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What was Byzantium?

‘Hellene’ is the glory of ancient Greece; ‘Romaic’ the splendours and the
sorrows of Byzantium, above all the sorrows. ‘Hellenism’ is symbolized
by the columns of the Parthenon; Byzantium, the imperial golden age of
Christian Greece, by the great dome of St Sophia.

Patrick Leigh Fermor, Roumeli: Travels in Northern Greece

Byzantium is the modern name given to the state and society ruled
almost continuously from Constantinople (modern Istanbul) from the
dedication of the city by the Emperor Constantine in ad 330 until its
sack by the Ottomans under the young Mehmed II (‘the Conqueror’) in
1453. But Byzantium is hard to grasp, and ‘the Byzantines’ even more
so. Even the seemingly innocuous statement in the first sentence raises
several questions. For example, how significant was the supposed separa-
tion of the eastern and western parts of the Roman Empire in ad 395?
Did Byzantium begin with the reign of Constantine the Great (pro-
claimed emperor at York, 25 July ad 306), or with the dedication of
Constantinople (ad 330) or later, perhaps in the sixth century or the
seventh? Was Byzantium a society, a state or an empire? What were its
geographical limits at any one period? And, above all, who were its
inhabitants, how were they defined and how did they think of themselves?
Byzantine high culture used Greek as its medium, and the language
of the state was always Greek. But while the title of this book implies
that the Byzantines were a distinct people, the inhabitants of the empire
were defined neither by language or ethnicity, but by their belonging to
the Byzantine state, and during much of the period by their Orthodox
Christianity. They called themselves ‘Romans’, or at times, simply
‘Christians’. The nature of their state, and the role played in it by
Orthodoxy, are both fundamental questions addressed in this book. But
before approaching either of them we need to address some problems
of definition, and these are the subject of this first chapter.
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2 What was Byzantium?

Fig. 1 Head found at York, probably of Constantine, York Museums Trust
(Yorkshire Museum)

It is essential to grasp the changing size and shape of the Byzantine
state through the eleven centuries of its existence (for I shall here take
the dedication of Constantinople in 330 as a conventional beginning).
No state could possibly stay the same for so long, and the history
of Byzantium is a history, in part, of sheer staying power in the midst of
substantial historical change. There is a real problem about defining
and assessing this Janus-like society which looked in different directions
during its history – across the Mediterranean; to the east, towards
what we now call Turkey and the Middle East; to the west towards
Sicily and Italy, towards central and eastern Europe and the Balkans
and to the north towards Russia. Different ‘units of analysis’ will be
needed at different times, and mapping the Byzantine Empire calls for
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What was Byzantium? 3

a series of different maps for different stages in its history. Further-
more, the world around Byzantium was dramatically transformed dur-
ing this long period: territory was conquered and lost again, empires and
dynasties rose and fell, the ancient world gave way to the medieval,
Islam became a great power and the later centuries saw the vigorous
expansion of western Europe. No single definition or characterization of
Byzantium or the Byzantines could do justice to all of this, and part of
the aim of this book is to draw attention to the sheer pace of historical
change.

Attitudes to Byzantium

Why study Byzantium? Even now, to most Europeans, apart from
Greeks and others of the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the very word,
Byzantium, suggests something exotic and (probably) bureaucratic and
even corrupt. According to the Oxford English Reference Dictionary, the
term ‘Byzantine’ denotes something that is ‘a) extremely complicated,
b) inflexible, or c) carried on by underhand means’. An anthropological
work about the Nupe of Nigeria based on field work done in the 1930s
used the title A Black Byzantium, apparently to denote hierarchy, social
stratification and complexity.1 To describe oneself in ordinary conver-
sation as a Byzantine historian provokes incomprehension or disbelief.
In the western European popular consciousness mention of Byzantium
attracts two main responses: either it is still thought of as irrelevant and
backward, the precursor of the Ottoman Empire and somehow implic-
ated in the religious and political problems of the contemporary Balkans,
or else it seems in some mysterious way powerfully attractive,2 associ-
ated as it is with icons and spirituality or with the revival of religion in
post-Communist Europe. Each of these responses reveals the persistence
of deep-rooted stereotypes and neither does justice to Byzantium or
the Byzantines as they actually existed. There is also a great difference
between the perceptions of the Byzantines held by the Orthodox and the
non-Orthodox worlds, corresponding to the degree to which Byzantium
does or does not belong to national histories. This presents an even greater
challenge to historians than before, in view of the political changes that
have taken place since the late twentieth century.

