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​Irene, the Woman Who Broke an Empire
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The eighth-century Byzantine Empire witnessed one of history's most extraordinary and brutal power struggles when Irene of Athens rose from provincial orphan to become the first woman to rule the Roman Empire in her own right. This meticulously researched historical narrative chronicles Irene's ruthless path to power through political manipulation, religious transformation, and ultimately matricide, as she blinded her own son Constantine VI in the room where he was born to claim sole imperial authority. The book explores how Irene's restoration of icon veneration reshaped Orthodox Christianity while her violent seizure of power inadvertently created the conditions for Charlemagne's coronation as Western Emperor in 800, permanently dividing Christendom between East and West. Drawing on Byzantine chronicles, Western sources, and alternative narratives about disputed succession, this comprehensive work examines the conspiracy of the half-brothers, the failed Council of 786, the Moechian controversy, and the shadow claim of a possible Byzantine heir sheltered at Charlemagne's court. Irene's story illuminates the intersection of gender and power, the relationship between religious conviction and political ambition, and how individual actions can transform civilizations in unforeseen ways. Despite her canonization as a saint, Irene's legacy remains deeply contested, embodying both extraordinary achievement and profound moral tragedy.
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​Chapter One: The Isaurian Revolution: Leo III and the Salvation of Constantinople
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The story of Irene of Athens begins not with her birth in the provincial backwater of eighth-century Athens, but with a desperate summer morning in 717 when the fate of Christian civilization hung in the balance. On August 15 of that year, a vast Arab fleet carrying perhaps one hundred and eighty thousand soldiers appeared in the waters of the Bosphorus, accompanied by a land army of equal or greater size that had marched through Anatolia. Their objective was singular and terrifying: the complete conquest of Constantinople, the greatest city in the Christian world and the capital of what remained of the Roman Empire. The man who would face this existential threat was not a member of the ancient senatorial aristocracy or a scion of the Heraclian dynasty that had ruled for the previous century. He was Leo, a soldier of obscure origins from the mountainous region of Isauria in southern Anatolia, who had seized the imperial throne only months earlier through a combination of military prowess and political opportunism. The siege that followed, and Leo's ultimate triumph over it, would establish a new dynasty and set in motion a theological revolution that would define the Byzantine world for more than a century. Without understanding Leo III and the Isaurian revolution he inaugurated, we cannot comprehend the world that produced Irene or the forces that would shape her extraordinary life.

To appreciate the magnitude of what Leo faced, we must first understand the strategic situation of the Byzantine Empire in the early eighth century. The empire that had once encircled the Mediterranean had been reduced to a rump state consisting of Anatolia, the Greek heartland, parts of the Balkans, scattered holdings in Italy, and a few isolated outposts. The great Arab conquests of the seventh century had torn away Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and North Africa with shocking speed. These losses were not merely territorial; they represented the amputation of the empire's wealthiest provinces, the breadbaskets that had fed Constantinople, and the theological centers where Christianity had first taken root. Jerusalem, Antioch, and Alexandria—three of the five patriarchal sees of Christianity—now lay under Muslim rule. The psychological impact of these defeats on the Byzantine psyche cannot be overstated. For Romans who had been taught that their empire was the earthly manifestation of divine order, that the emperor was God's viceroy on earth, and that the empire would endure until the Second Coming of Christ, these catastrophes demanded explanation. How could God allow his chosen people to be defeated by what the Byzantines considered heretics? This question would haunt Byzantine theology and politics throughout the eighth century, and the answers different factions provided would tear the empire apart.

The Arab invasions had followed a pattern of almost supernatural success. Damascus fell in 635, Jerusalem in 637, and Alexandria in 642. The Battle of Yarmouk in 636 had destroyed the Byzantine field army, and the empire found itself unable to mount effective resistance against an enemy that seemed to fight with both military brilliance and religious fervor. The Arabs were not merely conquering territory; they were offering an alternative vision of monotheistic truth, one that rejected the Trinity and the veneration of religious images as polytheistic corruption. From the Byzantine perspective, the Arab victories suggested that perhaps God was indeed punishing the empire for some great sin. But what sin? This question would become the central theological and political debate of the eighth century.

By the time Leo seized power in 717, the empire had endured nearly a century of defeats, retreats, and desperate defensive measures. The reign of Justinian II, which ended in 711, had been marked by extraordinary cruelty and political instability. A period known as the "Twenty Years' Anarchy" had seen six emperors rise and fall between 695 and 717, each deposing his predecessor through violence. The imperial government had lost its ability to maintain order or defend its frontiers effectively. The themes, or military provinces, had become semi-autonomous under their generals, who commanded more loyalty from their troops than the distant emperor in Constantinople. It was against this background of chaos and decline that Leo emerged.

