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  The events described in this book took place largely around the Mediterranean. The best time to travel is either the spring or the

  autumn. You can take your chances in March but it is often cold and rainy; April and May are better bets. The autumn is at its best in October, but, if you are lucky, an Indian summer may last well

  into November. The monuments of the early Middle Ages are widely scattered, but many of the best preserved and most evocative are concentrated in the cities of Rome, Ravenna, Thessaloniki, and

  Istanbul.




  Byzantine civilization was far more original and creative than it is usually given credit for. Its domed churches challenge classical temples and Gothic cathedrals in their originality and

  daring, while its mosaics vie with classical sculpture and Renaissance painting as supreme works of art. Byzantine civilization was largely the creation of the city of Byzantium, or Constantinople,

  which is where we must begin. The massive and hugely impressive transformation that the city underwent in the centuries after 1453 – when it became Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire

  – did not obliterate the Byzantine city. How could it? Justinian’s Church of St Sophia continues to preside. The nave with its colossal dome still staggers us. Much has been done to

  preserve what is left of the Byzantine mosaics. The apse mosaic of the Virgin and Child remains among the greatest works of Byzantine art. Within reasonably easy distance of St

  Sophia are other Justinianic churches. The Church of St Sergius and Bacchus (Küçük Ayasofya Camii) should not be missed for the daring of its planning and the beauty of its

  architectural detail. In contrast there is the Church of St Irene (Aya Irini Kilisesi), which impresses with its severity. Note the iconoclast cross in the apse. The church now stands within the

  precincts of the Topkapi Palace. This residence of the Ottoman sultans survives intact, which is more than can be said of the Byzantine imperial palace, which stood on the opposite side of St

  Sophia. More or less all that is left is a famous mosaic floor, which has been turned into the Mosaics Museum (Mozaik Müsesi), but archaeological work in the area promises to reveal more of

  the palace’s splendours. Next to the palace was the hippodrome (At Meydani), where the chariot races were staged. It was in many ways the focus of city life. It is now a park, where some of

  the old monuments still stand, notably an Egyptian obelisk that the Byzantines mounted on a base showing scenes from the hippodrome. Even more evocative of the early Byzantine city are the public

  monuments. Close to St Sophia is the great Basilica cistern (Yerebatan Saray) built by Justinian. It was fed by water brought by the Aqueduct of Valens (Bozdogan Kemeri), which dwarfs Atatürk

  Bulvari, the main artery of the modern city. The walls of Constantinople should not be missed. Built in the early fifth century, they are the supreme achievement of Roman military engineering. It

  is worth making a special trip to the Sea of Marmora end in order to see the fortress of Yedikule, which contains the Golden Gate – now blocked up – the ceremonial entrance to the city

  of Constantinople. Within easy distance is the monastery of St John of Stoudios (Imrahor Camii). Though now just a shell, it was for a thousand years the greatest of Byzantine monasteries.




  Ravenna and Thessaloniki complement early Constantinople. The former boasts the greatest surviving assemblage of sixth-century ecclesiastical buildings, and with most of

  their mosaic decoration still intact. There is San Vitale, with its famous mosaics of the courts of Justinian and Theodora and much more; San Appollinare Nuovo, with its processions of martyrs and

  virgins – don’t miss the small portrait of Justinian as an old man hidden away at the west end; San Appollinare in Classe, with its lovely grey marble columns and its famous apse mosaic

  of the Transfiguration showing the apostles as sheep and Christ as a cross. There are the baptisteries and the mausoleum of Galla Placidia, with its star-spangled ceiling. Long stretches of the

  medieval walls are still intact. On Via di Roma next to San Appollinare Nuovo you can still make out the façade of the Byzantine governor’s palace. Well worth the effort is the short

  trip out of town to the mausoleum of King Theodorich.




