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In annals of warfare, the stakes of a particular battle can significantly vary. A defeat might result in the loss of land, prestige, or manpower. The Siege of Constantinople in 1453 was an extinction-level event. That fateful spring would see the downfall not just of the city but of a storied legacy stretching back to antiquity and the Caesars. 

The destruction was truly apocalyptic. The mighty Theodosian walls that had repelled wave after wave of Huns, Persians, Arabs, Russians, and Bulgars would be blasted open by the Ottoman guns. The last Roman Emperor fell in the melee. The inhabitants of the city were butchered or forced into slavery. This marked one of the earliest uses of gunpowder artillery in European siege warfare. The venerable forces of tradition would crumble before the forces of modernity and change.

The architect of this victory was Sultan Mehmed II. A young man at the time of the siege, he burned with the desire to claim that most coveted prize that had eluded his illustrious forebears. For his feat of arms, he will forever be remembered as Mehmed the Conqueror.

There was nothing inevitable about the fall of Constantinople. The perfidious inaction of the European powers played a significant role in the city’s demise. Had things been different, the august Roman Empire might well have survived into the world of today.



​

​

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter: The City
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The founding of Constantinople stands as a watershed moment in political history. While it's true that personal motivations likely played a role in Constantine the Great's decision to establish a new imperial center far from Rome, the deeper significance of this move cannot be solely attributed to fleeting emotions. The indignities he suffered during a visit to Rome, culminating in public comparisons to Nero, undoubtedly soured his perception of the ancient capital. The insolence of the Roman populace towards emperors, exemplified by Diocletian's earlier flight from their scorn, further underscored the challenges of governing from Rome.

However, to reduce the establishment of Constantinople to mere personal grievances would be akin to explaining the force of a mighty river by the drops of rain that feed it. Constantine was a consummate statesman, guided by broader considerations than individual whims. The founding of Constantinople symbolized profound shifts in political thought and strategy, akin to the establishment of Alexandria's significance in the Hellenic world or the birth of St. Petersburg reflecting Russia's evolving aspirations.

It was an epoch-defining gesture, akin to the emergence of new powers like Washington or Ottawa, signaling the application of fresh principles and the birth of new political entities. Such monumental changes cannot be attributed to the caprice of one individual; they are the culmination of long-evolving ideas and institutions. Constantine merely added the finishing touch to a process initiated by his predecessors, marking the culmination of years of groundwork rather than a sudden whim or aesthetic preference.

The transformation of Rome's political stature within the Roman world marked a seismic shift. No longer were the citizens of this illustrious city the rulers and proprietors of the vast realm over which the Roman eagles once soared. The Senate, convening in the Curia, and the people gathering in the Forum Romanum, had relinquished their dominion over subject cities and nations, becoming mere vestiges of a bygone era, as Gibbon acerbically remarked, "The Senate was left a venerable but useless monument of antiquity upon the Capitoline hill."

In this new order, every freeman within the Empire's borders stood on equal footing with the descendants of those who once reigned as kings of the world. Rome, once the epicenter of global governance, now stood as just one among the great cities of the Roman State, distinguished only by the echoes and prestige of a more glorious past. The mantle of world governance had shifted to the hands of a singular supreme figure, who had ascended to absolute lordship and monarchy, adorned with jewels and resplendent robes, presiding over a vast hierarchy of nobles and officials, and implementing novel administrative methods.

This figure, perhaps lacking the noble lineage of ancient Romans, was often a provincial upstart, yet commanded the deference of the Eternal City and its farthest reaches alike. If a Cassius were to exist in this new era, he might aptly proclaim, "He doth bestride the narrow world like a Colossus, and we petty men walk under his huge legs, and peep about to find ourselves dishonorable graves. Rome, thou hast lost the breed of noble bloods!"

The notion that a city once sovereign and self-contained should continue as the epicenter and representative of a cosmopolitan state, under an autocratic government, struck many as incongruous and unnatural.

The winds of change blew fiercely across the Roman Empire, reshaping its very fabric in profound ways. Under Constantine, the once-hostile stance of the Roman government toward the Christian Church underwent a dramatic reversal. What his predecessors had sought to eradicate, Constantine embraced as an invaluable ally and friend. His genuine reverence for Christianity as a moral and societal force, tinged with a belief in its divine essence, guided his statesmanship. Recognizing the religious and moral revolution sweeping the world, he astutely saw it as a tool for enhancing the Empire's welfare.