Leo's origins remain somewhat obscure, which is itself significant. Byzantine historians of later periods, particularly those hostile to the Isaurian dynasty, claimed that Leo was born in Syria and had been forcibly relocated to Thrace as part of a population transfer. Others insisted he was from Isauria proper, that rugged and often rebellious region that had given the empire some of its toughest soldiers but was also associated with banditry and provincial roughness. What we know with certainty is that Leo had risen through military ranks and had distinguished himself in campaigns against the Arabs. By 717, he commanded the Anatolic theme, the largest and most important military district in the empire. When the incompetent Emperor Theodosius III proved unable to organize an effective defense against the approaching Arab threat, Leo marched on Constantinople with his army. The capital surrendered without a fight, and Theodosius abdicated on March 25, 717. Leo was crowned emperor, taking the regnal name Leo III, deliberately echoing the memory of Leo I, who had ruled in the fifth century during another period of imperial crisis.

Leo had less than five months to prepare Constantinople for the greatest siege it had yet faced. The Arab forces were commanded by Maslama ibn Abd al-Malik, brother of the Umayyad Caliph Sulayman, and the invasion represented the culmination of decades of Arab expansion. The Umayyad Caliphate was at the height of its power, stretching from Spain to Central Asia, and the conquest of Constantinople would open the way to the Balkans and potentially all of Europe. The Arabs had laid siege to Constantinople once before, from 674 to 678, but that siege had been a more limited affair. This time, they came with overwhelming force and the intention of staying until the city fell.

The siege began in earnest in August 717 and would last for an entire year. The Arab fleet, numbering perhaps eighteen hundred ships according to some sources, established a blockade of the city's harbors, intending to starve the population into submission. The land army encircled the massive Theodosian Walls, which had protected Constantinople since the fifth century. These walls were the most sophisticated fortification system in the world, consisting of a moat, an outer wall, an inner wall, and defensive towers at regular intervals. They had never been breached by direct assault, and they would not be breached now. But walls, however formidable, could not feed a besieged population or prevent the slow erosion of morale that came with isolation and hunger.

Leo's genius lay not in conventional military tactics but in his understanding of the strategic situation and his willingness to exploit every advantage available to him. First, he ensured that Constantinople was adequately supplied before the siege began. The city's granaries were filled, and the population was prepared psychologically for a long siege. Leo used his authority as emperor to maintain order and prevent the kind of factional violence that had plagued previous sieges. Second, he recognized that the Arab fleet was vulnerable to Byzantine naval technology, specifically the devastating weapon known as Greek Fire. This incendiary substance, the precise formula for which remains unknown to this day, could burn even on water and was virtually impossible to extinguish. Byzantine dromons, the fast and maneuverable warships of the imperial navy, were equipped with siphons that could spray Greek Fire onto enemy vessels. In a series of naval engagements during the autumn of 717, Leo's fleet destroyed significant portions of the Arab navy, breaking the blockade and allowing supply ships to reach the city.

The winter of 717-718 proved to be one of the coldest in recorded Byzantine history. Snow fell in Constantinople, an unusual occurrence in a city with a relatively mild maritime climate. But the real catastrophe fell upon the Arab besiegers, who were camped in the open outside the walls. Chroniclers describe Arab soldiers freezing to death, horses dying from cold and lack of fodder, and the siege army dissolving into misery and desperation. The Arabs had not anticipated such weather, and their supply lines from Syria were stretched to the breaking point. Compounding their difficulties, Leo had successfully negotiated with the Bulgars, the Turkic people who controlled much of the Balkans, to attack the Arab army from the rear. A Bulgarian force descended on the Arab camp in the spring of 718, slaughtering thousands of soldiers and capturing much of their remaining supplies.

By August 718, exactly one year after the siege began, the Arab command recognized that the campaign had failed. Maslama ordered a general retreat. The Arab fleet, attempting to sail back to Syria, was caught in a massive storm in the Sea of Marmara. Byzantine sources, always prone to claiming divine intervention, reported that only five ships from the entire fleet survived the storm. While this number is almost certainly an exaggeration, there is no doubt that the Arab losses were catastrophic. Of the massive force that had arrived to conquer Constantinople, only a fraction returned home. The Umayyad Caliphate never again attempted to conquer the Byzantine capital, and the failure of this siege marked the high-water mark of Arab expansion into Europe.

The impact of Leo's victory cannot be overstated. Constantinople, and with it Christian Europe, had been saved from conquest. The city's survival ensured that there would be a Christian power in the East to balance the Islamic Caliphate, preserving the possibility of European independence and cultural continuity. Had Constantinople fallen in 718, it is difficult to imagine how the fragmented kingdoms of Western Europe could have resisted subsequent Arab expansion. The victory established Leo's legitimacy in a way that no military coup could. He was no longer merely a soldier who had seized the throne; he was the savior of the empire, the emperor chosen by God to deliver his people from their enemies.