  Thessaloniki doesn’t have quite the same concentration of early medieval monuments, but there is the great pilgrimage Church of St Demetrius, still the city’s focus, which dates back

  to the mid-fifth century. It has survived earthquakes and a succession of fires. Somehow it has still preserved some of its early medieval mosaic work. Within easy reach of St Demetrius are the

  Church of the Virgin Acheiropoieitos, an impressively large early Christian basilica; the Cathedral of St Sophia, built in the middle of the Dark Ages – clumsy but immensely solid with

  powerful mosaics in the apse and dome; and the Rotunda, a victim of the 1978 earthquake. The last has been restored and may soon open to the public. It was originally built around AD 300 as the

  mausoleum of the emperor Galerius – a notorious persecutor of Christians – but was later turned into a church, when the gold mosaics showing a calendar of saints were added. Tucked away

  among the winding lanes that lead up to the citadel is the tiny Church of Osios David, famed for its apse mosaic showing Christ in glory. It dates from the fifth century and is, if not the

  earliest, one of the earliest apse mosaics to have survived. A steep ascent will take you to the upper circuit of walls dating from roughly the same time.




  It is quite impossible to do justice to Rome in a few words. The early medieval city is there, but you have to look for it, because it is obscured by later accretions. A

  marvellous exception are the ruins of Santa Maria Antiqua at the foot of the Palatine Hill. Its lavish frescoes give a taste of the richness of the early medieval decor. It has been preserved

  because it was overwhelmed by a mud slide in the ninth century, to be rediscovered a thousand years later. You are bound to visit the Pantheon, but reflect that its survival was the result of being

  turned into a Christian church, Santa Maria ad Martyres (Rotonda), which became one of the great pilgrimage churches of the Middle Ages. Pilgrims came to venerate an icon of the Virgin Mary donated

  by a Byzantine emperor in the early seventh century. Churches such as Santa Maria in Cosmedin and, particularly, San Prassede, which has been little altered, will give you a good impression of

  pilgrimage churches of the time. You should visit the crypts, where relics gathered from the catacombs were stored. But there is so much more.




  You will find more early medieval sites and buildings scattered around Syria, Palestine, and Israel than anywhere else, but less easily accessible. There are desert palaces, deserted villages

  and market towns, and ruined cities boasting many churches. Not to be missed by anybody interested in early Islam are the Great Mosque at Damascus and the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem. If you have

  the chance, visit the monastery of St Catherine at the foot of Mount Sinai. It was built by Emperor Justinian as a fortified monastery, and its original apse mosaic showing the Transfiguration has

  been preserved. It was an important place of pilgrimage, originally because of its associations with Moses, later because of the cult of St Catherine of Alexandria, famous for being broken on the

  wheel.




  Norman Sicily gives us the opportunity to review the changes that occurred over the early Middle Ages. Most of the monuments are concentrated in and around the centre of Palermo. The Royal

  Palace is the place to start. Only one room from the Norman palace – the Sala di Ruggero – has been preserved, but it is worth seeing. The palace chapel must not

  be missed. It combines Byzantine mosaics, Italian architecture and Muslim workmanship to create a dazzling ensemble. Don’t miss the nearby ruined monastery of San Giovanni degli Eremiti. Down

  from the palace is the cathedral. It was built in the late twelfth century on the site of the chief mosque, but has since been much altered. It houses the porphyry tombs of the Norman kings and

  their successors. Continue down to the main street of Palermo (Via Maqueda). Immediately to your right is a square dominated by the churches of San Cataldo and Santa Maria dell’ Ammiraglio

  (the Martorana). The former can be appreciated for its severe architecture, the latter for its campanile and its wonderful mosaics. Up from the Royal Palace, in the Piazza Independenza, you can

  catch a bus that will take you a short distance to La Cuba, one of the Moorish palaces of the Norman kings, and further afield up to Monreale – about half an hour by bus – and its

  stupendous cathedral. Amazingly, the original mosaic decoration is virtually intact. The cloister should not be missed. There is much else beside to see in and around Palermo, including a number of

  churches in the distinctive Norman Sicilian style. It is certainly worth making the effort to reach La Zisa, the most impressive and best preserved of the Moorish palaces of the Norman kings. But

  most of all Cefalù – about forty minutes by train from Palermo – must be seen: a delightful setting on the coast and a cathedral that somehow combines northern French

  architecture with Byzantine mosaics.




