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Introduction


The currents of history run deep and often unseen beneath the everyday flow of events, and it is the historian’s pleasurable task to trace the ebb and flow of those forces in the life of humanity. However, there are moments when these currents rise to the surface – with an effect that is often shattering, occasionally moving, but always transforming – to shed an exceptional light on the meaning of history. The days on which these moments occurred are the subject matter of this book.


The fifty days that I have chosen cover a period of time between the development of Athenian civilization in the fifth century BC, and the crisis in relations between the Western and Middle Eastern powers of the early 2000s. My choices inevitably reflect the experiences of a European author writing in English at the beginning of the twenty-first century. But the fact that history reflects personality does not make it merely subjective, and my fifty days have been chosen because of their undeniable significance and global impact. Each generation stands on its predecessors’ shoulders and thinks that it sees further, while also being in debt to its forebears. In our own time we have become increasingly conscious of the inter-relation between the world’s continents and the relationship between Asia and Europe, Africa and the Americas is, I hope, illustrated in Days that Changed the World.


The stuff of history within these two-and-a-half millennia includes military triumphs and defeats, religious revelations and intellectual controversies, social and political revolutions, assassinations and conspiracies. In some cases, the day’s events represent the beginning of a new phase, as with the coronation of Charlemagne. Other days mark the significant end of a great period – as in the fall of Constantinople. But the patterns of world history are also shaped by less obviously dramatic occurrences and by processes whose significance only became apparent much later. So the days that changed history also include events such as the start of Isaac Newton’s university education, the publication of Albert Einstein’s paper on the special theory of relativity, and the patent for a telephone granted to Alexander Graham Bell.


In the pages that follow there are many examples of human cruelty, of violent acts and persistent prejudices. But the history of human beings revealed in this slice through recorded time also shows the resilience of the human spirit and its capacity for justice. Enslavement, danger and intolerance coexist with emancipation, creativity and energy in the annals of mankind.


It is a pleasure to record my debt to my agent, Georgina Capel, and to Anthony Cheetham who suggested that I should write this book. Wayne Davies provided me with wise guidance as my editor, while Victoria Huxley brought an acute eye and a fine judgement to the copy-editing of the text. Any remaining errors of judgement or faults of expression rest on the author’s shoulders.


Hywel Williams










28 SEPTEMBER 480 BC



The Battle of Salamis


The Athenian Navy Destroys the Persian Fleet


We have forced every sea and land to be the highway of our daring, and everywhere, for good or ill, we have left imperishable monuments behind us.


PERICLES ON THE ATHENIANS


The battle of Salamis became the first great sea-battle to be described in recorded history. It was a momentous event in the long story of the wars between the Greeks and the Persian empire. The Greek fleet was able to defeat the much larger Persian navy at the straits of Salamis located between the island of Salamis and the Athenian port of Piraeus. By 480 BC the Persian army led by King Xerxes I had conquered large parts of Greece. The Persian navy, consisting of a thousand galleys, was threatening to surround and overwhelm the Greek fleet of 370 triremes located in the Saronic Gulf. The eventual victory was the result of some clever Greek trickery – a quality which was always a cause for Hellenic self-congratulation. The Greek commander Themistocles sent Xerxes a false message suggesting that he was preparing to change sides. Lured by the Greeks, the Persians then sailed into the narrow waters of the Salamis straits where the Greek triremes proceeded to launch a ferocious attack, ramming the Persian ships and sinking some 300 of them. The Greeks by contrast lost only about forty of their ships. The remainder of the Persian fleet had to withdraw and Xerxes was forced to postpone any further land campaigns for a year. This provided the Greeks with a crucial breathing space during which the autonomous city states (poleis) set aside their customary quarrels. Their united armies, under the command of the Spartan general Pausanias, went on to defeat the Persians at the battle of Plataea in 479 BC.


Salamis represented the union of naval strategy with democratic zeal. In 508 BC, 28 years before the battle, Cleisthenes’ legislation gave citizenship to all the free men of Athens – including Themistocles whose father was an aristocrat but whose mother was a non-Athenian concubine. Without Cleisthenes’ reform the hero of Salamis would not have been an Athenian citizen. Ten years before Salamis the Greeks had won the great land victory at Marathon when, led by Miltiades, they had defeated the Persians. This had been a victory for the spear-carriers who could afford to buy their own expensive bronze equipment. But the Persians were notoriously well equipped with cavalry and archers – their country’s huge plains enabled them to train such forces, an advantage denied the Greeks with their terrain of valleys and mountains. The Persians would be perfectly capable of returning in greater numbers.


Themistocles proposed that the Greeks should exploit the difficulties experienced by Persia and her allies (who included the Phoenicians) in maintaining their naval chain of supply and lines of communication. He therefore campaigned for an expansion of the Athenian fleet, then some seventy strong. But this was a proposal with profound democratic consequences. The rich would have to pay higher taxes. Poorer voters, traditionally pro-democracy, supplied the triremes with rowers. A naval expansion therefore meant increasing the influence, and possibly the numbers, of democratic sympathizers. For the conservative and propertied classes a land campaign was always a safer bet politically since the infantry were drawn from those with more money. The 480s in Athens, despite the Marathon victory, threatened to degenerate into that endemic state of political and social conflict known to the Greeks as stasis. Silver helped to resolve the argument. The mines at Sunium, owned by the state, produced a rich extra seam in 483 and Themistocles persuaded the Athenian assembly to spend this surplus on his naval expansion programme so that Athens would have 200 triremes. He also persuaded the Greek states of the Peloponnese, including Sparta with her 150 ships, to form a combined fleet. A Spartan admiral was in command since no Corinthian or Aeginan would serve under an Athenian, but it was Themistocles who guided the strategy.