But Leo's interpretation of this victory would prove as significant as the victory itself. In the Byzantine theological framework, military success was proof of divine favor, just as military defeat indicated divine displeasure. The Arabs had been defeated, therefore God approved of Leo and his policies. But this raised a troubling question: if God now favored the empire under Leo, why had he allowed the empire to suffer so terribly in the previous century? What had changed between the period of catastrophic defeats and this glorious victory? Leo and his advisors began to develop an answer to this question, one that would revolutionize Byzantine religious practice and plunge the empire into a century of bitter theological conflict.

The answer they arrived at concerned icons—the religious images that had become central to Byzantine Christianity. Throughout the empire, in churches and monasteries, in private homes and public spaces, Christians venerated painted images of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and the saints. These icons were not mere decoration; they were understood as windows into the divine realm, as mediating presences that could intercede with God on behalf of the faithful. The practice had deep roots in late antique Christianity and had been defended by theologians such as John of Damascus, who argued that the Incarnation itself justified the depiction of Christ in material form. If God had become flesh in Jesus Christ, then the material world could serve as a vehicle for the divine.

But there had always been a strand of Christian thought that viewed such images with suspicion. The Old Testament prohibition against graven images, the Second Commandment, seemed to forbid the making of religious images. Some theologians argued that the veneration of icons was dangerously close to idolatry, to the worship of created things rather than the Creator. This critique had particular resonance in the eighth century because it echoed the central Muslim critique of Christianity. The Arabs, after all, strictly prohibited the depiction of God or the Prophet Muhammad, seeing such images as blasphemous. Could it be that the Arab victories were God's way of punishing the empire for the sin of idolatry? Could the theological position of the Muslims, however wrong in other respects, be correct in this particular area?

Leo appears to have begun moving against icons in the 720s, though the chronology is disputed and complicated by the fact that much of our evidence comes from later iconodule sources hostile to the Isaurian dynasty. What is clear is that by 726, Leo had ordered the removal of a prominent icon of Christ from the Chalke Gate, the ceremonial entrance to the Great Palace in Constantinople. This act, seemingly a minor administrative decision, provoked a riot. A group of women attacked the soldiers who were removing the icon, killing several of them. Leo suppressed the riot, but the incident revealed the depth of popular attachment to icon veneration, particularly among women and the lower classes of Constantinople.

The theological argument that Leo and his supporters developed was straightforward: the empire's defeats in the seventh century were divine punishment for the sin of idolatry. By venerating icons, the Byzantines had violated the Second Commandment and had fallen into error. The victory of 718 was God's indication that he would favor the empire if it returned to proper worship, which meant the elimination of religious images. This was not merely a theological position; it was a complete explanation for the empire's century of catastrophe and a program for its renewal. If the empire abandoned icons, God would grant it victory over its enemies. If it persisted in icon veneration, the defeats would continue.

This theological revolution was intertwined with social and political changes in the empire. The iconoclastic position appealed particularly to the military aristocracy and to soldiers who had been fighting against the Arabs for decades. These men had seen the effectiveness of Arab armies and had been forced to confront the possibility that the Muslims were somehow more favored by God. The iconoclastic theology offered them a way to understand their defeats that did not require them to admit fundamental Christian error or Muslim superiority. The problem was not with Christianity itself, but with the specific practice of icon veneration. Remove that practice, and victory would return.

Moreover, the iconoclastic position aligned with certain pragmatic military and political concerns. The monasteries that produced and venerated icons controlled enormous wealth and land. Monks, who were exempt from military service, represented a significant portion of the empire's manpower. By attacking icon veneration, which was centered in the monasteries, Leo could potentially redirect resources from the monastic sector to the military. There was also a question of authority: who ultimately controlled religious practice in the empire, the emperor or the church hierarchy? By asserting the emperor's right to regulate religious images, Leo was making a claim about imperial supremacy in theological matters that would have profound implications for church-state relations.

The opposition to iconoclasm came from several quarters, but most prominently from the monastic movement. Monks had been the primary producers of icons and the primary defenders of their veneration. Monasteries were centers of icon production, and monastic spirituality emphasized the visual and material aspects of religious devotion. The great monastic theologians, particularly those writing from areas outside direct imperial control such as John of Damascus in Muslim-held Damascus, produced sophisticated defenses of icon veneration. They argued that icons did not violate the Second Commandment because they were not worshipped as gods but venerated as representations of holy persons. They drew a distinction between latria, the worship due only to God, and proskynesis, the respectful veneration appropriate for images. They pointed to the Incarnation as proof that matter could be sanctified, that the material world could serve as a vehicle for divine grace.

The iconoclast controversy also had a significant geographic dimension. The regions most loyal to icon veneration were the Greek heartland, particularly the islands and coastal areas, and the Italian territories that remained under Byzantine control, especially Rome and the Exarchate of Ravenna. These areas were distant from the Arab frontier and had not experienced the psychological trauma of constant military defeat. Their populations tended to be urban, literate, and connected to the monastic networks that defended icons. In contrast, the iconoclastic position was strongest in the eastern themes of Anatolia, where soldiers faced the Arabs directly and where the military aristocracy held sway. This geographic split would have lasting consequences for the empire's unity.