  





  [image: ]




  




  [image: ]




  




  [image: ]


  





 


 


 


 


  
Chapter One




  THE CITY OF CONSTANTINE




 


 


 


 


  Byzantium in all its meanings is at the heart of this book. It holds the key to the development of the early medieval world, which

  saw unity give way to division; which saw Byzantium lose its cultural pre-eminence as it faced new rivals in the form of Islam and of the Latin West. In order to understand how Byzantium lost its

  cultural pre-eminence we must first trace how it obtained it. The starting point is the transformation of the classical world that prepared the way for the Middle Ages. Byzantium was the crucible

  and its development was therefore crucial.




  Byzantium was an old Greek polis, or city-state, on the Bosphorus, never in antiquity of great significance. But this changed when Emperor Constantine the Great (306–37) refounded

  it as a new imperial capital in 324 and renamed it Constantinople – the city of Constantine – in his own honour. It was to serve as a new Rome, from which the Emperor could survey the

  most vulnerable frontiers of the empire, which stretched along the Danube and the Euphrates. The decision to site the centre of imperial authority on the banks of the Bosphorus had obvious

  implications for the relationship between the two halves of the empire. If in the end it pointed to division, it initially gave hope that the city might become a new focus of unity for the Roman

  world. This was the ideal that later inspired Justinian I (527–65), but it was only ever realized in part. Instead of renewing unity, the transformation of the Roman order

  around Byzantium created a new entity, which it is appropriate to refer to as the Byzantine Empire. It is a usage that underlines that both empire and people were distinct from their Roman

  forerunners – it does not matter that the Byzantines almost always called it the Roman Empire and themselves Romans. The essence of the distinction between Roman and Byzantine is to be found

  in the capital city of Byzantium, where a new culture and political system were forged out of old materials.




  The first and essential step was the foundation of a new capital. This was complemented by the work of Justinian, as both a legislator and a builder, symbolized by the Church of St Sophia, which

  set his indelible stamp upon Byzantium. The capital city and the civilization thus created derived added significance from the way they were seen as a thanks-offering to the Mother of God, who, it

  was fervently believed, safeguarded them. The Byzantines were the chosen people of the New Testament, the new Israelites; Constantinople was the God-guarded city, the new Jerusalem. Byzantine

  civilization was permeated with a belief in divine favour and vigilance. At its core was a process of reaction and interaction between capital, imperial office, and Christian church and faith. The

  patterns formed determined the shape taken by materials inherited from the Christian, Roman, and Hellenistic past: what would be selected or discarded, what combinations would be made. Byzantine

  civilization was imperial, Christian, and metropolitan.




  But this civilization did not appear fully formed out of Constantine’s head. He had done much to strengthen the Christian component within the Roman order in terms of both organization and

  material well-being, but at his death in 337 his achievement still seemed vulnerable. Christianity revealed a talent for dissension that persecution had concealed, and a reluctance to accept the

  full intimacy of the imperial embrace. Individuals can initiate drastic change, but it needs institutions – states or cities – to carry it through. It was

  Constantine’s city that would bring his work of Christianizing the empire to a successful conclusion. However, when he died, his city was only half built; its forum and its arcaded streets

  hastily erected; its character still not clearly defined. It was his city, and it is conceivable that it could have died with him.




  That it did not was the work of his son Constantius (337–61), who had been allotted Constantinople and the eastern provinces at his father’s death. His two brothers received the

  western and central provinces of the empire respectively. It was a recipe for a series of civil wars, from which Constantius emerged victorious. His victory confirmed Constantinople as the imperial

  capital. Constantius enlarged on his father’s plans for the city. He enhanced its claims to be the new Rome by giving it a senate on a par with that of Rome. He completed the Church of the

  Holy Apostles, which was his father’s mausoleum. He emphasized the city’s Christian character by building the first Church of St Sophia to serve as its cathedral. In 360 the city hosted

  a General Council of the Church convened by Constantius, who thus sought to elevate the church of Constantinople to patriarchal status. This proved premature because the council was later

  repudiated on the grounds that Constantius was using it to promote a form of the Arian doctrine, already condemned as heresy for impugning the full divinity of Christ.