The intricacies of the Church-State alliance, its wisdom or folly, lie beyond the scope of our discussion. Yet, its advent marked a seismic shift in policy, cleaving the past from the present and necessitating the emergence of new institutional forms. This transformation was particularly poignant in Rome, which stubbornly resisted the tide of this new faith.

Another catalyst for change lay in the burgeoning importance of the Eastern Empire. The balance of power had tilted eastward, where commerce thrived, intellectual pursuits flourished, and Christianity found fertile ground. But it wasn't just in cultural and economic realms that the East exerted its sway; it was also the region most imperiled by external threats. The ever-looming specters of Persian aggression along the Tigris and Euphrates, coupled with incursions by Gothic and Sarmatian forces across the Danube, demanded constant vigilance and frequent military engagement. The Empire's military gaze turned resolutely eastward, where the struggle against encroaching barbarism reached its zenith.

The foundation of Constantinople unfolded against a backdrop of crumbling imperial authority. The once-mighty arm of Rome could no longer ward off the relentless onslaughts of adversaries nor quell the insurrections that sprouted like weeds across its vast dominion. The grand vision of Diocletian to share the burdens of defense and administration among four rulers, united by mutual interests, initially flickered and faded. Yet, its core principle endured.

Constantine, in ascending the throne, initially seemed to steer away from Diocletian's multi-faceted governance. Perhaps, in the flush of power, he entertained thoughts of singular rule. However, wisdom eventually prevailed, and he returned to Diocletian's blueprint, refining it with a touch of dynastic heredity. Dividing the reins of power among his three sons and two nephews, he envisioned a more harmonious and enduring regime, anchored in familial ties.

This division of power proved excessive and ineffective, yet it underscored a fundamental truth: the welfare of the state demanded the collective attention and talents of multiple rulers. This conviction persisted as long as Western and Eastern Europe remained integral components of the same dominion.

The shift away from Rome's primacy as the Empire's capital marked a profound transformation in the very essence of governance. With the adoption of a multi-ruler system, the traditional notion of a single imperial seat dissolved into a mosaic of administrative hubs, each reflective of its regional significance. Under Diocletian's reign, this led to the emergence of four cities vying for the title of capital.

The choice of which cities would bear this honor rested upon their suitability to integrate into the reorganized fabric of the Roman world. Even Rome itself, with its storied past, found its claim to capital status challenged. Within Italy, Milan and later Ravenna assumed precedence for strategic reasons, relegating Rome to a secondary role. In the East, the mantle of imperial authority was shared between Singidunum and Nicomedia, but it was Byzantium that captured Constantine's vision.

Transforming the modest town into a resplendent metropolis, Constantine christened it New Rome and Constantinople, designating it as the sole nerve center of Eastern governance and the embodiment of a new era. Despite the consideration given to other contenders like Naissus, Sardica, and Thessalonica, Byzantium's superiority as a seat of power was unequivocal.

Nestled at the nexus of Europe and Asia, its strategic position at the southern tip of the Bosporus epitomized the convergence of civilizations and resources. With access to natural highways and a magnificent harbor, Byzantium seemed destined to reign over a vast domain stretching from the Adriatic to the Persian Gulf. Its impregnable defenses and scenic allure made it a beacon of security and prosperity, immortalized in the dreams of empires past and present.

In the annals of history, Constantine's decision to crown Byzantium as the imperial capital stands as a testament to his visionary leadership, hailed by scholars as a stroke of unparalleled statesmanship.

Behind Constantine's decision to crown Byzantium lay not only strategic considerations but also deeply personal sentiments. The very ground on which he erected his imperial seat was hallowed by the memory of his decisive victory over Licinius, his rival, in the shadow of Byzantium's walls. The allure of perpetuating his triumphs in the annals of history, where his image would forever stand as the harbinger of a new epoch, surely resonated with the ambitions of a leader of his stature.