The fleet first sailed north of Euboea – an audacious move since the Greek traditionally fought near their own coastal mainland. A storm inflicted heavy losses on the Persians but the subsequent battle of Artemisium was inconclusive with heavy losses on both sides. Greek disaster struck on 19 August at the pass of Thermopylae, which leads from northern Macedonia into the rest of Greece: here 20,000 Persians defeated 300 Spartans and 700 Thebans. They went on to occupy Attica and destroy Athens. Salamis was a deliverance from this humiliation.


The victories of a citizen army and a citizen navy supplied the basis for the self-confidence of a civilization, although many of its distinctive cultural achievements pre-dated Salamis. The Olympic games, testimony to the Greek belief in the agon, or contest, which permeated all of life and not just athletics, were first recorded at Olympia in 776 BC. The Iliad and the Odyssey, attributed to Homer, were written by the mid-ninth century BC. These epics provided the Greeks with a theology describing the gods who might be angry or blessed, jealous or kindly, but always unpredictable. Because the Greek soil was so poor, the history of searching for a better territory starts early and by 700 BC such colonists were establishing themselves around the Mediterranean, and southern Italy would soon become Greek. Parmenides, whose associated school of philosophers were the first true metaphysicians, was born in 515 BC and developed the belief that the universe, although appearing to change, is solid and permanent. By 500 BC Heraclitus was teaching at Ephesus his distinctive view that all of nature and of humanity is in constant flux.


After Salamis the Greeks increasingly defined themselves in conscious opposition to an ‘east’ which was effete, luxurious, decadent and, above all, undemocratic. Having scored great victories over an empire which was so much larger, and richer, they suspected that they were blessed by the gods. Many Athenians also thought that the development of democratic institutions emphasizing common purpose was the key to their own moral and political superiority. The liveliness of that debate had its counterpart in the Athenian development of critical thought and of a philosophy which examined fundamental ideas about matter and atoms, law and morality, the difference between the subjective belief and objective truth. Informally in the agora or market place, more formally in the school or gymnasium as well as in the Athenian assembly, intellectual debates raged. Plato, though an anti-democrat, would describe such exchanges of views as dialectic – the path to truth. This was a relentlessly open society, one in which an idiot was, literally, someone who withdrew from the public world of the polis in which it was a duty to serve. Their language itself, so the Greeks congratulated themselves, was uniquely equipped to express with precision the fine distinctions and abstract ideas which were debated in the fifth century BC.


Salamis did not remove the Greek sense of exposure to Persian threat. And it’s that sense of living on the edge which explains the creative brilliance of the Athenian civilization. Herodotus established the new discipline of history when he set to work describing not only how but also why the Greeks and the Persians came to be at war. He handled evidence critically and drew on the Greek fascination with their own difference from the ‘barbarians’. Tragedy was the Athenians’ most distinctive literary form – a blend of philosophical speculation, religious ritual and sublime poetry never since equalled in any other world civilization. Ideas about the relation between men and gods, between free will and necessity, acquired a human dimension in the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, which reworked the ancient Greek myths to contemporary effect. But there was also a tragic dimension to the inability of the Greeks, after so brilliant an inauguration, to produce a political order whose unity would reflect their cultural depth. Conflicts within the seventy or so poleis were also vicious and ostracism – where one’s political opponents were outlawed – was often used in Athens. Themistocles himself was ostracized having failed in his campaign for a further reform of the Areopagus, the originally aristocratic central council which governed Athens. Under the reformer Solon, in the early sixth century BC, the membership of the council had been opened up to all who had certain property qualifications and a rival council, the Boule, was established. But Themistocles wanted the democracy to go further and as fast as one of his triremes. He died c. 460 BC while serving, ironically enough, as a governor of some of the Asian Greek cities which were still Persian controlled.


By 438 BC the Parthenon, the temple to Athena goddess of Athens in her role as parthenos (virgin), had been completed as a symbolic statement of the city’s self-confidence. But seven years later the Athenian empire had embarked on the 27 year conflict with Sparta known as the Second Peloponnesian War. It was a war between two systems of government: between Athenian citizen democracy and Spartan aristocratic militarism. It had also been caused by the rough tactics used by the Athenians when developing their empire and by their imposition on their client states of regimes run by pro-Athenian appeasers. The war, ending in Spartan victory and the dismantling of the Athenian empire, sapped the strength not just of Athens but of all Greece. And the fact that Sparta was financed by Persian gold was a kind of revenge for Salamis. All of Hellas was now vulnerable to the rise of the Macedonian kings of the north – first Philip II and then his son Alexander. Philip’s victory at the battle of Chaeronea imposed Macedonian kingship and overlordship over the Greek poleis . The end, however, was also a beginning. Alexander, seeing himself as a Homeric hero, was Hellenic culture’s best ambassador. He and his successors transmitted Greek values (though not democracy) across the vast areas of Alexander’s conquests in the east, including Persia, and down to the Indus. The Roman republic rose to greatness during this Hellenistic period and the Romans themselves, for all their military and political prowess and distinctive achievements in the framing of laws, always knew that culturally they stood on the shoulders of the Greeks’ gigantic achievements, which were given the space and confidence to develop because of the victory at Salamis.










15 MARCH 44 BC



The Assassination of Julius Caesar


The Death of a Dictator and the End of the Roman Republic


A certain star during those days appeared in the north towards evening…the majority ascribed it to Caesar, interpreting it to mean that he had become immortal.