  Constantius’s death in 361 was followed by a time of confusion, which threatened Constantinople’s special position. Constantius was succeeded by his cousin Julian, a pagan, who hated

  the new Christian order symbolized for him by the lackeys of the imperial court at Constantinople. He found Antioch more to his taste, but he died in 363 on campaign against Persia, playing at

  being Alexander the Great. His death was followed by a division of the empire, with the eastern provinces eventually falling to Valens (364–78), who had no love of Constantinople either. He,

  too, made Antioch his headquarters, the better to survey the Persian frontier. It meant that he was out of touch with the situation along the Danube, where the sudden appearance

  of the Huns had panicked the Visigoths into seeking refuge on Roman soil. Their settlement was mismanaged. The Visigoths rebelled and caught Valens and his army at Adrianople in 378. The Emperor

  was killed. It was an utter disaster, which brought the Visigoths to within striking distance of Constantinople and threatened its claims to be the imperial capital.




  But the work of Constantius had not been in vain. It provided a basis on which the man sent from the West to rescue the situation could work. His name was Theodosius (379–95). He was of

  Spanish origin, a good general, and a devout Catholic. His first move once he had contained the Visigothic threat was to call a General Council of the Church to Constantinople in 381. Its major

  purpose was to confirm that the Catholic brand of Christianity was the accepted orthodoxy. The Arian form was outlawed and Theodosius then enacted a law that made the new orthodoxy the religion of

  the Roman Empire. Civis romanus and Christianus catholicus were thenceforward interchangeable. But the council of 381 did other things beside imposing Catholicism on the church

  universal. It effectively raised the church of Constantinople to patriarchal status. It was given the same rank as the church of Jerusalem, underlining that Constantinople was not only the new

  Rome, but also the new Jerusalem. Despite its lack of apostolic origins – these would have to be manufactured in the shape of the legend of St Andrew – Constantinople ranked as one of

  the major centres of Christianity.




  Theodosius did more than ensure that Constantinople’s church had patriarchal status. He resumed the work of construction, which had been more or less left in abeyance since the death of

  Constantius twenty years earlier. Like Constantine, he built himself a forum. This was opened up along the ‘Imperial Avenue’, the Mese, some quarter of a mile to the east of

  Constantine’s forum. It was embellished with a great triumphal archway. In the centre of the forum was a huge column, on the summit of which was placed a silver statue of

  Theodosius. Another way of setting his stamp on Constantinople was by enlarging the hippodrome, where emperor and citizens were united in the enjoyment of chariot racing. Theodosius had an obelisk

  brought from Karnak in Egypt and set it up along the central ridge, the spina, of the hippodrome. He had the base of the obelisk decorated with various scenes, such as the emperor and his

  family watching the racing at the hippodrome from the imperial box and receiving tribute from defeated peoples. The hippodrome provided a stage on which the ties binding the emperor and his people

  could be continually renewed: standing in the imperial box the emperor would present himself to the people and receive their acclamations. The people’s role was not entirely passive, for the

  emperor might have to stand and listen to an account of their grievances, which it was unwise to ignore. It would take time for the relationship of emperor and people of Constantinople to be

  clarified, but by drawing attention to the importance of the hippodrome Theodosius helped to initiate the process by which the imperial office came to be rooted in the society of the capital.




  Under Theodosius’s patronage a new period of growth began. A court orator of the time noted that the built-up area within the walls was beginning to exceed the open spaces, and land

  started to be reclaimed from the sea for building purposes. At last, in 412, the government of Theodosius’s grandson and namesake built a line of walls, which still stands, nearly a mile west

  of Constantine’s walls. Perhaps a third was added to the area of the city. A contemporary noted that the population of the new Rome was now beginning to outstrip that of the old. We can

  therefore think in terms of a population of at least quarter of a million.




