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The Founding of Constantinople and the Characteristics of the New Empire

	 

	 

	 

	ON May 11, A. D. 330, on the shores of the Bosphorus, Constantine solemnly dedicated his new capital, Constantinople.

	Why did the Emperor, turning his back upon ancient Rome, remove to the East the seat of the monarchy? Not only had Constantine no personal liking for the turbulent pagan city of the Caesars, but he also, and not without good reason, considered it badly placed for meeting the new exigencies with which the Empire was confronted. The Gothic peril on the Danube, the Persian peril in Asia, were imminent; and though the powerful tribes of Illyricum offered admirable resources for defense, Rome was too far away to make use of them for that purpose. Diocletian had realized this, and he too had felt the attraction of the Orient. At all events, the Byzantine Empire came into being on the day when Constantine founded “New Rome.” By virtue of its geographical situation, where Europe joins Asia, and of the military and economic importance resulting therefrom, Constantinople was the natural center around which the Eastern world could most readily group itself. On the other hand, by virtue of the Grecian stamp which had been imprinted upon it from the very beginning, and especially by virtue of the character which Christianity imparted to it, the new capital differed fundamentally from the old, and symbolized accurately enough the aspirations and the new tendencies of the Eastern world.

	Moreover, long before this, a new conception of the monarchy had been astir in the Roman Empire. The transformation came about at the beginning of the fourth century, through contact with the Near East. Constantine strove to make of the imperial power an absolute domination by divine right. He surrounded it with all the splendor of costume, of the crown, and the royal purple; with all the pompous ceremonial of etiquette, with all the magnificence of court and palace. Deeming himself the representative of God on earth, believing that in his intellect he was a reflection of the supreme intellect, he endeavored in all things to emphasize the sacred character of the sovereign, to separate him from the rest of mankind by the solemn forms with which he surrounded him; in a word, to make earthly royalty as it were an image of the divine royalty.

	In like manner, in order to increase the prestige and power of the imperial office, he proposed that the monarchy should be clothed with executive power, strictly hierarchical in form, closely safeguarded, and with all authority concentrated in the hands of the emperor. And finally, by making Christianity a state religion, by multiplying immunities and privileges in its favor, by defending it against heresy, and by extending his protection to it under all circumstances, Constantine gave an altogether different character to the power of the Emperor. Seated among the bishops, “as if he were one of them”; posing as the accredited guardian of dogma and discipline; intervening in all affairs of the Church; legislating and giving judgment in its name, organizing and directing it, convoking and presiding over its councils; dictating the formulas of faith, Constantine — and all his successors after him, whether orthodox or Arians — regulated according to one uniform principle the relations of State and Church. This is what came to be called Caesaropapism, the despotic authority of the emperor over the Church; and the Oriental clergy, creatures of the court, ambitious and worldly, docile and pliant, accepted this tyranny without protest.

	All this derived its inspiration from the deeply rooted conception of power dear to Oriental monarchies, and because of all this, although the Roman Empire endured for another century, — until 476, — although the Roman tradition remained alive and powerful, even in the Orient, until the end of the sixth century, nevertheless the Oriental part of the monarchy was concentrated around the city of Constantine and became, so to speak, conscious of its own importance.

	From the fourth century on, despite the apparent and theoretical maintenance of Roman unity, in reality the two halves of the Empire were separated more than once, and were governed by different emperors; and when, in 395, Theodosius the Great died, leaving to his two sons Arcadius and Honorius an inheritance divided into two empires, the separation, which had long been imminent, became definitive. Thenceforth there was a Roman Empire of the East.

	 

	 


The Crisis of the Barbarian Invasion

	 

	 

	 

	DURING the long period between 330 and 518, two serious crises, while shaking the Empire to its foundations, finally gave it its peculiar form. The first was the crisis of the barbarian invasion.

	After the third century, on all its frontiers, on the Danube as well as on the Rhine, the barbarians of Germany made their way into Roman territory by a gradual process of infiltration. Some came as soldiers, in small parties, or settled there as agricultural laborers; others, in whole tribes, attracted by the security and prosperity of the monarchy, solicited grants of land, which the imperial government willingly gave them. The great migrations which were incessantly taking place in that unstable Germanic world hastened this onrush of the barbarians, and finally made it formidable. In the fifth century, the Western Empire gave way before their irruption; and at first sight one might think that Byzantium was no better able than Rome to withstand their formidable onset.