DIO CASSIUS (C. 155–235)


On 15 March, 44 BC, a day known as the Ides of March in the Roman calendar that he had himself recently reformed, the general and politician Gaius Julius Caesar was assassinated in the Senate at Rome as a result of a conspiracy of republican noblemen. On the morning of that day he had stood at the apex of his power as the conqueror of Gaul, the undisputed winner in the civil wars which had consumed the old Roman Republic and then as dictator for life – an office which had survived from earlier Roman history and was now revived. Although warned by one of the numerous street soothsayers to beware that day, Caesar had shown his usual toughness of mind and decided to attend the Senate.


As Caesar entered, the Senate rose as a mark of respect and, after he sat down, the conspirators closed around him. Tillius Cimber approached first under the pretext of a petition on behalf of his brother who had been exiled by Caesar. His colleagues joined in with their own prayers, kissing Caesar’s head and feet. The surrounded leader tried to get up but couldn’t. His assailants’ daggers were now unsheathed. Servilius Casca aimed for Caesar’s left shoulder just above the collar bone but missed. Casca’s brother then drove his sword into the ribs. Cassius slashed his face and Decimus Brutus pierced him on the side. Some of the conspirators ended up hitting each other in the mêlée. Having been wounded some thirty-five times Caesar’s body came to rest at the foot of Pompey’s statue.


Caesar had already reformed the Senate by increasing its size and making it more representative of the citizens of Rome. He had also pursued a generous policy of granting Roman citizenship to non-Romans, such as the entire population of Cisalpine Gaul north of the River Po. And he had also recreated the two great cities of Carthage and Corinth, destroyed by his predecessors in the course of Rome’s implacable rise from city state republic to world power status. In the previous year he had passed a law which established the way in which the municipia , the local units of Roman self-government, should be run. All of these measures were taken in order to try and solve the great problem of how to deal with the soldiers of the Roman legions, whether discharged and hungry for land or currently serving but detached from any loyalty to the central Roman institutions. Rather than serving the republic, they chose instead to serve the political ambitions of their own generals and this had caused the decline of that republic’s institutions. But it was the evidence of Caesar’s ability and ambition which caused his death. Among the conspirators were two former governors of Gaul, Marcus Junius Brutus (widely believed to be Caesar’s illegitimate son) and Decimus Junius Brutus – members of a family long since associated with the cause of republicanism. Indeed, one of their ancestors was supposed to have helped to expel the Tarquin kings in 509 BC, the event which led to the republic’s establishment. Caesar, the dictator, seemed bent on subverting half a millennium of republican institutions and beliefs. The argument for killing Caesar was that it would revive the old Roman way of life – mos maiorum or the customs of the ancestors.


War, law and politics had always dominated the Roman state. Roman citizens elected the republic’s two senior officials, the consuls who were charged with military affairs. Lesser officials then decided legal disputes, organized the public works and presided over religious festivals and other duties of state. Although all Roman citizens, excluding women, slaves and those living outside of Rome, could vote for the candidates, they were divided into three groupings determined by status and wealth. The patricians were a small elite group of families who alone had the right to be elected to certain positions. The equites were non-patricians with enough money and leisure to pay taxes and perform the unpaid duties of state. The remainder were the plebeians. This system, suitable for a medium sized central Italian city-state, came under pressure as a result of Rome’s expansion. By c.290 BC Rome had unified the rest of Italy under her rule and the epic struggle that followed in the next century and a half led to the eventual defeat of the north African city of Carthage – Rome’s rival for dominance of the western Mediterranean.


The Rome of the mid-second century was also a world power in the east after the defeat of most of Greece, and in the west, southern Gaul (France) had also been conquered. But the imperial economy would tear the republican system apart. Small peasant land holdings were celebrated in Roman literature as nurseries which taught the virtues of hard work and ancestral piety towards the gods; however, they were no longer viable. Imports of cheap food, especially from the granaries of north Africa, as well as the growth of large estates run by slave labour, now dominated the markets and created mass rural unemployment. Migration into Rome also resulted in a huge urban proletariat which was hungry, often unemployed, and therefore ready to sell their votes to those who promised them food, money and lavish spectacles. Successful generals, when seeking office, could also use their own troops to bully their way into power. Money and muscle were therefore the resources needed in order to be elected to the offices of praetor and consul, whose traditional perks included the governance of a province. And the clients of a successful Roman noble family, those who gave their patrons political support, could therefore include provincial kings and entire national regions.


The family of the Caesars belonged to the gens (or clan) called Julius – one of the ancient patrician nobility. But despite the Julii Caesares’ claim to trace their family back to the goddess Venus, they were neither rich nor powerful. The latest of their line would have to make his own way.


From the beginning Caesar’s ambition was to reform both the old Roman state and the wider Graeco-Roman world. He showed his radical colours by marrying Cornelia, daughter of Lucius Cornelius Cinna who had supported the revolutionary political campaigns of the general Gaius Marius. The brief dictatorship of Sulla (82–78 BC) was an early attempt at getting rid of republican rule in the name of a reactionary aristocracy – and Caesar disappeared from Italy to do his military service in the province of Asia and in Cilicia. On his return to Rome he was elected to be one of the military tribunes and, with his new ally Pompey, helped to dismantle the Sullan constitution. By c. 68 BC he had been elected quaestor – the first major step in a political career – and served in the province of Further Spain. He borrowed heavily to provide some spectacular public shows while he was one of the curule aediles . In 63 BC he was elected Pontifex Maximus, or high priest, and became praetor in 62 BC. As governor of Further Spain in 61–60 BC he was able to loot in the traditional manner while on a campaign, which enabled him to settle his debts. On his return to Rome in 60 BC, and against Senatorial opposition, he stood successfully for the consulship of 59 BC.