  THE CITY TAKES SHAPE




  Constantinople was beginning to assume its distinctive shape. It was articulated by two main avenues. Starting from the Golden Gate, the ceremonial entrance

  into the city near the northern end of the Theodosian Walls, and the Charisian Gate, near the southerly end, they met at the Forum of Theodosius and proceeded eastwards through the Forum of

  Constantine to the Augustaion. This square was the heart of the empire. It was dominated by a huge porphyry column bearing a statue of the Augusta: Emperor Constantine’s mother, St Helena,

  the discoverer of the true cross. At its entrance stood the milion, or milepost. It was in the form of a triumphal arch and from it were measured the distances to all points within the

  empire. All roads now led to the new Rome, as was emphasized by the world map set up at the milion on the orders of Theodosius II (408–50). Arranged around the Augustaion were the

  Cathedral of St Sophia; the senate house; the Chalke, or Brazen, Gate, the ceremonial entry into the imperial palace; and, near the entrance, the hippodrome. All the major institutions of the

  Empire were housed around the square. Official visitors to Constantinople would travel up the great avenue of the Mese, which opened up at intervals into huge squares, until they found themselves,

  after a journey of nearly three miles, entering the final sanctum of the Augustaion. It was immensely impressive, even in the declining years of the empire, when the great monuments were in ruins

  and large sections of the city abandoned. But in the fifth century, when all was pristine, the effect must have been overwhelming. If you try to recreate the city of Constantinople in your

  mind’s eye, the great public squares, with their columns, statues, triumphal arches, and arcades, would appear like some fantastic neo-classical townscape.




  Features of Constantinople were its shopping arcades and monumental stairways. An official inventory of the monuments of the city drawn up in the early fifth century lists no fewer than 52

  arcades and 117 stairways. The configuration of Constantinople – a central ridge sloping sharply down to water on both sides – demanded stairways leading from one level to another.

  Their importance to the life of the city was underlined by the fact that they were the point of distribution of the corn dole: this consisted of a daily ration of six loaves of

  bread to which each free citizen was entitled. Apart from the main avenues, the public squares, the shopping arcades, and the monumental stairways, there was little in the way of planning. There

  was a marked contrast between the order that characterized the public or ceremonial face of the city and the lack of order evident in private development. Churches, mansions, tenement blocks, and

  shops were built haphazardly in a maze of alleys that led off the main thoroughfares. Laws prohibiting the construction of private buildings in public spaces or regulating the permissible height of

  tenements and the permissible distance between them somehow underline the chaotic development of a great city, which by the early fifth century was growing organically; it was no longer the

  artificial creation of a great emperor.




  Constantinople was a city of quarters. These sprang up very rapidly from the time of Theodosius I. A surprising number of them took their name from men who had been prominent in the government

  of Theodosius I and of his son and grandson. The origin of these quarters is probably to be found in property belonging to the people in question. It may have been a matter of turning land to

  profit by building on it, but it is more likely that these quarters came into being around the residences of these great families. We can obtain an idea of what these were like from an inventory

  from about the year 400 of the property belonging to the heiress of one of the most influential families of the day. Her name was Olympias and she was the granddaughter of a trusted minister of

  Emperor Constantius. She inherited estates near Constantinople, as well as others scattered over Thrace and Anatolia, which provided her with the bulk of her income and which she administered from

  her residence near the Church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople. She also possessed another complex of property in the capital close to the Church of St Sophia. It consisted not only of a

  residence with private baths and a bakery, but also of the surrounding buildings, which were rented out as workshops, shops, and accommodation. Much of the activity of the area

  would be directed towards supplying the needs of this residence. There is one telling detail that suggests that the inhabitants of the place looked towards Olympias as a patron: she disposed of a

  number of shares in the corn dole, which, with the passage of time, had come increasingly under the control of the rich and powerful. It points to the ties of clientage as a feature of the creation

  of new quarters. In this particular case, the complex was used by Olympias to found a convent, which explains how in some instances monastic foundations stood at the centre of various quarters.

  Another good example is the monastery of St John Stoudios, which still stands in a ruinous state not far from the Golden Gate. It was founded in the middle of the fifth century by Stoudios, a man

  important enough to have been consul.