Leo III's reign after 718 was devoted to the consolidation of his dynasty and the implementation of his religious policies, though he moved cautiously at first. He understood that a frontal assault on icon veneration would provoke massive resistance, so he proceeded gradually, testing the limits of what was possible. He promulgated a new law code, the Ecloga, in 726, which reformed Byzantine law in ways that strengthened imperial authority and reduced the power of the traditional senatorial aristocracy. He reorganized the themes to make them more efficient military units and to ensure the loyalty of their commanders to the Isaurian house. And he prepared his son Constantine to succeed him, ensuring that the dynasty would outlast his own life.

The significance of Leo's victory in 718 and his subsequent religious policies extended far beyond the Byzantine Empire itself. By saving Constantinople, Leo had preserved the only organized Christian state in the East capable of resisting Islamic expansion. This created a strategic balance in the Mediterranean that would persist for centuries. The Arab Caliphate, unable to conquer the Byzantine capital, turned its expansion westward toward Spain and eastward toward Central Asia, but the existence of a strong Byzantine Empire prevented total Muslim domination of the Mediterranean world.

Equally important were the theological implications of Leo's iconoclasm for Christian history. The controversy he initiated would eventually contribute to the widening split between Eastern and Western Christianity. The Popes in Rome rejected iconoclasm absolutely, seeing it as an imperial interference in matters of faith that properly belonged to the church. This disagreement over icons was one of several theological and political issues that gradually separated the Greek East from the Latin West, culminating eventually in the Great Schism of 1054. In this sense, Leo's decisions in the 720s set in motion processes that would reshape all of European Christianity.

For our purposes, understanding Leo III and the Isaurian revolution is essential because it establishes the world into which Irene would be born and the forces she would have to navigate. The Isaurian dynasty that Leo founded was built on military success and iconoclastic theology. These two pillars were mutually reinforcing: military victory proved that iconoclasm was theologically correct, and iconoclasm promised continued military victory. Any challenge to either pillar threatened the entire ideological structure of the dynasty. When Irene, an iconodule from Athens, married into this dynasty, she brought with her a fundamentally different understanding of Byzantine identity and divine favor. Her eventual triumph over iconoclasm would require not just political skill but the dismantling of the entire theological edifice that Leo III had constructed.

Leo III died on June 18, 741, having ruled for twenty-four years and having established his dynasty on apparently solid foundations. He passed the throne to his son Constantine V, who would prove even more zealous in the iconoclastic cause than his father. But the seeds of the dynasty's eventual transformation had already been planted. The theological controversy that Leo initiated had created fault lines in Byzantine society that could not be easily healed. The military aristocracy and the monastic establishment were now locked in a struggle over the soul of the empire, a struggle in which compromise seemed impossible because each side believed it was defending divine truth against dangerous error.

The siege of 717-718 thus marks the beginning of our story not because it involved any of our principal characters, but because it established the paradigm through which eighth-century Byzantines understood their world. Victory meant divine favor, defeat meant divine punishment, and theological correctness was measured by military success. This was the mental universe that would shape Irene's rise to power, her religious policies, and ultimately her tragic relationship with her son. Leo III had saved the empire from the Arabs, but in doing so he had created a new kind of crisis, one that would only be resolved through blood, blindings, and the shattering of imperial unity. The revolution he began in 717 would reach its terrible culmination in the Purple Chamber in 797, when another emperor would be destroyed, this time not by Arab armies but by the contradictions inherent in the very system Leo had created.
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​Chapter Two: The Theology of Warfare: Constantine V and the Militarization of Iconoclasm
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Constantine V inherited the Byzantine throne from his father Leo III in 741, and with it he inherited an empire still deeply divided over the question of religious images. Where his father had been cautious and incremental in his approach to iconoclasm, testing the boundaries of what was politically possible, Constantine would prove to be a zealot. Over the course of his thirty-four-year reign, he would transform iconoclasm from a contested imperial policy into an elaborate theological system backed by conciliar authority, military success, and institutional power. In doing so, he would create fault lines in Byzantine society so deep that they would shape imperial politics for generations. The empire that Constantine left to his son Leo IV in 775 was militarily formidable, territorially expanded, and theologically fractured. To understand how Irene could rise to power as an iconodule in a dynasty built on iconoclasm, we must first understand how completely Constantine had militarized the iconoclastic position and how thoroughly he had alienated the very populations that would eventually support her.

Constantine was born on the feast day of the Baptism of Christ in 718, during the final months of the great Arab siege. His birth, in the midst of his father's greatest triumph, was presented as a sign of divine favor for the new dynasty. He was baptized in the Church of Hagia Sophia by the Patriarch Germanos, using water drawn from the font in which Constantine the Great himself had supposedly been baptized. The symbolism was powerful and deliberate: this child was the continuation of the Christian Roman Empire, the heir to Constantine the Great's legacy. But there was an incident at the baptism that iconodule chroniclers would later seize upon as prophetic. According to these hostile sources, the infant Constantine defecated in the baptismal font, polluting the holy water. The iconodules interpreted this as a divine sign that Constantine would pollute the purity of the faith, though of course such stories must be treated with extreme skepticism. They tell us more about how later generations viewed Constantine than about what actually happened at his baptism.