	In 376, the Visigoths, fleeing before the Huns, had demanded from the Empire protection and lands. Two hundred thousand of them had settled south of the Danube, in Moesia. They soon revolted; one emperor, Valens, was killed while attempting to stay them on the plains of Adrianople (378); it required all the adroit vigor of Theodosius to conquer them. But after his death, in 395, the danger reappeared. Alaric, King of the Visigoths, descended upon Macedonia; he ravaged Thessaly and central Greece, and forced his way into the Peloponnesus, the feeble Arcadius (395- 408), all the troops of the East being then in the West, being powerless to stop him; and when Stilicho, summoned from the West to the succor of the Empire, had surrounded the Goths at Pholoe in Arcadia (396), he preferred to let them escape and to come to terms with their leader. From that time on, during several years, the Visigoths were all-powerful in the Empire of the East, deposing the ministers of Arcadius, imposing their will on the sovereign, ruling as masters in the capital, and convulsing the state by their revolts. But the ambition of Alaric led him again toward the West; in 402 he invaded Italy; he returned thither in 410, and captured Rome; and by the definite settlement of the Visigoths in Gaul and in Spain, the peril that threatened the Empire of the East was exorcised.

	Thirty years later, the Huns entered on the scene. Attila, founder of a vast empire which reached from the Don to Pannonia, crossed the Danube in 441, took Viminacium, Singidunum, Sirmium, and Naissus, and threatened Constantinople. The Empire, being defenseless, was compelled to pay tribute to him. This notwithstanding, in 447 the Huns again appeared south of the Danube. Again they came to terms. But the peril was still great, and disaster seemed to be at hand, when, in 450, the Emperor Marcianus (450-457) bravely refused to pay tribute. Once more fortune smiled on the Empire of the East. Attila turned his arms to the West. He returned thence, beaten and enfeebled; and a short time afterward his death (453) disrupted the empire he had founded.

	In the second half of the fifth century, the Ostrogoths, in their turn, entered into conflict with the Empire, which was obliged to take them into its service, to allot lands to them (462), and to heap honors and money upon their leaders. And so we find them, in 474, actually interfering in the internal affairs of the monarchy. It was Theodoric who, on the death of the Emperor Leo (457-474), assured the triumph of Zeno over the rival who was disputing the throne with him.

	From that time on, the barbarians were more exacting than ever. In vain did the Emperor attempt to turn the chiefs against one another (479): Theodoric pillaged Macedonia, and threatened Thessalonica, always demanding more and more; obtaining in 484 the title of consul; threatening Constantinople in 487. But he too allowed himself to be tempted by the charms of Italy, where, since 476, the Western Empire had been falling into decay, and which Zeno shrewdly proposed to him to reconquer. Once more the danger was averted.

	Thus the barbarian invasion had passed along the frontiers of the Eastern Empire, or had encroached upon it only temporarily; so that New Rome remained intact, made greater, as it were, by the catastrophe that had overwhelmed Ancient Rome, and, because of that catastrophe, forced still farther eastward.

	 


The Religious Crisis

	 

	 

	 

	WE can hardly understand today the importance in the fourth and fifth centuries of all the great heresies — Arianism, Nestorianism, Monophysitism — which so profoundly agitated the Church and the Empire of the East. We commonly think of them as mere quarrels of theologians, debating hotly in complicated discussions concerning fine-spun and trivial formulas. In reality, they had a different meaning and greater scope. More than once they were a cloak for political interests and controversies which were to have far-reaching results on the destinies of the Empire. They had, moreover, a decisive effect in establishing the connection between Church and State in the East, and in determining the relations between Byzantium and the West. For these reasons they deserve to be carefully studied.

	The Council of Nicaea (325) had condemned Arianism and had proclaimed that Christ was of the same essence as God. But the partisans of Arius did not yield under the anathema, and the fourth century was filled with a heated controversy — in which the emperors zealously took part — between the adversaries and defenders of orthodoxy. Arianism, conquering with Constantius at the Council of Rimini (359), was crushed by Theodosius at the Council of Constantinople (381); and from that moment was manifest the contrast between the Greek spirit, enamored of metaphysical subtleties, and the candid genius of the Latin West; the incongruity between the Oriental episcopate, docile to the will of the prince, and the unyielding and haughty intransigence of the Roman pontiffs. The discussion that took place in the fifth century concerning the union of two natures — human and divine — in the person of Christ emphasized these differences still more, and agitated the Empire the more seriously because politics entered into the religious quarrel. In fact, at the same time that the popes in the West founded with Leo the Great (440- 461) the pontifical monarchy, the patriarchs of Alexandria attempted in the East, with Cyril (412-444) and Dioscurus (444-451), to establish an Alexandrine papacy. And, in other matters, under cover of these disputes, the old national differences, and the separatist tendencies, which were still very much alive, found in the war against orthodoxy a propitious opportunity for showing their heads; and thus political interests and aims were closely intermingled with the religious conflict.