  From the reign of Theodosius monasteries played a considerable role in creating the fabric of the city. Monks and monasteries would become a feature of the medieval Christian city, but

  Constantinople seems in this regard to have anticipated developments. The early monks at Constantinople were inspired by an ideal that set them apart from the monks of the Egyptian desert: they did

  not wish to lead lives that separated them from everyday life; instead, they aimed to keep alive the Christian ethic within secular society. The most practical way that this could be done was

  through works of charity. This ideal helped to mould the character of monasticism at Constantinople. Though very often founded by the rich and powerful, the monasteries of the capital ministered to

  the needs of the poor and remained agents of the Christian ideal of charity. Their work helped towards the stabilization of society at a time of rapid expansion, when immigrants were pouring into

  the city from the provinces. It was ‘a city in Thrace that grows rich from the sweat of the provinces’, according to a contemporary from Antioch. Through the monasteries a proportion of

  the wealth of the great families was diverted to welfare purposes. The monasteries had, from the beginning, a central role at Constantinople as mediators between the rich and

  poor. The monks were always a powerful force within the capital, capable of opposing emperors and challenging patriarchs. They were integral to the growth of a new Christian capital, where imperial

  authority acquired a richer and more complicated character by association with a living society.




  The creation of a new capital reversed the trends set in motion from the third century by imperial neglect of Rome. The progressive abandonment of Rome as the imperial centre of operations had

  meant that the official culture of the late Roman Empire lost definition and became more abstruse. The effects are obvious in the imperial art of the time, which sought to divorce imperial

  authority from place and time. Without a proper capital, imperial authority lost contact with reality. This contact was progressively restored from the turn of the fourth century, as imperial

  authority became rooted once again in a new capital city, but one that was fervently Christian. It dramatized one major problem: how would Christianity alter the quality of imperial authority?




  RELIGION AND POLITICS




  Roman emperors had increasingly adopted the Hellenistic notion that the emperor participated in the divine. He was the point of intersection between the supreme deity and Roman

  society. Conversion to Christianity required certain modifications. Constantine the Great had to define his position more clearly. He claimed to be the ‘equal of the Apostles’ and the

  ‘friend of Jesus Christ’. He wanted to inject a personal dimension into his relationship with Christ. Some scholars have detected an element of self-identification. Certainly, there was

  something scandalous about Constantine’s plan for his mausoleum at the Church of the Holy Apostles, where he would have been buried surrounded by relics of the Apostles. A claim to his semi-divine status helps to explain the opposition he had to confront from within the church. This was led by Athanasius, the patriarch of Alexandria (328–73).

  Athanasius was a champion of the autonomy of the church and resented what he saw as imperial interference in its affairs. He was sent into exile, but continued his opposition under

  Constantine’s successors, on the grounds that they had adopted Arianism, a heretical form of Christianity that Constantine had been toying with in his last years. Theodosius I abandoned his

  predecessors’ religious stance and accepted the orthodox, or Catholic, line that had been upheld by Athanasius. He learnt to his cost what this meant when he was refused communion for actions

  that were seen as prejudicial to the church. Perhaps most cuttingly of all, Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, refused him communion after the Emperor had won a great battle, which delivered the Western

  Empire from a paganizing regime. The Bishop argued that the Emperor must atone for the human blood he had spilt. It was a demonstration that not even an emperor was immune to the moral authority

  and powers of discipline exercised by the church, and it was a humiliation that hastened Theodosius’s death a few months later.




  The relationship of imperial and spiritual authority was always going to be intractable. Theodosius’s experience suggested that the imperial office was now subject to the moral and

  spiritual supervision of the church and could no longer claim to be in direct contact with the divine. For a moment it seemed as though the Emperor was likely to lose all initiative in

  ecclesiastical affairs. If this did not happen, it was a result of the alliance that developed between the Emperor and his patriarch at Constantinople. It was not quite as simple as the patriarch

  acting as the Emperor’s agent in religious affairs or the Emperor acting as the patriarch’s protector. There was always an element of trial and error in the relationship between emperor

  and patriarch, and in the early fifth century it still had to be worked out. The patriarchate of John Chrysostom (398–404) was critical in this respect. It established a

  pattern of cooperation, conflict, and recrimination.




