
The Byzantine Empire (330-1453)

One God, One Empire, One Religion



The Eastern Empire

As Western 
Europe 
succumbed to the 
Germanic 
invasions, imperial 
power shifted to 
the Byzantine 
Empire (the 
eastern part of the 
Roman Empire).



Constantinople

Constantinople 
became the sole 
capitol of the 
empire and 
remained so until 
the successful 
revival of the 
western empire in 
the 8th century by 
Charlemagne.



Cityscape of Istanbul 
(formerly Constantinople)

Surrounded on three 
sides by water; good 
for trade and defense

Control of Bosporus 
Strait made the city a 
shipping and trading 
hub

Protected by 13 miles 
of walls, watchtowers, 
and gates

Walls only needed to 
be built on one side of 
the city



More on Istanbul

Capital of Eastern 
Roman Empire; 
heavily influenced by 
Roman culture

Just like Rome, built 
on seven hills and 
divided into 14 districts

Survived centuries of 
riots, religious discord, 
wars, and 88 leaders

Seized by Turks in 1453 
and renamed Istanbul; 
today it is a major city in 
modern Turkey.  It is the 
only city that straddles 
two continents.



Modern Istanbul



The Byzantine Empire

After 476 C.E. Rome was under the control of 
foreigners who themselves claimed to be 
continuing the empire

The Byzantine empire continued as before, 
believing themselves to be the Roman Empire.

Their empire was centered in Constantinople



Had a predominately Greek character

Byzantines through the course of the first 
millennium CE had to deal with cultural 
influences and political threats from: 
– European cultures, 

– Asian cultures

– and, primarily, Islam after the seventh 
century. 



The Byzantine Empire, with territory in the 
Balkans, the Middle East, and the eastern 
Mediterranean, maintained very high levels of 
political, economic, and cultural life between 
500-1450 C.E.

The empire continued many of the traditions of 
the western empire and spread its Orthodox 
Christianity to most of Eastern Europe, Belarus, 
Ukraine and Russia. 



The Imperial Goal: Unity

The imperial goal 
in the East was 
to centralize 
government and 
impose legal and 
doctrinal 
conformity.

One God
One Empire

One Religion



The Reign of Justinian

The height of the first period of Byzantine history (324-632) 
was the reign of Emperor Justinian (r. 537-565) and his wife 
Empress Theodora (d. 548)



How Justinian was described

While alive Justinian was described as 
devout, determined and energetic

After his death Procopius referred to 
Justinian as two-faced and cruel



What Justinian accomplished

Came to throne at age 45; considered Byzantium’s 
most ambitious ruler

Acted as head of church and state

Drove barbarians out of north Africa, Spain, and Italy

Expanded Byzantine Empire but failed to capture 
Rome

Built bridges, churches, hospitals, libraries, parks



Empress Theodora

Theodora sometimes angers 
Justinian by giving orders that 
cancel his orders
I wouldn’t get on Theodora’s bad 
side because she destroys her 
enemies
Theodora has helped all women 
by convincing her husband to 
expand women’s rights
The poor and homeless should 
thank Theodora because she has 
started programs to help them



Theodora

Born into lower class as daughter of a bear-keeper
As a teenager worked as an actress and dancer
Loved adventure, new friendships, and travel
Married Justinian while in her 20s and settled 
down
Equaled and sometimes surpassed Justinian in 
political skill and wisdom



1st Method: Law

Justinian collated and revised 
Roman law. His Corpus Juris
Civilis (body of civil law) had 
little effect on medieval 
common law. However, 
beginning with the 
Renaissance, it provided the 
foundation for most 
European law down to the 
19th century.



2nd Method: Religion

Religion, as well as law, 
served imperial 
centralization. In 380, 
Christianity had been 
proclaimed the official 
religion of the eastern 
empire. Now all other 
religions were 
considered “demented 
and insane.”



Between the 4th and 
6th centuries, the 
patriarchs of 
Constantinople, 
Alexandria, Antioch, 
and Jerusalem 
acquired enormous 
wealth in the form of 
land and gold.

Increase in Church Wealth



Increase in Clergy

The prestige and 
comfort that the 
clergy enjoyed 
swelled the 
ranks of the 
clergy in the 
Eastern Church.



Independent Thinking

Ideas thought to be heresies by the Roman 
Catholic Church received imperial support:
– Arianism denied that Father and

Son were equal and co-eternal.

– Monophysitism taught that Jesus
had only one nature, a composite 
divine-human one.

– Iconoclasm forbid the use of 
images (icons) because it led to
idolatry.



3rd Method: Strong Cities

During Justinian’s 
reign, the empire’s 
strength was its more 
than 1,500 cities. The 
largest with 350,000 
inhabitants, was 
Constantinople, the 
cultural crossroads of 
Asian and European 
civilizations.



"Not since the world was made was 
there . . . so much wealth as was 
found in Constantinople. For the 
Greeks say that two-thirds of the 
wealth of this world is in 
Constantinople and the other third 
scattered throughout the world."

- Robert of Clari, a French crusader who witnessed the 
pillage of the city in 1204, describing Constantinople.



Loyal Governors and Bishops

Between the 4th and 5th

centuries, councils 
were made up of local 
wealthy landowners, 
who were not 
necessarily loyal to the 
emperor. By the 6th

century, special 
governors and bishops 
replaced the councils 
and proved to be more 
loyal to the emperor.



Extensive Building Plans

Justinian was an ambitious builder. His greatest monument 
was the magnificent domed church of Hagia Sophia (Holy 
Wisdom), which was constructed in just five years (53237).