What we can say with certainty is that Constantine was raised in an environment where iconoclasm was presented as orthodox Christianity and icon veneration as dangerous heresy. His father Leo had surrounded himself with iconoclastic bishops and theologians who provided the young prince with a comprehensive education in their theological position. Constantine was trained not just as a soldier and administrator, as all Byzantine princes were, but as a theologian in his own right. He would later write theological treatises defending iconoclasm, and contemporary accounts suggest he was genuinely intellectually committed to the position rather than merely adopting it for political convenience. This theological education would prove crucial, because Constantine understood that if iconoclasm was to triumph permanently, it needed more than imperial decrees. It needed the legitimacy that could only come from a church council recognized as ecumenical.

Constantine's accession to the throne in 741 was not smooth. His father had taken care to associate him with imperial power during his own lifetime, crowning Constantine as co-emperor in 720 when the boy was barely two years old. This early association was meant to ensure a peaceful succession, but it could not prevent all challenges. Almost immediately after Leo III's death, Constantine faced a serious rebellion from his brother-in-law Artabasdos, who commanded the Opsikion theme. Artabasdos seized Constantinople and had himself crowned emperor, forcing Constantine to flee to the Anatolic theme, the military district that had been the foundation of his father's power. The rebellion revealed the continuing strength of iconodule sentiment within the empire, because Artabasdos immediately declared himself in favor of icon veneration and began restoring images to churches in Constantinople. This was a calculated political move designed to rally support from the icon-venerating population of the capital and from the monastic establishment.

The civil war between Constantine and Artabasdos lasted for two years and was marked by considerable brutality on both sides. Constantine, commanding the loyal eastern themes, systematically defeated Artabasdos's armies in a series of battles. The decisive engagement came in May 743 at the Battle of Sardis, where Constantine's forces completely destroyed Artabasdos's army. Constantine retook Constantinople in November 743, capturing Artabasdos and his sons. The punishment he inflicted was calculated to send a message about the price of rebellion and, significantly, about the price of supporting icon veneration. Artabasdos and his sons were publicly blinded in the Hippodrome, the great arena where the populace of Constantinople gathered for chariot races and imperial ceremonies. Blinding was the traditional Byzantine method of disqualifying someone from holding imperial power, based on the principle that an emperor must be physically perfect. But Constantine went further, ordering that Artabasdos and his sons be paraded through the streets of Constantinople on donkeys, facing backward, before large crowds who were encouraged to mock them. This public humiliation was designed to demonstrate that iconodule rebellion led not just to political defeat but to total degradation.

Having secured his throne through military force, Constantine spent the next decade consolidating his power and preparing for the theological offensive that would institutionalize iconoclasm. He understood what his father had perhaps not fully appreciated: that iconoclasm could not survive merely as an imperial preference. It needed to be established as the official teaching of the church, ratified by a council that could claim the same authority as the great ecumenical councils of the past that had defined Christian doctrine. Only then could iconoclasm be presented as orthodoxy and icon veneration as heresy, rather than the reverse.

The Council of Hieria was convened in 754 at the imperial palace of that name, located on the Asian shore of the Bosphorus. Constantine assembled three hundred thirty-eight bishops from across the empire, a respectable number that gave the council the appearance of broad ecclesiastical support. Significantly absent, however, were representatives of the other four patriarchal sees. The Patriarchs of Rome, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem all refused to participate, though Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem were under Arab control and thus had limited ability to influence Byzantine religious policy in any case. The Patriarch of Constantinople, Anastasios, presided over the council, but the driving force behind its theological work was clearly the emperor himself.

The council met from February tenth to August eighth, 754, an extended session that indicates the seriousness with which the assembled bishops approached their task. The resulting decree, which has survived in fragments quoted by iconodule writers who sought to refute it, represents the most sophisticated theological defense of iconoclasm produced during the controversy. The bishops at Hieria did not simply assert that icons were forbidden; they attempted to provide a comprehensive theological framework that demonstrated why any attempt to depict Christ in material form was inherently heretical.

The core of the Hieria argument rested on Christological grounds, specifically on how the divine and human natures of Christ related to each other. The council fathers argued that any attempt to paint an icon of Christ faced an insurmountable logical problem. If the iconographer tried to depict Christ's divine nature, this was impossible because divinity is by definition uncircumscribable and cannot be contained in material form. If instead the iconographer tried to depict only Christ's human nature, this was the heresy of Nestorianism, which improperly separated Christ's human and divine natures. The only proper way to depict Christ, according to Hieria, was through the Eucharist, where bread and wine were transformed into Christ's body and blood. This was the image authorized by Christ himself, and it was the only image that could truly represent the union of divine and human in Christ without falling into heresy.