  Chrysostom was a charismatic figure, the greatest preacher of his age. His hold on the capital was confirmed when, in 399, he roused its populace against the Gothic mercenaries who were

  quartered in Constantinople. He objected to them because they followed the Arian form of Christianity. Their presence was an insult to orthodoxy. It was the duty of the people to rise up and drive

  them out, which they did. This was the first demonstration of a feature of the history of Constantinople: the close connection of religion and politics. This was not the only way in which

  Chrysostom pointed the way forward. The claims of his church to patriarchal status had emerged from the Council of 381, but the privileges it received were still largely honorific. It was

  Chrysostom who set about transforming them into something more concrete. He extended the jurisdiction of his church into Thrace and Anatolia. He also tried to build up its financial strength by

  seeking to gain control of the wealthy charitable institutions of the city. This earned him the enmity of the monks who staffed these places. Brought up in the ascetic tradition of Syrian

  monasticism, Chrysostom thought the activities of the monks of Constantinople a perversion of the monastic ideal. He wanted them driven from the city. The outcome of this struggle underlined that

  the monks represented an independent force in the life of the capital.




  The starting point was a dispute within the patriarchate of Alexandria that was laid before Emperor Arcadius (395–408). The Emperor sent it to Chrysostom for a decision. Arcadius seemed to

  be assuming that the church of the imperial capital was becoming a court of appeal for cases coming from other Churches. The implication was that the church of Constantinople was claiming a primacy

  of jurisdiction over the church at large. Chrysostom defied imperial wishes and very properly declined the commission on the grounds that he would be exceeding his powers. He immediately forfeited

  the support of the imperial court, which saw his action as a betrayal of trust.




  Thanks to the support of the monks, the imperial will prevailed. The monks were now instrumental in having Chrysostom removed from office. They drove him into exile – a drama made all the

  more intense by the destruction of St Sophia, which was burnt to the ground. Chrysostom’s short patriarchate of only six years anticipated nearly every aspect of church–state relations

  at Byzantium. It was a dynamic, often explosive, relationship, which involved both the people and the monks of the capital. However, the stormy scenes surrounding Chrysostom’s deposition

  revealed the dangers of a confrontation between emperor and patriarch, and underlined how necessary their cooperation was for proper imperial government. This became central to the ideology of a

  Christian Roman Empire, which was still in the process of being fully worked out. An important step was taken in 415, when emperor and patriarch joined together to reconsecrate the newly rebuilt

  Church of St Sophia.




  There were, and continued to be, many contradictions in the idea of a Christian Empire. These were eased by the way the emperor showed a different face according to the setting. In the

  patriarchal Church of St Sophia the emperor and patriarch recognized their mutual obligations. The secular side of imperial authority was on display in the hippodrome, where the emperor was united

  with his people in victory celebrations. In the imperial palace he was the embodiment of earthly majesty, the law incarnate, the heir of Emperor Augustus, but also the legatee of

  Constantine’s conversion to Christianity. It was here that the emperor was most obviously the Christian God’s vicegerent on earth. The imperial palace of Constantinople therefore

  received a special Christian imprint. Under Emperor Theodosius II (408–50) it would start to become a treasure house of relics. The moving spirit was the Emperor’s pious sister,

  Pulcheria. She brought Constantine’s Cross into the palace as a palladium of victory, and had the relics of St Stephen laid to rest in a chapel that she had specially

  constructed. Turning the imperial palace into a Christian shrine was a way of adapting imperial authority to Christian susceptibilities.




  Imperial art derived its power in large measure from ceremonial, which supplied meaning and context. It could also freeze imperial authority at a significant moment. In this way art could be

  used to disseminate imperial authority to the ends of the empire. Imperial portraits were set up in public places throughout the empire, and it was normal to pay the same honours to the imperial

  image as to the imperial person. Art was used to focus and convey imperial power. It was a means of communicating the complicated imperial ideology that stressed divine approval.