The storied history of Byzantium, stretching back to its humble beginnings with Megarian colonists in 658 B.C., bears testament to its resilience and significance. A nexus of trade and commerce, its walls, renowned for their impregnability, stood as bulwarks against foreign incursions and bore witness to the ebb and flow of ancient conflicts. Positioned at the crossroads of civilizations, Byzantium found itself entangled in the machinations of great powers, from Persian dominion to the ambitions of Alexander the Great and the might of Rome.

The city's fortunes changed with the tides of history, from subjugation to Persia to its eventual absorption into the Roman Empire. Severus's punitive measures, followed by his realization of Byzantium's strategic importance, underscore the pivotal role it played in safeguarding the Empire's frontiers. Even in matters ecclesiastical, the legacy of Byzantium's past persisted, with the Bishop of Heraclea's precedence over his counterpart in Byzantium leaving an indelible mark on the hierarchy of the Church.

Thus, in the grand tapestry of history, seemingly minor actions ripple across the ages, shaping the destinies of empires and leaving an enduring imprint on the pages of time.

During the tumultuous third century, Byzantium endured the ravages of Gothic raids, its fate mirroring the shifting tides of fortune that swept across the Roman world. Yet amidst the chaos, a symbol of defiance arose: the Corinthian column of granite, soaring defiantly above Seraglio Point, stood as a testament to Emperor Claudius Gothicus's triumph over the marauding hordes in 269 A.D. Inscribed with the words "Fortunae Reduci ob devictos Gothos" — "To Returning Fortune, on account of the defeated Goths" — it served as a beacon of hope amidst the turmoil.

But it was the decisive clash between Constantine and Licinius that sealed Byzantium's fate as the site of a new imperial capital. In a desperate struggle, the city fell into Constantine's hands, marking the culmination of its strategic significance. In transforming Byzantium into Constantinople, Constantine merely unlocked the latent potential of the site, realizing its destiny as a bastion of imperial power.

Despite its strategic allure, Byzantium possessed few attributes to captivate Constantine's attention. Bereft of abundant space, a sizable populace, or grand edifices befitting a metropolis, its allure lay in its potential rather than its present state. The rocky promontory, flanked by the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmora, housed the Acropolis, where temples stood sentinel against encroaching threats. The theaters and stadiums, though modest, hinted at the city's cultural aspirations.

In the eyes of its founder, the modest beginnings of Constantinople were not a hindrance but an opportunity. For it was to be his legacy, his magnum opus — a testament to his vision and ambition, destined to eclipse the humble origins of Byzantium and stand as a beacon of imperial glory for centuries to come.

The exact commencement of construction on the new capital remains shrouded in uncertainty, but historical clues point to the year 328 A.D. as the likely starting point. Constantine, in a solemn ceremony, personally delineated the circuit of fortifications that would safeguard the burgeoning city. Stretching nearly two miles westward from the old town, this enclosure reached its northwestern terminus near the Golden Horn, likely in the vicinity of the Istanbul end of the Inner Bridge. At its southwestern edge, it abutted the Sea of Marmora, encompassing districts still whispered of in Byzantine lore as Vlanga and Psamatia.

The remnants of this monumental endeavor are etched into the very fabric of modern Istanbul. The Turkish name "Isa Kapoussi," signifying "the Gate of Jesus," harks back to an ancient gateway within Constantine's walls, its grandeur evoked in late Byzantine records as "The Ancient Beautiful Gate." Like Temple Bar in London, it stood as a bridge between the city's past and its present, a symbol of resilience and transformation.

For Constantine, this grand undertaking was more than mere construction; it was a divine mandate. Uttering the prophetic words, "I must go on until He stops who goes before me," he acknowledged a higher purpose guiding his actions. Like many great leaders, he felt himself an instrument of a greater will, building with a wisdom beyond his own comprehension.

Though the city of Constantine could not rise in a single day, its birth was celebrated with unparalleled fervor. As spring bathed the region in resplendent beauty, earth and sky seemed to conspire in homage to the new queen-city. Festivities spanned forty days, with games in the Hippodrome, free access to baths, and generous gifts to the populace. A gilt statue of Constantine, bearing the personification of the city's Fortune, circled the Hippodrome in a dazzling procession, reminiscent of the inaugural celebrations centuries prior.