Key Points in the History 
of the Hagia Sophia

Built during reign of Justinian; largest of 
Justinian’s 25 new cathedrals
Built in 5 years (A.D. 532 - A.D. 537) and is 
also known as Church of Holy Wisdom
When Constantinople fell to the Turks, Hagia
Sophia became a mosque
Today it is a museum



Hagia Sophia’s Architecture

Plain exterior symbolized earthly life

Ornate interior symbolizes spiritual universe

Cathedral’s size, thick pillars, and enclosed 
space show Roman influence

Intricate and ornate design show Eastern 
influences



Interior of Hagia Sophia

Dome height - 180 ft

Diameter - 107 feet

Dome contains 40 
stained-glass windows at 
its circumference



Interior of Hagia Sophia

Six colors of marble 
were used in building 
the walls, arches, and 
columns
Mosaics (pictures made 
of pieces of colored 
glass or stone inlaid in 
plaster) glittered in the 
daytime



Byzantine Society / Culture

Relied on Constantinople's control of countryside
While classical studies, science, and philosophy 
largely dissipated in the Latin West, Byzantine 
education and philosophy still zealously pursued 
these intellectual traditions 
Cultural life centered on Hellenistic secular traditions 
and Orthodox Christianity
Art and architecture was elaborate- domed 
buildings, colored mosaics, and painted icons 
expressed an art linked to religion.



Byzantine Politics

Resembled earlier Chinese system
– (emperor (patriarch) ordained by God and 

surrounded by an elaborate court ritual)
The “patriarch” ruled both church and state
Women occasionally held the throne
Elaborate bureaucracy
Careful military organization
Troops recruited locally and given land in return for 
service
Empire socially and economically relied on 
Constantinople's control of the countryside



Trade Routes of the Byzantine Empire

ENGLAND –

– Export: iron and tin

– Import: works of the 
ancient Greeks

FRANCE –

– Export: fine wines and 
wool.  

– Import: silk 

RUSSIA –
– Export: honey, wood, 

and furs.  Import: art 
and architecture

CHINA –
– Export: silk

– Import: Christianity



Trade Routes of the Byzantine Empire

SPAIN –
– Export: cork and grain. 

– Import:  bronze church 
doors

AFRICA –
– Export: ivory and gold 

– Import: silk 

INDIA –
– Export: spice, 

pepper, and jewels. 

– Import: ivory



Constantinople: A Hub of Trade 
and Culture

Known as “The City;” home to the wealthy and 
powerful

Connected to three continents by caravan tracks, 
rivers, seaways, and roads

Protected by water, triple-wall system, Golden 
Horn chain, and Greek fire

Endured centuries of attacks and not captured until 
1453 by the Turks



The Empire at Its Height

The empire was at its height In 565, during Justinian’s 
reign. It included most of the lands surrounding the 
Mediterranean Sea.



Decline in the 7th Century

In the seventh 
century the empire 
lost Syria, the Holy 
Land, Egypt, and 
North Africa to 
invading Islamic 
armies. 



The Iconoclastic Controversy

The Iconoclastic Controversy,
a movement that denied the 
holiness of religious images, 
devastated much of the 
empire
for over a hundred years. 

During the eighth and early 
ninth centuries the use of 
such images was prohibited, 
but icons were restored by 
843. 



Icons:  Icons are pictures of important Christians 
or sacred events.  They take the form of murals, mosaics, 

or wooden panels

In the West, icons 
were to be respected

In the East icons were 
used, although many 
disapproved of them.



How the Great Schism Happened

Christians in the Holy Roman Empire used icons 
because few people could read
Some Christians in the Byzantine Empire 
disapproved of showing devotion to icons
The controversy over icons raged for years, it was 
one of many conflicts between the Church in the 
east and the west
In 1054 A.D. the Christian church split into two 
churches forever



Catholic Church

Catholic is Latin for universal

Masses conducted in Latin

Pope thought to be supreme religious 
authority

Clergy was celibate



Orthodox Church

Orthodox is Greek for “correct belief”

Masses conducted in Greek; Bible 
translated into various languages

Patriarch appointed by Byzantine emperor

Bishops celibate; priests could marry



The Spread of Christianity

Byzantine influence spread to the people of 
the Balkans and Southern Russia through 
conquest, commerce, and Christianity

Cyril and Methodius - missionaries who 
devised a written script (Cyrillic) for the 
Slavic language providing a base for literacy 
in Europe.



Recovery of Territory

The Byzantines called 
upon the European 
states to push back the 
Muslim conquerors. The 
European states 
complied, successfully 
pushed back the Seljuks, 
returned territory to the 
Byzantines,  and carved 
out kingdoms of their own 
in Syria and Palestine.



The Fall of Constantinople

in 1204, the 
Crusaders attacked, 
conquered, and 
pillaged the city of 
Constantinople, a 
goal that the 
Muslims had been 
trying achieve for 
centuries 



Conquered by the Ottoman Turks

In 1453, the city 
was finally and 
permanently 
conquered by the 
Ottoman Turks and 
renamed Istanbul. 
Byzantine culture, 
law, and 
administration came 
to its final end. 



Contribution to Western Civilization

Throughout the early Middle Ages, the 
Byzantine Empire remained a protective 
barrier between western Europe and hostile 
Persian, Arab, and Turkish armies.

The Byzantines were also a major conduit of 
classical learning and science into the West 
down to the Renaissance. While western 
Europeans were fumbling to create a culture of 
their own, the cities of the Byzantine Empire 
provided them a model of a civilized society.


