African grain supplies for Rome. This transfer not only underscored the shift in imperial focus but also played a critical role in securing the new capital's rapid growth.

When the dedication festivities concluded in 330 AD, an imperial edict officially named the city New Rome, a designation commemorated on a marble tablet placed near the emperor's equestrian statue opposite the Strategion. Despite this formal appellation, the populace quickly favored a more personalized title, referring to the city by its founder’s name. This preference took hold universally, cementing the city's identity as Constantinople in both common discourse and historical memory.
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​Chapter 3: Barbarian Influx
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Constantine lived for seven more years after the grand dedication of Constantinople, dying in peace on May 22, AD 337. He was finally baptized and welcomed into the Christian Church he had supported yet observed from a distance through much of his reign. In his last will, Constantine divided his empire among his sons and nephews, a decision that soon led to a rapid series of murders and civil strife, dramatically thinning the ranks of his imperial house. This period of turmoil concluded with the ascendancy of Constantius II, Constantine’s second son, who ultimately consolidated control of the empire stretching from the Forth to the Tigris.

The Roman world of Constantius’ era, though facing internal discord, was not yet prepared for a definitive division; it could still be governed from a single administrative heart. Interestingly, the barbarian threats that had so plagued the third century had momentarily subsided, allowing the empire a brief respite, marred only by minor skirmishes along the Rhine and the Euphrates. Constantius II, a capable yet dour and suspicious administrator, found himself with enough peace to engage deeply in ecclesiastical disputes and, regrettably, to initiate the first known persecution of Christians by Christians—a dark stain on his legacy.

Constantius' tenure, followed by that of his cousin Julian, did not encounter the decisive crisis of the empire. Julian, a well-meaning but misguided advocate for the revival of ancient Greek paganism, attempted to reverse the religious transformations of his time. Both he and Constantius, fixated on potential threats from the east, particularly from Sapor, King of Persia, underestimated other dangers. Despite their focus on the Mesopotamian frontier—a region where Sapor failed to make significant inroads—the true threat lay elsewhere.

Indeed, the real danger to the empire was gathering not from the east but from the north. The Goths, known to Rome since the third century and previously active raiders across the Balkan provinces, had been a significant concern. It was only after a series of fierce confrontations that Constantine managed to push them back over the Danube during a conflict from AD 328 to AD 332, imposing peace terms that included the Goths handing over royal hostages. For four decades following this, the Goths remained relatively quiescent, transitioning into agrarian lifestyles in the lands along the Theiss and Pruth rivers, engaging in trade with Roman towns, and even integrating into the Roman military as auxiliary forces. This period of calm also saw a notable cultural assimilation, with many Goths converting to Christianity. Yet, despite these integrations and transformations, the seeds of future conflicts were subtly germinating, poised to challenge the stability of the Roman boundaries once more.

As the Goths gradually shed their ancient ferocity, they began to be perceived not as mere barbarians but as a somewhat civilized race, serving almost as a protective barrier for the Romans against even more savage tribes to their north and east. The Gothic nation itself was bifurcated into two main tribes: the Visigoths, or Thervings, situated in modern Moldavia, Wallachia, and southern Hungary, and the Ostrogoths, or Gruthungs, who were spread across Bessarabia, Transylvania, and the valley of the Dniester.

However, a completely unforeseen sequence of events soon underscored the strategic foresight behind Emperor Constantine’s establishment of his formidable capital, Constantinople, as the military bulwark of the Balkan Peninsula. Around AD 372, a massive horde of Huns from beyond the Don and Volga rivers erupted into the territories north of the Black Sea and began their relentless westward push. The Alans, a nomadic tribe in their path, were nearly obliterated. Next, the Huns clashed with the Ostrogoths, who desperately defended the Dniester line but were ultimately overwhelmed by these fierce invaders, described in Gothic accounts as barely human in appearance and possessing a savage prowess in combat. The defeated Ostrogoths were subjugated, with only a few managing to escape to the south near the Danube Delta.

The onslaught continued as the Huns turned their attention to the Visigoths. Faced with this formidable wave, the Visigoths, led by Duke Fritigern, were driven back to the Danube. For the Visigoths, many of whom were Christians, the prospect of subjugation by such brutal conquerors was unthinkable. Trapped against the Danube, they desperately sought refuge within the Roman Empire, imploring Emperor Valens for asylum. A contemporary account vividly captures the scene: over 200,000 Visigoths—warriors, women, children, and the elderly—massed along the riverbank, their appeals for sanctuary mingled with promises of loyalty to Rome if only they might be allowed to cross.

In AD 376, the political landscape of the Roman Empire was once again fragmented. The dynasty of Constantine had dissolved, and the Eastern Roman Empire was under the rule of Valens, a leader marked by his incompetence and timidity, who had ascended to his position more through familial connections to his brother Valentinian, a formidable general who commanded the Western Empire. While Valentinian was actively engaged along the Rhine and Upper Danube, Valens was ensconced in the opulence of the Constantinople court, surrounded by sycophants, far removed from the harsh realities pressing against the empire’s borders.

Valens faced a dire quandary when the Goths, driven by desperation and pursued by ferocious enemies, sought refuge within the Roman Empire. The dilemma was stark: deny entry to 200,000 desperate and armed men at the border, risking their hostility, or permit their settlement inside the empire, assuming responsibility for their sustenance and integration. After considerable hesitation, Valens chose the latter, stipulating that the Goths must surrender their weapons and provide hostages in exchange for asylum.

The Goths agreed, relinquishing their chiefs’ sons as guarantees and crossing the Danube into Moesia, relying on the Roman flotilla. However, the initial calm soon dissolved into conflict. Roman officials, tasked with disarming the Goths, faced resistance; the Goths, reluctant to part with their arms, resorted to bribery, and the officials, flouting imperial orders, accepted these bribes, allowing the Goths to retain their weapons. Compounding these tensions were logistical failures; the provisions in Moesia proved insufficient for the influx, and Valens’ directive to distribute corn from Asia faltered under the corrupt administration of Governor Lupicinus. His greed exacerbated the crisis, as he withheld supplies, releasing them only at steep prices. Driven by hunger, the Goths resorted to selling their slaves for mere loaves of bread and, tragically, their own children to stave off starvation.

The situation escalated when a minor altercation at a market in Marcianopolis spiraled into violence. Goths, driven by hunger, clashed with Roman soldiers attempting to enforce order. The conflict reached a boiling point during a banquet hosted by Lupicinus, attended by Fritigern and other Gothic leaders. When Lupicinus ordered the assassination of his guests amid the chaos, the Goths fought their way out, sparking a full-scale uprising as Fritigern rallied his people to arms.
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