In the first triumvirate Caesar created a powerful force by uniting himself with Pompey and Crassus. He pushed through legislation which would give Pompey’s soldiers allotments on Italian public land. He then conquered the remaining non-Roman parts of Gaul and it was the prestige he gained from this which gave him the authority to attempt the reordering of Rome herself. The triumvirate had by now foundered due to internal rivalries and in 49 BC Caesar moved on Rome. He crossed the Rubicon, the river that marked the divide between Gaul and Roman soil, without giving up his army. By doing so he broke the law and defied the Roman Senate. He defeated Pompey, who was now supporting the Senate, at the battle of Pharsalus in southern Thessaly, which made Caesar the effective – though disputed – ruler of Rome. After expeditions in Egypt and Asia Minor he returned to Rome where he quelled a mutiny in the Campania, subjugated the rebellious legions in north Africa and then defeated Pompey’s sons. Caesar had won – but his victories were so conclusive that he had made permanent enemies of those who believed in, and sentimentalized, the old Roman system.


Caesar was not the tyrant who destroyed the Roman Republic, because that system had already self-destructed. The effective authority of the Roman nobility had disappeared because it was a mere oligarchy. Caesar adopted his nephew Octavian as his son and, after Caesar’s death, Octavian formed a second triumvirate of like-minded power-hungry politicians: Mark Antony and Marcus Lepidus. This group pursued the assassins of Caesar to their deaths and in 42 BC they deified Caesar and forced the Roman magistrates to uphold Caesar’s constitutional changes. Octavian was heir to Caesar’s military genius but infinitely more subtle in his political tactics. He dissolved the second triumvirate and established himself as Augustus after the resumption of the Roman civil war. At the battle of Actium in 31 BC he gained a great naval victory over Mark Antony and the Egyptian queen Cleopatra. As a result, Egypt became his personal property and the fabulous wealth he now acquired enabled him to distribute power and property in Rome. In 27 BC he was given the title of Augustus Caesar by the Senate. Realizing that it was the naked display of power that had destroyed his uncle he decided to declare that he was simply restoring the old democratic Roman constitution, yet his money meant that it was only his own supporters who had a chance of getting the votes for elected office. Beneath a residual democratic façade Rome had become an empire. Behind this achievement stood Julius Caesar’s life-work. By getting rid of the Roman oligarchs who had masqueraded as republicans, Caesar in fact gave Rome a new lease of life.


Strengthened as an autocracy, Rome could now stand for another 400 years – at a time when barbarian invaders increasingly threatened from both the north and the west. And Gaul, having been Romanized at a deep level during these centuries, was therefore able to draw on those roots and recover to civilized life after the barbarian tribes had come and gone. Recognition of this common European debt explains the survival of Caesar’s family name in the title of tsar to signify a supreme ruler. But the appeal of republicanism as a political ideal also survived. It would first reappear in the Italian city states of the middle ages. The works of Machiavelli, followed by those of Shakespeare, especially in his play Julius Caesar , endowed republicanism with an idealism that was hardly evident in the selfish motives of those who hacked the first and greatest of Caesars to death on that day in Rome.










GOOD FRIDAY C.AD 30


The Crucifixion of Jesus Christ


The Start of the Christian Era


In the blood of the martyrs lies the seed of the Church.


TERTULLIAN (C. 155–230)


The Crucifixion of Jesus Christ took place in the highly charged atmosphere of Jerusalem during the week of Passover, an annual holiday when Jews, in their tens of thousands, would travel to the city in order to celebrate their past deliverance from captivity in Egypt. Earlier that week Jesus, originally from the town of Nazareth in Galilee and whose name meant ‘Jehovah saves’, had travelled into the city on a donkey. This had been a conscious recreation of Zachariah’s Old Testament prophecy that the Jews would find their king coming to them mounted on a donkey as a sign of his humility. His accompanying followers acclaimed Jesus as ‘son of David’ – the tenth century BC king who had, it was thought, established a unified Jewish state with its capital in Jerusalem. The word Christos , bestowed on Jesus by his disciples, is the Greek version of the Hebrew Meshiah or Messiah, ‘the anointed one’. In c. AD 30 therefore, both in Jerusalem and more generally in Jewish Palestine, Jesus was seen as an anointed successor to David who would restore Israel.


Following the celebration of a Passover meal with his disciples at which he had blessed the bread and wine calling the bread ‘my body’ and the wine ‘my blood of the Covenant’, Jesus withdrew to the Mount of Olives to pray. The gospels describe the betrayal of Jesus by one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who guided the armed men dispatched by Caiaphas, the Jewish chief priest, who had been alarmed by the evidence of Jesus’ threat to public order. When brought before Caiaphas and his council (the Sanhedrin ) Jesus replied ambiguously when asked whether he considered himself ‘son of God’. This was enough evidence of blasphemy for Caiaphas to send Jesus before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judaea, with a recommendation that he be crucified – the cruellest punishment known to ancient Rome. It is probable that the Sanhedrin and Caiaphas also thought that Jesus saw himself as ‘king of the Jews’. The gospels’ presentation of Pilate as being troubled about what to do next is coloured by the fact that Christianity, by the time of the gospels’ composition in the late first century, was a fast growing religion and needed to be on good terms with the Roman authorities. Pilate was as rough and ready a character as any other Roman ruler of a troublesome province. He would eventually be dismissed from his job because of his unwise execution of a number of Samaritans. Ordering the crucifixion of a Jewish troublemaker between two criminals on the local hill of Gethsemane would not have been a problem for him.