Any nostalgia for the city’s vanishing landmarks would surely have been eclipsed by pride in the honor bestowed upon the old city and admiration for its newfound splendor. Many remnants of the past had undergone a metamorphosis, rendering the new landscape somewhat familiar. The Hippodrome, once a construction site for over 180 years, now teemed with spectators as chariots raced around its spina. The Baths of Zeuxippus remained, expanded and embellished, while the adjacent open space was transformed into the Augustaion square, a tribute to the Emperor's mother.

Across the cityscape, Constantine's vision unfolded with breathtaking grandeur. From the Senate-House with its stately columns to the Milion marking the city's center, each edifice bore witness to a new era. The Church of Irene proclaimed the dawn of Christian peace, while the imperial palace-to-be loomed over the eastern horizon. Gone were the old fortifications, replaced by ramparts endowed with a broader vision and greater utility. The forum, named after Constantine, pulsated with civic life, while statues and monuments dotted the streets, testaments to the Empire's artistic and historical legacy.

Amidst this urban renaissance, palatial mansions beckoned the elite, drawn by promises of imperial favor and opportunity. Yet, it wasn't just the aristocracy who flocked to New Rome; artisans, laborers, and merchants thronged its streets, enticed by prospects of prosperity and protection. Organized into wards and fortified suburbs, the city exuded order and security, a testament to its Roman heritage.

At the Strategion, where military exercises once echoed, a column proudly proclaimed the city's new name: New Rome. In this moment of transformation, even the staunchest defender of the old order would bow to the decree, recognizing that Byzantium had transcended its past to become a beacon of a new era.

Upon touring the marvels of Rome, Persian prince Hormisdas was prompted to share his reflections on the city. "One thing disappoints me," he remarked, "men die here just as in the humblest village of the Empire." Such was the fate of New Rome's founder, Constantine the Great, who passed away seven years after bestowing the city upon the world. His golden coffin journeyed to Constantinople, where amidst public lamentation, he found his eternal rest within a porphyry sarcophagus in the Church of the Holy Apostles. Twelve pillars flanked his tomb, symbolizing his association with the apostolic company, a fitting tribute to his defense of the Christian faith. 

Yet, as the adage goes, the deeds of men outlive their mortal frames. Constantinople, the testament to its founder's foresight, continued to thrive and expand. However, it would take over a century for the city to reach its zenith. Upon Constantine's demise, his eastern realm fell under the rule of his second son, Constantius, who soon grasped the magnitude of the task at hand. His visit to Rome left an indelible impression, as he marveled at the grandeur of Trajan's Forum, humbled by the monumental achievements of antiquity. While he aspired to emulate its greatness, his advisor Hormisdas soberly reminded him, "For such a horse, you must first provide such a stable."

Nonetheless, Constantius pressed forward with the development of New Rome. Themistius, a contemporary historian, attributed much of the city's actual construction to Constantius, claiming that it owed its existence not only to Constantine's name but also to his son's efforts. Under Constantius' reign, the city's fortifications were completed, and notable landmarks such as the Church of the Holy Apostles and the famed Hagia Sophia were erected. Constantius also established a prefecture system akin to Rome's, further solidifying the city's administrative structure. Notably, he endowed Constantinople with a library, recognizing the invaluable role of knowledge in shaping the city's destiny. In the words of Themistius, "the Emperor has recalled and raised from the dead the souls of wise men and heroes for the welfare of the city." Indeed, in the annals of history, Constantinople would shine as a beacon of learning and enlightenment, a testament to the wisdom and vision of its founders.

Julian, the successor of Constantius, held a unique bond with Constantinople. It was not just the seat of his power but the very ground of his upbringing. The basilica where he received his early education, now occupying the site of the Yeri Batan Serai cistern near Hagia Sophia, shaped his formative years. Under the guidance of his tutor Mardonius, Julian immersed himself in the pursuit of grammar and rhetoric, mingling freely with his peers. His intellectual prowess soon became the talk of the town, foreshadowing his future ascent to imperial authority. However, this burgeoning promise aroused the jealousy of Constantius, leading to Julian's exile to Nicomedia.