This argument was theologically sophisticated and drew on legitimate concerns about how to understand the Incarnation. The iconoclasts were not simply primitive image-breakers who failed to understand Christian theology. They were attempting to grapple with genuine theological problems about representation, materiality, and the relationship between the human and divine. Their error, from the iconodule perspective, was in their rigidity and in their failure to appreciate how the Incarnation itself validated the use of material reality as a vehicle for the sacred.

The Council of Hieria also addressed the practical question of what should be done with existing icons. The decree ordered that all religious images be removed from churches and destroyed. Significantly, the council specified that church walls should be decorated with crosses and with representations of plants and animals, but never with depictions of Christ, Mary, or the saints. This was not a wholesale rejection of religious art, but a redefinition of what kinds of images were appropriate for Christian worship. The cross, as the instrument of salvation rather than a depiction of a person, was acceptable. Decorative elements from nature were acceptable because they made no claim to represent the divine. But personalized religious imagery was categorically forbidden.

Having obtained conciliar authority for his iconoclastic position, Constantine set about implementing it with ruthless efficiency. He recognized that the primary centers of resistance would be the monasteries, which had become the bastions of icon veneration. Monastic spirituality placed enormous emphasis on visual contemplation of icons as a path to communion with God. Monks produced icons, they preserved them, they defended them theologically, and they built their entire devotional practice around them. If iconoclasm was to succeed, the monastic establishment had to be broken.

Constantine's campaign against the monasteries began in earnest in the 760s and intensified throughout the following decade. He confiscated monastic lands on a massive scale, redirecting their wealth to the imperial treasury and to military purposes. He closed monasteries throughout the empire, converting their buildings to secular uses or allowing them to fall into ruin. Monks and nuns were given a choice: renounce their monastic vows and return to secular life, or face persecution. Many chose to flee, particularly to areas outside direct imperial control such as southern Italy, which was technically Byzantine but distant enough to allow some independence, or to regions under Arab control where, ironically, Christian monastics found more religious freedom under Muslim rule than under the Christian emperor in Constantinople.

Those monks who refused to comply and remained within the empire faced increasingly severe persecution. Constantine ordered monks to be paraded through the Hippodrome, forced to hold the hands of women, mocking their vows of celibacy. This public humiliation was designed to break the mystique of monasticism and present monks as hypocrites and charlatans rather than holy men. Some monks were imprisoned, others were tortured, and a number were executed. The Patriarch Constantine II, who succeeded to the patriarchal throne in 754 and supported the emperor's policies, was himself eventually removed in 766 when he apparently showed insufficient zeal for the iconoclastic cause. He was publicly scourged and beheaded, demonstrating that even bishops who supported iconoclasm were not safe if they failed to meet Constantine's exacting standards.

The persecution of monasticism reached its peak in the late 760s and early 770s. In 766, a conspiracy against the emperor was discovered, allegedly involving both monks and members of the civil service. Constantine used this conspiracy as a pretext for a widespread purge. Nineteen high-ranking officials were executed, their properties confiscated, and their families destroyed. The patriarch was among those killed, accused of plotting against the emperor. The terror that Constantine unleashed was indiscriminate and brutal, creating an atmosphere of fear throughout the capital. Anyone suspected of harboring iconodule sympathies could be denounced and destroyed.

Yet it is crucial to understand that Constantine's reign was not simply a story of religious persecution. From a military standpoint, Constantine V was perhaps the most successful emperor of the entire eighth century. He conducted repeated campaigns against the Arabs, stabilizing the eastern frontier and even expanding Byzantine territory in eastern Anatolia. He campaigned against the Bulgars in the Balkans with remarkable success, winning nine major victories and forcing the Bulgarian Khan to sue for peace. He resettled populations, strengthened the theme system, and maintained an army that was both loyal and effective. When Byzantine soldiers chanted "Constantine, you have conquered!" after military victories, they meant it sincerely.

This military success was absolutely central to how Constantine understood and defended his iconoclastic policies. In the Byzantine theological framework that his father had established, military victory was proof of divine favor. Constantine could point to his unbroken string of military successes as evidence that God approved of iconoclasm. Every victory against the Arabs or Bulgars was simultaneously a theological argument, a demonstration that the empire prospered when it abandoned icon veneration and suffered when it embraced it. Constantine made this connection explicit in his propaganda, linking the military disasters of the seventh century to icon veneration and the military revival under the Isaurian dynasty to iconoclasm.

This linkage between military success and theological correctness created a powerful alliance between Constantine and the army. The soldiers who fought under Constantine's command were overwhelmingly iconoclastic in their religious views, not necessarily because they had studied the theological arguments, but because their own experience seemed to confirm the iconoclastic position. They won battles under iconoclastic emperors and lost battles under emperors who supported icons. The logic was simple and compelling. Moreover, Constantine actively cultivated this military support, spending time with his soldiers, participating personally in campaigns, and distributing the wealth confiscated from monasteries to his armies. He understood that the army was the foundation of his power, and he built the army into a constituency that was personally loyal to him and ideologically committed to iconoclasm.