Jesus was crucified with the title ‘king of the Jews’ mockingly posted above his head on which he wore a crown of thorns. It is also probable that right up to the moment of death Jesus believed in the imminence of a divine intervention according to that tradition of Jewish eschatology which his life’s work had revived and made so dangerous a threat to the Roman political order. His last recorded words were, ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’


Palestine was part of the Roman empire, and Jewish Palestine, at the time of Jesus’ birth some thirty years earlier, was ruled by Rome’s client king, Herod the Great. Its position between Syria and Egypt made its stability vital for the Romans in this volatile area. The emperor Augustus took away the southern Palestinian territories of Judaea, Idumaea and the (non-Jewish) area of Samaria from Herod’s son and successor, Herod Archelaus, and turned them into the imperial province of Judaea, which was governed by his prefect, Pontius Pilate. Herod’s other son, Herod Antipas, meanwhile, ruled in Galilee, northern Palestine. Based in Caesarea, with only a small army to support him, Pilate avoided Jerusalem except when religious festivals such as the Passover turned the city into a mob of patriotic Jews. He relied on the high priest and his council to enforce order. Jewish-Gentile relations were tense and the Romans were warily respectful of the vivid Jewish sense of their own cultural opposition to the Graeco-Roman world. Jews resisted any establishment of pagan temples in their towns, as well as gymnasia and gladiatorial contests. There would be no colonies in Jewish Palestine until the First Jewish revolt of AD 66–74 made them a necessity for the Roman rulers.


Daily Jewish life in the region was governed by the observance of the Torah, or Law, as set out in the Old Testament. Internal divisions among the Jews made Judaea a turbulent place: learned and pious Pharisees advocated a precise interpretation of the laws, the radical sect of the Essenes were a vigorous fringe movement and the Sadducees were politically influential.


The Synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, so-called because of their similarity to each other, portray a figure who spoke of ‘the Kingdom of God’ using parables, aphorisms and similes whose language and references drew on agricultural and village life. The gospels also make it clear that Jesus, during a very brief public ministry of probably no more than a year, proclaimed the imminent arrival of the Kingdom of God and anticipated that God would intervene and pass a final judgement before establishing an Israel free of foreign domination. By summoning 12 disciples to follow him, Jesus also declared his belief that God would restore the 12 tribes of Israel. The ‘Kingdom of God’ was twofold. It existed in heaven and would be entered on death, but it was also shown in the words and deeds of the here and now. Being a member of this Kingdom was a question of realizing God’s will, of being filled with faith and rejecting material possessions. It was also evident that Jesus favoured the outcasts of his own time – not just the poor and lowly but also the sinners who repented. Even tax gatherers and prostitutes could therefore be in the Kingdom. By this proclamation Jesus called on people to follow his example rather than himself personally. He also anticipated the arrival of ‘the Son of Man’ who would come in clouds of glory. This was an authentic piece of Hebraic prophecy. After the resurrection, Christ’s followers interpreted the Son of Man as Christ himself.


Jesus therefore was a rabbi who worked in the tradition of the Temple, but he was also ready to debate what the Law really required of Jews and to rise above mere formalism. The Law had to be followed, most of all, with the inner self. That was why hatred was as great a sin as murder. This was exceptional teaching but not a reason for the scribes and scholars who interpreted the Law, as well as the Pharisees, to threaten his life. It was Passover week’s circumstances that placed Jesus in danger. He had already told his followers that the Temple would be destroyed as part of the fulfilment of God’s new Kingdom; he therefore entered its precincts where the annual Temple tax of two drachmas was paid, and overturned the tables. The prediction and the assault were the two reasons for Jesus’ Crucifixion. He was not a military threat – which is why his disciples were not killed – but in his own person and message he was undermining a precarious Jewish-Roman agreement on how to keep the peace.


After his death some of Jesus’ followers claimed that the tomb in which he had been placed was empty. They also said they had seen the risen Christ not as a spirit but as a body. Language, whether Greek, Latin or the Aramaic spoken by Jesus and his followers, struggled to express this novel idea. Paul in his mid-first-century epistles opted for the awkward phrase ‘spiritual body’ to describe the risen Christ. But it was this belief that explained why Christianity spread and why people were ready to die for it. Reflection on what Jesus represented and meant had started with his first public appearance when he was baptized by John, who was another believer in his own imminent end and judgement. This now continued with the development of a Christian Church – an ecclesia or community ‘called out’ of all the world. The Apostles’ Creed developed by the early Church said that Jesus Christ had pre-existed his actual birth and had always existed with God the Father. He had therefore become flesh and been incarnated before finally being resurrected to life eternal. The influence of Greek philosophy would also emphasize that Christ was logos – the word made flesh who brought redemptive order to the world.


The idea that God was a person was a scandalous one for pious Jews and laughable to clever Greeks, but it spoke to the poor and the marginal. Both the incarnation and the Crucifixion were fresh appealing ways of presenting the idea of God since they showed his vulnerability: first as an infant and then as a man nailed to the cross. Plato had said that the history of the world was the victory of persuasion over force. But in the person of Christ that philosophical insight became embodied in the life of the person who was now acclaimed by his believers as the Son of Man and as Kyrios (Lord). Jesus Christ moreover was, for Christians, the only such Kyrios. Consequently (and very dangerously), the Roman caesar or emperor was not a lord at all. The belief that the covenant God of the Old Testament had, through Jesus, established a new covenant with humanity was the ‘good news’ acclaimed in the New Testament.


In the dynamic theology of St Paul this idea became a universal one so that Christianity was not just a Jewish sect but spoke to all humanity, transcending the boundaries of politics, ethnicity and culture. This exhilarating perspective suddenly made Graeco-Roman culture look very parochial. Paul’s emphasis on original sin was a novel introduction to Christianity and part of his personal obsession with the fight between flesh and spirit. Many found it psychologically compelling as an explanation of a flaw in humanity. After Paul, the Greek philosophical claim that acting wrongly was just the result of thinking badly, seemed naïve. For Christians the remedy for sin was the Atonement: the creation of a new humanity reconciled to God through the death and suffering of Christ who was the second Adam. It was this faith which sustained the persecuted and the martyred during the strenuous and dangerous first three Christian centuries.