  The citizens of Constantinople gloried in the magnificence of the imperial palace, which was a token of divine favour. This was at the heart of that identification of empire and capital that was

  so important an aspect of Byzantine ideology. It fed the citizens’ sense of self-importance and was the cause of some resentment elsewhere. It raised the question of the new capital’s

  status in relation not only to the empire, but also to the church at large. The old established centres of Christianity, such as Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome, saw the church of Constantinople

  potentially as an instrument for imperial control of the church universal. Its prestige was for the moment limited by its lack of good apostolic origins and by its failure to develop any distinct

  doctrinal position, in contrast to Alexandria, Antioch, and Rome, in the so-called Christological dispute. This centred on the question of how the divine and human natures of Christ related.

  Alexandria favoured a Monophysite solution, which argued that Christ’s natures fused into a single nature. Rome and Antioch wished to maintain a distinction, so that Christ’s humanity

  was not swallowed up in his divinity. The church of Constantinople found itself caught in the middle. In theological terms it counted for very little in comparison with Rome and Alexandria. In 451 Pope Leo I (440–61) was able to bring the full influence of Rome to bear in order to persuade the court of Constantinople to convene another General Council of

  the Church to settle the matter. It was held at Chalcedon, just across the Bosphorus from Constantinople. Christ, it was decided this time, was ‘in two natures, distinct but

  inseparable’: perfect man and perfect God. This accorded with the teaching of Pope Leo and was a victory for Rome.




  Chalcedon solved very little in the long run. It is easy to trace back to these disputes of the early fifth century the later divisions of the medieval world. The West, under Rome’s

  leadership, seemed to be assuming a particular religious identity; equally so the eastern provinces under Alexandria. As yet, Constantinople had no distinctive voice. It was instead developing a

  distinctive function. Its role was to conciliate; to promote ecclesiastical unity as an essential foundation of imperial authority. It seems somehow appropriate that the patriarchs of

  Constantinople assumed the title of ecumenical patriarch.




  By the middle of the fifth century Constantinople had emerged as a great city, in terms of size and influence probably the most powerful centre of the Roman world. Remembering that a century and

  a half earlier it was an obscure city in Thrace, its emergence as the imperial capital was in all sorts of ways unsettling. It was an artificial creation. It was only at the turn of the fourth

  century that it had acquired an existence of its own, based on a combination of organic growth and an ideological role. It began to develop a dynamism that was capable of transforming the Roman

  order, although the nature and extent of this transformation were still far from clear. The ideal was to preserve the unity of the Roman world around this new capital, but, in the face of

  ecclesiastical divisions and the fall of the Western Empire to the barbarian, it seemed that Constantinople might not have the power and resources to achieve this. Despite the work of Theodosius I

  and his successors, the legacy of Constantine was still vulnerable. It is possible by the middle of the fifth century to glimpse the lineaments of Byzantium, but they still

  lack clear definition.




  





 


 


 


 


  
Chapter Two




  BYZANTIUM




 


 


 


 


  The creation of an imperial capital at Constantinople in the course of the fourth and early fifth centuries had a colossal impact.

  It mobilized the resources of the surrounding swathe of lands from the coasts of the Aegean to the shores of the Black Sea. Despite the presence of the great ‘university’ town of

  Athens, this region had been a backwater under the Roman Empire, part of the corridor linking its eastern and western parts. These lands were now the fulcrum of the whole empire, its most important

  parts in terms of wealth and population. The provincial cities prospered as dependants of the new imperial capital.




  POWER SHIFTS TO THE EAST




  The foundation and growth of Constantinople entirely altered the balance of the Roman Empire: its centre of gravity shifted to the East. The West was left open to barbarian

  conquest, which was all the more of an insult because the German conquerors adopted the heretical Arian form of Christianity. The emperors at Constantinople initially fulfilled their

  responsibilities to go to the help of the West. This culminated in the great expedition that Emperor Leo I (457–74) launched in 468 against North Africa in an effort to wrest it from the Vandals. At the same time he dispatched another army to Italy with the aim of putting an Eastern candidate on the Western throne. This effort to recover the Western Empire

  anticipated the plans of Justinian, but was an utter disaster. Leo’s successors abandoned the West to its fate. The imperial government in Constantinople cut its losses and recognized the

  authority of the barbarian leaders who controlled Italy. Even the ecclesiastical links were, to all intents and purposes, severed.
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