Nevertheless, Julian harbored a deep affection for his childhood home. In one of his letters, he professed, "I love her as my mother, for I was born and brought up there, and I can never be guilty of ingratitude towards her." His sentiments were reciprocated by the citizens of Constantinople, who greeted him with jubilation upon his return to assume the throne in 361. Julian's brief reign of ten months in Constantinople, cut short by war with Persia, was nonetheless marked by substantial reforms and initiatives.

Displeased with the state of affairs in his native city, Julian embarked on a mission to cleanse Constantinople of corruption and excess. He confronted entrenched Christianity, simmering sectarian tensions, and pervasive official malpractice. His purge of the imperial court, rife with extravagance and nepotism, earned him both praise and enmity.

Julian's legacy in Constantinople extended beyond his crackdown on decadence. He enhanced the city's infrastructure, constructing a new harbor to facilitate maritime commerce. Known initially as the New Harbour or the Harbour of Julian, it later bore the name Harbour of Sophia in honor of Empress Sophia's contributions to its renovation. The Sigma portico, an architectural gem at the harbor's head, became a haven for philosophical discourse, reflecting Julian's intellectual patronage.

Yet, perhaps Julian's most enduring gift to his beloved city was his personal collection of books, bestowed upon its public library as a testament to his filial devotion. In the annals of Constantinople's history, Julian's brief but impactful reign stands as a testament to his vision for reform and his enduring bond with the city of his birth.

Valens, the subsequent Emperor with a vested interest in Constantinople's expansion, prioritized the city's water supply—a perennial concern due to the scarcity of water in its immediate vicinity. Under his reign, the picturesque aqueduct, adorned with double tiers of arches entwined with ivy, was erected to convey water to the city. This addition supplemented Constantine's water supply system, likely inherited from the town of Byzantium, which Valens extended and enhanced. Adjacent to the aqueduct's eastern terminus, a magnificent public fountain was erected, while the Cistern of the Praetorian Prefect dates back to this era. The influx of water facilitated by these developments prompted the construction of several public baths, reminiscent of Roman Constantinople's iconic Thermae—the prototypes of what we now recognize as Turkish baths, peculiarly preserved as a cultural practice in the eastern reaches of the Empire.

However, what truly distinguishes Valens' reign in Constantinople's annals is the city's inaugural encounter with a usurpation of the throne and an assault on its fortifications. The former event unfolded at the hands of Procopius, a cousin of Emperor Julian. Leveraging his familial ties to the Constantinian dynasty, Procopius capitalized on the discontent simmering under Valens' rule, rallying the populace and securing a contingent of troops through generous incentives. Seizing the palace, Procopius declared himself Emperor, triggering a bitter conflict with Valens that culminated in his capture and execution. The aftermath saw a brutal crackdown on suspected sympathizers, as well as punitive measures against Chalcedon for its support of the usurper.

Yet, Valens' most significant challenge came from the Goths, whom he had permitted to settle in the territory now known as Bulgaria. Mismanagement and corruption among officials tasked with overseeing the refugees led to a revolt, culminating in a devastating defeat for Valens at Adrianople in 378. The Roman legions suffered a catastrophic loss, with the Emperor himself among the casualties. Emboldened by victory, the Goths besieged Constantinople, nearly breaching its defenses. However, the city's defense was spearheaded by Empress Dominica, who mobilized citizen militias and received crucial assistance from newly arrived Arab soldiers. In a decisive engagement, an unexpected intervention by a lone, wild-eyed Arab turned the tide in favor of the defenders, compelling the Goths to retreat—a defining moment marking Constantinople's resilience in its first siege.

With the rise of Theodosius I, a new era of promise illuminated the Empire. Not only did he quell the Goths' aggression, but he also orchestrated a remarkable turnabout, transforming them into staunch allies. Persuading their seasoned king, Athanaric—who had sworn never to tread Roman soil—to visit Constantinople, Theodosius left an indelible impression on his Goth counterpart. "Now," Athanaric marveled, "I see what I often heard of, but never believed, the renown of this great city." Surveying its bustling harbor, formidable defenses, and diverse populace converging like tributaries to a common source, he extolled, "Verily, the Emperor is a god upon earth; whoso lifts a hand against him is guilty of his own blood." Following Athanaric's demise, Theodosius honored him with a regal burial at the Church of the Holy Apostles, cementing the bond between Rome and the Goths through chivalrous gestures.
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