Christianity became the most global of all the major religions, showing a unique capacity to exist among a very wide variety of different cultures in Asia, Africa, Europe and the Americas. The process had started as an aspect of European colonization, as missionaries followed in the wake of armies, but the uniqueness and appeal of Christianity’s doctrines, centred around the Crucifixion, contributed to its survival in local soil long after the end of empire.










11 MAY 330


The Dedication of Constantinople


Constantine the Great Establishes his Capital at Byzantium


Alone of all the emperors…Constantine was initiated by rebirth in the mysteries of Christ – when the ceremonies were complete he put on bright imperial clothes which shone like light.


EUSEBIUS (C.AD 260–339) DESCRIBES CONSTANTINE’S BAPTISM


It was the day on which the Emperor Constantine’s new city was to be dedicated to the Virgin Mary at a High Mass celebrated at the church of Saint Eirene. But the classical past could not be avoided even on this most Christian of days. Invocations to Tyche (or Fortune), a goddess associated with the city, merged with the sound of Christian prayers. A statue of the emperor with the figure of Tyche in his outstretched hand was probably paraded in procession through the city, which established an annual ritual: on every Founder’s Day a statue of Tyche would be paraded with the Christian cross attached to her forehead. As Constantine processed through the city named after him, which would now be the capital of the Roman empire, he could admire the statues and works of art plundered from cities and temples right across Europe and Asia. Four hundred and twenty-seven statues had been brought into the city just in order to stand before the church of Santa Sophia. The most important object of plunder was a relic. At the heart of the city, and at the centre of the imperial vision, was the piece of wood which Constantine’s aged mother, Helena, discovered after she set out for Jerusalem in 327. This was acclaimed as the True Cross on which Christ had died. It was now set on top of a cupola supported by four triumphal arches on a building called the Milion or First Milestone, and from it were measured all the distances within the empire.


Other places showed the same mixture of pagan allusions set within a Christian dimension. The church of Saint Eirene itself was built on the site of an ancient shrine to Aphrodite. To the west of the Milion ran a large street called the Mese, and it was by the side of this thoroughfare that Constantine had built an oval-shaped forum paved with marble where a one hundred foot column of porphyry from Heliopolis in Egypt had been raised. It now stood on a marble plinth which contained, so these new Byzantine Romans were told, the remains of the loaves used by Christ at the feeding of the five thousand, as well as a figure of Athene brought back by Aeneas from Troy. At the top of the column was a statue whose body was a statue of Apollo sculpted by Phidias – the greatest of Athenian sculptors. But the head was a newly sculpted representation of Constantine and above it there was a metal halo. In the statue’s right hand was a sceptre, the symbol of his earthly power, but the orb grasped by the left hand contained a fragment cut from that same True Cross, whose arrival here in the new Rome showed that this emperor ruled by divine permission and favour which enabled him to crush his enemies in battle. Evidence of piety mingled with sumptuous effects attended Constantine in this year of AD 330, which was also, happily, his silver jubilee as ruler.


Four years earlier Constantine had held a ceremony to mark the foundation of his new city and had laid the first stone of the western wall that protected this east-facing city on its landward side. Like the older Rome, this Roma Nova too was built on seven hills – but much more quickly. And, since the new buildings and streets needed to be populated and inhabited, colonists were imported into the city on so massive a scale that the grain fleets of the eastern Mediterranean had to be redirected in order to feed them.


Constantine had chosen to build on the site of the little city of Byzantium because it was so well protected. To the south was the sea of Marmara and Byzantium was on the tip of a triangular promontory that stretched out from the Greek mainland. To the north-west was the deep inlet called the Golden Horn and to the east were the straits of the Bosphorus leading up to the Black Sea. The coast of Asia was visible opposite.


The background to Constantine’s reign was one of division within an over-stretched empire. Ever since Diocletian became emperor in 284, the idea had gained ground that the empire was too big and that it needed to be divided up into separate administrative regions. Diocletian based himself at Nicomedia in Bithynia, while his colleague Maximian controlled the western territories. In 293 there followed a formal, four-fold, division of the empire into its separate constituent parts, but Diocletian’s decision to abdicate in 305 initiated a prolonged period of uncertainty as rival rulers within the empire claimed the throne. Constantine was the son of Constantius I – himself a co-emperor – and both father and son had based themselves in Britain during this period of seemingly imminent imperial dissolution. When Constantius died in York in 306, Constantine was declared emperor by the legions but confined his claim to Britain and Gaul. In the same year Maxentius, Constantine’s rival, was declared emperor by the praetorian guard in Rome. In 311 Constantine decided to march on Rome and confront Maxentius. The battle of the Milvian bridge on the Via Flaminia in Rome in 312 was a decisive victory for Constantine who now became undisputed and sole ruler of the Roman empire in the west. But there was another event which was recorded as taking place at the Via Flaminia a few miles to the north-east of Rome either just before or during the battle. Constantine claimed to have been granted a vision. At midday, according to Eusebius (Constantine’s official historian), he saw, just above the sun, a cross of light bearing the inscription in hoc signo vinces (by this sign you will conquer). The victor undoubtedly fought his battle as a Christian warrior and the consequences were momentous. He would be a Christian ruler and Christianity, having been persecuted as a matter of state policy under Diocletian, would become an official and established religion.