This militarization of iconoclasm created a profound social division within the empire. On one side stood the military aristocracy, the soldiers of the eastern themes, the imperial bureaucracy in Constantinople, and those bishops who supported the emperor's religious policies. These groups benefited materially from iconoclasm through land grants, the redistribution of monastic wealth, and access to imperial favor. They also had strong ideological reasons to support iconoclasm, seeing it as the key to continued military success and divine favor.

On the other side stood the monks, the iconodule bishops (many of whom had been removed from their sees and replaced with iconoclasts), much of the population of Constantinople and the Greek islands, and virtually the entire Christian population of Byzantine Italy. These groups saw iconoclasm not as a return to authentic Christianity but as a dangerous innovation that violated centuries of Christian tradition. They pointed to the fact that icon veneration had been practiced since the earliest days of Christianity, that the great fathers of the church had defended it, and that the veneration of icons was deeply rooted in popular piety. The removal of icons from churches struck them as a violation of sacred space, an act of impiety rather than piety.

The geographic dimension of this division is particularly important for understanding the later rise of Irene. The regions most loyal to iconoclasm were the eastern themes of Anatolia, where the military aristocracy was strongest and where the constant threat of Arab invasion made military success the overriding concern. These were the regions that had suffered most from the Arab conquests and that had the strongest motivation to accept any theological explanation that promised renewed victory. In contrast, the regions most resistant to iconoclasm were the Greek heartland, particularly the islands and coastal areas where monastic influence was strong, and the Italian territories where the Pope in Rome provided an alternative focus of authority to the emperor in Constantinople.

The Italian situation deserves particular attention because it would have lasting consequences for the relationship between East and West. The Byzantine Exarchate of Ravenna, which governed Byzantine territories in Italy, was increasingly alienated from Constantinople by Constantine's iconoclastic policies. The Popes, who were technically subjects of the Byzantine emperor, found themselves in an impossible position. They could not accept iconoclasm, which they viewed as heretical, but they also could not simply declare independence from the empire without finding an alternative source of military protection against the Lombards who threatened Rome. The solution they eventually found was to turn to the Franks, the Germanic people who controlled much of what is now France and western Germany. This realignment, which began tentatively during Constantine's reign, would eventually lead to the crowning of Charlemagne as emperor in 800, but the seeds were planted in the 750s when Pope Stephen II crossed the Alps to seek Frankish protection.

Constantine was not oblivious to these geopolitical shifts, but he appears to have calculated that Italian loyalty was less important than military effectiveness in Anatolia. The loss of Ravenna to the Lombards in 751 was a significant blow to Byzantine prestige, but Constantine made little effort to recover it, focusing instead on the eastern and Balkan frontiers where he saw greater strategic importance. This decision reflected a fundamental reorientation of Byzantine priorities away from the Mediterranean world of late antiquity toward a more narrowly focused Anatolian and Balkan empire. It also meant that the Pope and the Italians, who had been part of the Byzantine world for centuries, were gradually pushed toward independence and toward the West.

The social divisions that Constantine's policies created extended deep into Byzantine society. In Constantinople itself, the population was split between those who benefited from imperial favor and those who maintained their attachment to traditional religious practices. Women appear to have been particularly devoted to icon veneration, perhaps because domestic religious practice, centered in the home rather than in public churches, was a sphere where women exercised considerable authority. The destruction of domestic icons was experienced by many families as a violation of private space and personal piety. Yet Constantine's agents searched houses for hidden icons, and those found possessing them could be punished severely.

Despite this pervasive persecution, icon veneration never entirely disappeared. Iconodules practiced their faith in secret, hiding icons in their homes, maintaining underground networks of like-minded believers, and waiting for conditions to change. Monks fled to remote areas or to territories outside Byzantine control, but they maintained their traditions and prepared for an eventual restoration. The iconodule position survived because it was rooted not just in theological arguments but in popular piety, in centuries of tradition, and in powerful emotional attachments to specific icons that were understood as miraculous and wonder-working.

Constantine's theological writings, fragments of which survive in iconodule refutations, reveal a man genuinely committed to his position and convinced of its correctness. He wrote at least thirteen treatises on the icon question, engaging with iconodule arguments and attempting to demonstrate their logical inconsistencies. This was not the work of a cynical politician using religion for power; this was the work of a theologian who believed he was defending Christian truth against dangerous error. Constantine saw himself as continuing the work of the great church councils that had defeated various heresies in earlier centuries. Just as the Council of Nicaea had defeated Arianism and the Council of Chalcedon had defeated Monophysitism, so the Council of Hieria would defeat the heresy of icon veneration.