	In 428, Theodosius II (408-450) had been reigning for twenty years at Byzantium, under the guardianship of his sister Pulcheria. Always a child, he passed his time in painting, and in illuminating or copying manuscripts; hence his nickname, “the Calligrapher.” If his memory still lives in history, it is because he built the strong girdle of ramparts which for so many centuries protected Constantinople; and because, in the Theodosian Code, he caused to be brought together the imperial constitutions promulgated since Constantine. But, such as he was, he was destined to show extraordinary weakness and helplessness when confronted by the quarrels within the Church.

	Nestorius, Patriarch of Constantinople, taught that in Christ it was necessary to separate the divine and human personalities — that Jesus was only a man become God; and consequently he refused to the Virgin the appellation of Theotokos (mother of God). Cyril of Alexandria eagerly seized this opportunity to belittle the bishop of the capital, and, supported by the Papacy, he caused Nestorianism to be solemnly condemned at the Council of Ephesus (431); after which, imposing his will upon the Emperor, he reigned supreme over the Eastern Church. When Eutyches, several years later, amplifying the doctrine of Cyril, caused the nature of man to disappear more and more completely in the divine nature (this was Monophysitism), he found at hand, to defend him, the support of Dioscurus, Patriarch of Alexandria; and the council known as the “Robber Council of Ephesus” (449) seemed to assure the triumph of the Church of Alexandria.

	The Empire and the Papacy, being equally alarmed, joined forces against these growing ambitions. The Council of Chalcedon (451), in conformity with the formula of Leo the Great, established the orthodox doctrine in regard to the union of the two natures, and accomplished at one and the same time the ruin of the Alexandrian dream, and the triumph of the State, which dominated the Council, and established more firmly than ever its authority over the Eastern Church.

	But the Monophysites, although condemned, did not give way before their condemnation. They continued for a long time to establish churches with separatist tendencies in Egypt and Syria — a grave menace to the cohesion and unity of the monarchy. Rome, too, notwithstanding her victory in the field of dogma, had to accept, trembling with rage, the extension of the power of the Patriarch of Constantinople, who became, under the guardianship of the Emperor, the real pope of the Orient. Herein lay the germ of grave conflicts. In defiance of the Papacy, which was omnipotent in the West, the Eastern Church, hoping to free itself from the imperial domination, became a State Church, submissive to the will of the prince; and by her use of the Greek language; by her mystical tendencies, at odds with the theology of Rome, and by her ancient grudges against Rome, she tended more and more to establish herself as an independent organism. And thereby, again, the Roman Empire in the East took on an aspect peculiar to itself. The great councils were held in the East; the great heresies were born there; and, finally, the Church of the East, proud in the renown of its great doctors, — Saint Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory of Nazianzus, and John Chrysostom, — convinced of her intellectual superiority over the West, tended more and more toward separation from Rome.

	 

	 


The Roman Empire of the East at the End of the Fifth and the Beginning of the Sixth Century

	 

	 

	 

	THUS, about the time of the emperors Zeno (474-491) and Anastasius (491-518), arose the idea of a purely Oriental monarchy.

	After the downfall of the Western Empire in 476, the Eastern remained the only Roman empire. Although it retained, for this reason, great prestige in the eyes of the barbarian sovereigns who had carved out for themselves kingdoms in Gaul, in Spain, in Africa, and in Italy; although it still claimed vague rights of suzerainty over them, yet in reality, by virtue of the territories that it actually possessed, this Empire was, above all, Oriental. It included the whole Balkan Peninsula, with the exception of the northwestern portions; Asia Minor as far as the mountains of Armenia; Syria as far as the Euphrates; Egypt; and Cyrenaica. These countries formed sixty-four provinces or eparchies, divided between two prefectures of the praetorium — that of the East (dioceses of Thrace, Asia, Pontus, the Orient, and Egypt), and that of Illyricum (diocese of Macedonia).

	Although the government of the Empire was still administered on the Roman model, and based on the separation of the civil and military functions, the imperial power became more and more absolute, after the fashion of Oriental monarchies; and from 450 on, the ceremonial of consecration gave to it, in addition, the prestige of sacred unction and of divine investiture. The intelligent solicitude of the Emperor Anastasius assured to this empire well-defended frontiers, sound finances, and a more honest administration. And the political acumen of the sovereigns strove to restore moral unity in the monarchy by endeavoring, even at the cost of a rupture with Rome, to bring back the dissenting Monophysites. This was the object of the edict of union (Henotikon) promulgated in 482 by Zeno, the first effect of which was a schism between Byzantium and Rome. For more than thirty years (484-518), with embittered intolerance, the popes and the emperors — especially Anastatius, a convinced and impassioned Monophysite — waged war; and during these disorders the Eastern Church succeeded in making herself into a separate body.