In 313 Constantine met his fellow emperor Licinius, the ruler of the eastern territories, in Milan and issued the edict of Milan which gave Christianity full legal recognition throughout the empire. If there was just one God, it was also now obvious that there could only be just one emperor as well. Constantine first defeated Licinius in a series of battles and then had him murdered so that he now became sole ruler in both the eastern and western empires. Meanwhile, legislation made the empire more Christian. The law of 319 outlawed the murder of enslaved people and in 321 it was forbidden to do any work on Sunday. Constantine also abolished crucifixion as a punishment as well as the branding of certain criminals. Saints’ days were officially established. Paganism continued and its followers were not persecuted, though some practices were suppressed. The hope was that paganism would just wither away. Romans, after all, believed in tradition and there were therefore limits to what an emperor, bent on establishing a new one, could do. Christian heresy was a different matter. Arianism, the belief that Christ was the perfect man but not himself divine, was splitting the Church and Constantine used state power against it. He summoned a universal Council of the Church, which met at Nicaea, and presided over it himself, dressed in his purple imperial robes. It was Constantine who proposed and imposed the insertion into the Creed of a compromise wording. Christ the Son was homoousios, or ‘of one substance’, with God the Father. Arius of Alexandria, the chief heretic, was condemned and most of his followers accepted the compromise. One Church, one Ruler and One Creed: these were now meant to unite the whole civilized world and the Nicene Creed is Constantine’s most important theological legacy. The ruler, who used the title isapostolos to signify his equality with the Apostles at the end of his life, was a sincere, if bloody, Christian. When his son, the Caesar Crispus, became too popular he had him murdered. He elevated his mother to the rank of Augusta and when that made his wife jealous he showed his filial devotion by murdering the unfortunate Fausta.


Constantine wanted to make Rome as Christian a city as Constantinople and built the basilica of St Peter on the Vatican Hill. But residual republican sentiment in Rome, as well as loyalty to the pagan gods, meant that the city never took to Constantine nor he to it. The Senate he established in Constantinople was never quite the equal of the one back in Rome in terms of its prestige, yet in other respects Rome was becoming very provincial. The great intellectual centres were in the east, in Alexandria and Antioch with their celebrated libraries and scholars. Economically too, the Italian peninsula was declining, with the increasing threat of malaria, especially in the campagna near Rome, leading to a consequent drop in the birth rate. Strategically also Constantine had to look east because that was where the main threats to the empire came from – Sarmatians around the lower Danube, Ostrogoths who menaced it just north of the Black Sea, and the Sassanian Empire of the Persians.


The emperor did not get the Church unity he wanted and Arianism continued to be a powerful force. His concern with unity imposed from the top merely aggravated subsequent quarrels about theological doctrines with frequently murderous consequences. The greatest minds of Byzantium would be enraptured by over-subtle theology, which is why ‘Byzantine’ remains an adjective for the needlessly complicated. After Constantine’s death in 337, the empire returned to conflict when his two sons fought each other, but the legacy of his victory and the legend that attended it had a greater cultural consequence than any short-term political ones. Constantine himself was more at home in Latin than in Greek, but the empire he left behind became more and more Hellenic. The idea of a Christian society fused with the Greek inheritance in the east and, as the Byzantine empire, it continued (with many traumas) for over 1100 years. The Constantinian revolution ensured that the legacy of classical civilization would be harnessed to the cause of Christianity and would, as a result, be re-interpreted but also preserved. Constantine saw division as a sin precisely because of the depth of his personal commitment to Christianity. Yet the idea of a secular ruler who was also spiritually authoritative was an inherently despotic one, and the religion of an established Church presided over by a Christian emperor encouraged opportunistic conversions. After 330, surrounded by glory, Christianity in Europe entered the mainstream and therefore lost what it had once had – the dissenting edge of an underground movement.










31 DECEMBER 406


A Confederacy of German Tribes Crosses the Rhine


The Slow Death of Rome’s Western Empire


…the bright light of all the world was quenched…the Roman empire had lost its head and…the whole universe had perished in one city…


ST JEROME (C.340–420) DESCRIBES THE SACK OF ROME (410)


The river Rhine, at a spot near Coblenz, had frozen over towards the end of December 406 and the natural eastern boundary of the Roman province of Gaul could therefore be crossed. It was to here that the Germanic tribe of the Vandals had been led by their king, Gunderic. They were not alone. Other German tribes had combined to form a great confederation. Unlike the genuinely nomadic Huns, who were pressing in behind them from the east, these migrating Germans wanted to settle and enjoy a safer life than the one they had escaped from. As agricultural peoples they had also discovered that repeated cultivation of the same territorial soil was more fruitful than just tilling and then moving on. Heavily burdened with carts and livestock, their progress was slow and an average of a mile or so an hour was probably their maximum speed. The Alans who had crossed the Dnieper in c. 375 would only reach their final home in the Tagus valley near Lisbon in the 420s after travelling on average about five miles a year.


The December 406 crossing of the Rhine was part of a wider and older pattern of tribal movement. The Vandals belonged to the east German group of tribes which had moved from Scandinavia into the region east of the Elbe. Other members of this group included the Burgundians, Visigoths and Ostrogoths. The Goths had left their settlements in the second century AD and then drifted to the south-east so that by c. 400 the Visigoths, or ‘western’ Goths, were on the Black Sea coast and the Ostrogoths, or ‘eastern’ Goths, found themselves further east (and therefore very exposed to the Huns) in the Crimea and on the Dnieper steppes.