The intensity of Constantine's commitment to iconoclasm is perhaps best illustrated by a famous incident that occurred in the early 770s. A bishop named Constantine of Nakoleia, who had originally supported iconoclasm and participated in the Council of Hieria, experienced a change of heart and returned to icon veneration. When this became known, Emperor Constantine had him brought to Constantinople. In the Hippodrome, before a vast crowd, the bishop was flogged and then executed by having his own theological writings tied to his body and being burned alive with them. This gruesome spectacle was intended to demonstrate that apostasy from iconoclasm would be met with the most severe punishment imaginable. The message was clear: Constantine would tolerate no deviation from the iconoclastic position he had established as imperial orthodoxy.

Yet despite all this violence and persecution, despite the conciliar authority of Hieria and the military successes that seemed to validate iconoclasm, Constantine could not completely extinguish icon veneration. The iconodule position survived underground, maintained by monks, laypeople, and even some members of the imperial court who practiced their faith in secret. This survival was crucial, because it meant that when circumstances changed, when a ruler sympathetic to icon veneration came to power, the tradition could be restored. That ruler would eventually be Irene, but the path to her triumph was neither direct nor inevitable.

Constantine's final years were spent in preparation for another campaign against the Bulgars. In September 775, while the army was assembling, Constantine fell ill. He was transported back toward Constantinople but died before reaching the capital, on September fourteenth, on board a ship in the harbor of Arcadiopolis. He had ruled for thirty-four years and had transformed the Byzantine Empire into an iconoclastic state backed by military power and conciliar authority. He left the throne to his son Leo IV, who was married to a woman named Irene from Athens, an orphan selected through a bride show to marry into the Isaurian dynasty.

What Constantine could not have known was that this woman, this iconodule from provincial Athens, would eventually undo everything he had built. She would convene a new council that would overturn Hieria, restore icon veneration, and transform the religious character of the empire. But she could only do this because Constantine himself had created the fault lines that made such a reversal possible. By militarizing iconoclasm, by linking it so thoroughly to the army and the eastern themes, he had ensured that icon veneration would become the rallying point for everyone alienated by military rule: the monks, the Greek populations, the Italians, and the urban populace of Constantinople. By persecuting the iconodules so severely, he had created a community of believers who understood themselves as confessors of the faith, as those who had remained loyal to Christian tradition in the face of imperial persecution.

The theology of warfare that Constantine V developed, the idea that military success proved theological correctness, would eventually destroy his dynasty. When his grandson Constantine VI suffered military defeats, the logic of iconoclasm would suggest that God no longer favored the Isaurian line. When Irene could point to Constantine VI's failures as evidence that God rejected iconoclasm, she would be using the very framework that Constantine V had established. The sword that Constantine had forged would eventually be turned against his own descendants, wielded by an orphan from Athens who had learned to speak the language of divine favor and military success but who would use it to restore the very practices Constantine had spent his life destroying.
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​Chapter Three: Athens in the Shadows: Provincial Life and Iconodule Resistance
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In the year 750, or perhaps 752, or possibly as late as 756—the sources offer no certainty on this fundamental fact—a girl was born in Athens to a family of the local nobility. Her name was Irene, derived from the Greek word for peace, eirene, a name that would prove bitterly ironic given the violence and religious strife that would define her life. We know almost nothing concrete about her childhood, her parents, or the circumstances of her early years. Byzantine chroniclers, writing decades after her death and often hostile to her memory, provided only the barest sketch: she was an orphan, she came from Athens, and she was of noble birth but not from the highest ranks of the imperial aristocracy. From these meager facts, we must reconstruct an entire world, the provincial Athens of the mid-eighth century, and attempt to understand how this environment shaped the woman who would eventually rule the Byzantine Empire and restore the veneration of icons.

Athens in the eighth century was not the Athens of Pericles or Plato. The glory of classical antiquity had faded more than a thousand years earlier, and the city that Irene knew bore little resemblance to the cultural and intellectual center of the ancient world. The great philosophical schools had been closed by the Emperor Justinian in 529, ending Athens's role as the primary center of pagan learning in the late Roman world. The temples of the Acropolis had been converted to Christian churches centuries earlier. The Parthenon, that magnificent temple to Athena, was now the Church of the Theotokos Atheniotissa, dedicated to Mary the Mother of God. The population of the city, which may have reached two hundred fifty thousand in the time of Augustus, had shrunk to perhaps ten or fifteen thousand souls, making Athens little more than a provincial town in the administrative structure of the Byzantine Empire.

Yet Athens retained a kind of prestige that transcended its diminished political and economic importance. It was still Athens, the city of Socrates and Aristotle, the birthplace of democracy and philosophy. The educated elite of the Byzantine world, who received their schooling in classical Greek literature, could not help but feel a certain reverence for the city, even in its reduced state. More importantly for our purposes, Athens had developed a reputation as a center of stubborn resistance to imperial religious policies, particularly iconoclasm. The city and the broader region of Hellas, the theme or military province that included Athens and much of central Greece, maintained a fierce attachment to traditional Orthodox practices, including the veneration of icons, despite decades of pressure from Constantinople to abandon these customs.
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