	Meanwhile, the civilization of the Empire took on more and more an Oriental coloring. Even under the domination of Rome, Hellenism had remained vigorous and strong throughout the Greek Orient. Large and flourishing cities — Alexandria, Antioch, Ephesus — were the centres of a remarkable intellectual and artistic culture. Within their sphere of influence, in Egypt, in Syria, in Asia Minor, a civilization had sprung up which was thoroughly impregnated with the traditions of classical Greece. Constantinople, enriched by its founder with the masterpieces of Greece, and thus transformed into the most wonderful of museums, cherished no less enthusiastically the memories of Hellenic antiquity. Moreover, the Oriental world had been awakened by its contact with Persia, and had become conscious anew of its ancient traditions; in Egypt, in Syria, in Mesopotamia, in Asia Minor, the old traditional background reappeared, and the Oriental spirit reacted upon the countries previously Hellenized. Because of its hatred of pagan Greece, Christianity encouraged these national tendencies. And from the blending of these rival traditions a strong and fruitful activity sprang to life throughout the East.

	Economically, intellectually, and artistically Syria, Egypt, and Anatolia assumed special importance during the fourth and fifth centuries: there Christian art, slowly, by a succession of scholarly efforts and investigations, prepared the way for its superb culmination in the masterpieces of the sixth century; and from that time on, it appeared as an essentially Oriental art. But while the old indigenous traditions and the never-forgotten separatist inclination were thus renewed in the provinces, Constantinople foreshadowed her future role by receiving and combining the different elements which diverse civilizations brought to her, by coordinating the rival intellectual tendencies and the differing artistic processes and methods in such wise as to produce a civilization of her own.

	Thus the evolution which drew Byzantium toward the Orient seemed to be accomplished; and one could well believe that the dream was near realization, of a purely Oriental empire, despotically governed, well administered, strongly defended, renouncing all political connection with the West, to fall back upon herself, and not hesitating to break with Rome in order to reestablish religious unity in the East, and to set up, under the protection of the State, a church almost independent of the papacy.

	Unfortunately for the fulfilment of this dream, this Empire, at the end of the fifth and the beginning of the sixth century, was faced by a formidable crisis. After 502, the Persians had renewed the war in the East; in Europe, the Slavs and Bulgarians were beginning their incursions south of the Danube. In the interior, affairs were in extreme confusion. The capital was convulsed by the quarrels of the circus factions — the Greens and the Blues; the provinces, discontented, ruined by the war, crushed by taxes, grasped every occasion to put forward their national demands; the government was unpopular; a powerful orthodox opposition fought against its policies and furnished a plausible pretext for the revolts of the ambitious, of which the most serious was that of Vitalianus, in 514; finally, the persistent memory of the Roman tradition, keeping alive the idea of the necessary unity of the Roman world, — of “Romania,” — turned men’s minds incessantly toward the West. To emerge from this unstable condition, there was need of a strong hand, a well-defined policy, with precise and steadfast aims. The reign of Justinian was to supply this need.

	 

	 


Chapter II: The Reign of Justinian, and the Greek Empire in the Sixth Century, 518-610

	 


The Accession of the Justinian Dynasty

	 

	 

	 

	IN 518, at the death of Anastatius, an obscure intrigue placed upon the throne Justin, commander-in-chief of the imperial guard. He was a Macedonian peasant, who had come to Constantinople some fifty years before, to seek his fortune; a brave soldier, but quite illiterate and without any experience in affairs of state. This upstart, then, who, at the age of almost seventy years, was destined to become the founder of a dynasty, would have been greatly embarrassed in the position of authority to which he was raised, had he not had by his side his nephew, Justinian, to advise him.

	Justinian, who was, like Justin, a native of Macedonia, — the romantic tradition which makes of him a Slav is of much later date, and has no historical value, — had come early in life to Constantinople at the summons of his uncle, and had received there an education wholly Roman and Christian. He had experience in affairs, a ripe judgment, a well-developed character — everything that he required to be the coadjutor of the new sovereign. And, in fact, it was he who, from 518 to 527, governed in the name of Justin, pending the time when he himself should reign — from 527 to 565. Thus for nearly half a century Justinian guided the destinies of the Roman Empire of the East; and he stamped upon the epoch dominated by his powerful figure so deep an imprint, that his will alone sufficed to arrest the natural evolution which was carrying the Empire farther toward the Orient.

	Under his influence, a new political orientation was apparent from the beginning of Justin’s reign. The first thought of the government of Constantinople was to be reconciled with Rome, to put an end to the schism; and, in order to seal the alliance and to give to the Pope pledges of his orthodox zeal, Justinian for three years (518-521) savagely persecuted the Monophysites throughout the East. The new dynasty was strengthened by this reconciliation with Rome. Moreover, Justinian was shrewd enough to take, very cleverly, the measures necessary to assure the strength of the government. He rid it of Vitalianus, its most redoubtable adversary. Above all, he made it popular by a great show of largess and pomp.
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