The success of the tribal push on an increasingly porous border reflected the progressive disintegration of Roman imperial authority since the second half of the third century. Internally, the empire was suffering from a low birth rate and choking bureaucracy as well as high tax and inflation because of the expensive, long-term business of paying for an army to protect the boundaries. After they crossed the Rhine the tribes spread out over Gaul. The Vandals crossed the Pyrenees in 409, left the Suevi to establish themselves in Galicia (north-west Spain) and then travelled across Iberia to Africa, which had also been the destination of Alaric, king of the Visigoths, until his death shortly after he sacked Rome. By 429 the Vandals were at the Straits of Gibraltar and in 439 they arrived in Carthage. For over a century the Vandal kingdom of north Africa, an important naval power with bases in Sardinia and the Balearic islands, would be a major military threat in the western Mediterranean.


The southward and western migrations of the Germanic tribes were spread over half a millennium. Their movements included long periods of settlement until patterns of climate and food supplies, along with internal conflicts among the tribes themselves, forced them on. By the fourth century many German tribes had become settled along the imperial boundaries and were being paid by the Roman themselves as foederati pledged to protect the frontiers. The one great constant was the external impact on them, and on Rome itself, of the Huns who, with their great herds of cattle, had been moving towards the west from their homelands on the steppes of central Asia ever since the Chinese had defeated a Hunnic empire in c. 36 BC. Armed with bows and arrows, and using the stirrup (which they had invented) to ride their Mongolian ponies, the Huns could achieve long-distance raids across thousands of miles in the summer months before returning to their bases. Between the second and fourth centuries those bases had shifted from north of the Caspian Sea towards the area of modern Ukraine – that crucial geographic point of contact between the steppe and Europe. Other differences separated them from the barbarian: the clans of the Germanic tribes were bound together by shared kinship, but it was a community of interest which bound together the Hunnish tribes into various ‘hordes’, such as protection from natural forces and from outsiders. Mentally formed by the wide horizons of the steppes, their aim was the establishment of a world empire.


The German migrations were therefore the result of a chain of events stretching from central Asia to the Atlantic coast. The pattern of European nations today is also the result of interaction between late Roman antiquity and barbarian ambition. Mentally, the Romans drew a sharp dividing line between themselves and the barbarians. Rome stood for written law, administrative records, the settled existence of urban centres and great estates. The Germanic tribes, by contrast, were wholly agrarian, bound by the customs of an oral unwritten law and governed by a general assembly. The kinship loyalties of tribal groups contrasted with two defining Roman notions: loyalty to the emperor and the honourable obligations of citizenship. Religion was another divide. Instead of the Graeco-Roman pantheon of gods worshipped in temples, the barbarians gathered in sacred groves for cult festivals which worshipped their own pantheon such as Wotan, Thor – who protected farmers – and fertility goddesses like Freyja. But, though different in so many ways, the Germanic tribes could see the advantages of Roman order, even in an age of civilized breakdown, and their fury was often the result of disappointment when the Romans refused to extend those advantages to include them. Alaric turned towards an anti-Roman offensive when his Visigoths were denied the right to settle in Noricum, now modern-day Austria. Thinly spread Roman forces gave the tribes their chance. Alaric’s threat to Constantinople, for example, led to the withdrawal of the Roman legions in Gaul and so by c.400 the Burgundians could move into the territory now named after them.


Another, related, tribal movement was well established by the early fifth century. Tall, red-haired and ferocious, the Celts had attacked Rome in 390 BC and mainland Greece in 279 BC. Established in northern Italy and in the lands to the north and west of the Alps, they resisted the Roman advance in the first and second centuries BC. Overwhelmed in Gaul and with some of them travelling further west, they became progressively Romanized and then constituted the native population of Spain, Gaul and Britain. The further impact of the invading Angles and Saxons, especially after the withdrawal of the Roman legions from Britain in AD 410, pushed into the north and west those Celtic tribes previously settled in the south. They survived in western Scotland, Wales and Ireland, and also in Cornwall whose émigrés headed for Brittany and made it Celtic. The Scots, a Celtic people native to Ireland, migrated to Caledonia, subjugated the native Picts and established a Gaelic Scotland.


The Huns had started to move into eastern Europe by c. 360 and their king, Attila (404–53), unleashed them as a terrifyingly destructive force capable of extracting ever higher tribute money. On the death of the Emperor Theodosius I in 395, the Roman empire split definitively into its eastern and western halves. Attila attacked the east and west in two campaigns and the west again in another onslaught. His defeat in the battle of the Catalaunian plain in north-east France was the result of a joint Roman-barbarian effort, which then pushed him out of Italy before his death in 453 after which the Huns faded as a military threat. The Ostrogoths, under Theoderic, now became the dominant power in Italy. At the same time, Clovis, king of the Salian Franks, went on to create a huge Merovingian kingdom in Gaul.


The barbarian migrations established the contours of the European nations as we know them today. The Visigoths ruled Spain and absorbed the Suevi. The Ostrogothic kingdom of Italy would be conquered by the east German Langobardi or Lombards and the peninsula was contested between them in the north, Byzantines in the south, and the expansionist Franks who also ensured the collapse of the Avars in the Danube basin. That collapse was the Slav opportunity. Western Slavs crossed the Danube in 551 and colonized areas east of the Elbe vacated by the German tribes: Czechs were established in Bohemia, Slovaks in the southern Carpathians, and, further north, Poland became a distinctive territory. The eastern Slavs, including the Russians, moved north and east into the upper Volga. In doing so they established the divide between Slavic Poles and Slavic Russians. The western Slavs of the north were also now separated from the southern Slavs of the Balkans: Slovenes, Serbs and Croats (settled on the Dalmatian coast) became the agents for the Slavicization of Illyria, Bulgaria and Greece. The Slavic kingdoms could never establish an imperial unity, but along with a Persia revived by the Sassanians, they threatened the eastern Roman empire. The Bulgar empire of the eighth and ninth centuries was a major anti-Byzantine power.
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