Why then is it that historians seem unable to avoid looking back on
the long centuries of the Byzantine state except with the consciousness
of eventual fall? This is not how most people think of the classical Greek
city states or even of imperial Rome. Yet the idea of Byzantium still
goes hand in hand with an acute awareness of the Ottoman sack of
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4 What was Byzantium?

Constantinople in 1453.3 Mindful of Edward Gibbon and many other
writers since, the one thing we think we know is that the Byzantines were
doomed. In this familiar scenario the tiny population of Palaiologan
Constantinople heroically and tragically held out to the last; the frag-
ment that remained of the once great empire was surrounded and
could never have prevailed. Many books still talk of the decline that is
assumed to have set in during the Palaiologan period from 1261 to 1453,
forgetting that this final phase in the empire’s history had opened, in the
return of the exiled emperor to Constantinople, with a success, and had
gone on to produce some of the most brilliant cultural artefacts in
Byzantium’s history. The difficulties that Byzantium experienced in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were to a great degree the result of
dramatic historical developments in the world around it. Yet Byzantium’s
Western critics are still wont to claim that its future did not lie in
a Western-style renaissance leading to a European Enlightenment. Its
destiny, they maintain, was to be engulfed by the Turks, the ancestors
of the proverbial sick man of Europe and the representatives of the East.
It was Byzantine scholars and churchmen who carried Greek manuscripts
and Greek learning to Italy and made possible the development of Greek
humanism in the West. Yet the poignancy of the last days of Con-
stantinople and the singing of the last liturgy in Hagia Sophia on the
eve of the final assault on 29 May 1453 have, in much of the most
influential scholarship on Byzantium, forever branded the last Byzantines
with the stigma of romantic failure.4

An important aim of this book is to demonstrate the inadequacy of
these assumptions. As I have suggested, part of the difficulty in the past
has been connected with the way in which Byzantium has been studied
and by whom. Not only is the inaccessibility of many of the voluminous
literary and theological writings of the Byzantines themselves a serious
problem for contemporary students, but the scholarly study of Byzantium
also requires linguistic and other skills nowadays in short supply.
There is a notable tradition of philological research and publication in
patristics (the study of the Fathers of the Church), and of the broader
study of Byzantium in such European centres as Paris and Vienna, and
the study of Byzantium has flourished in modern Greece and the Ortho-
dox world. The subject had a distinguished history in pre-revolutionary
Russia, and a predictably ambivalent one in the Soviet period, from which
it is now emerging.5 But in Britain, while a few major scholars such
as Steven Runciman have made Byzantium their special field,6 its his-
tory has never been part of the general curriculum either in schools
or universities, nor has it generally been seen as playing more than a
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What was Byzantium? 5

peripheral role in European history. It was not, for example, held to be
central in the planning of a five-year research programme on the trans-
formation of the Roman world between ad 400 and ad 900, sponsored
during the 1990s by the European Science Foundation.

The situation has changed in the past few decades, particularly under
the influence of the re-emergence in eastern Europe since 1989 of
national states with a stake in rediscovering their own history and the
concomitant questioning of the concept of ‘Europe’. Under these influ-
ences we are seeing a contemporary effort to present Byzantium as a
‘world civilisation’ on a par with any other.7 There has also been a dis-
tinct rise in the number of scholars working on Byzantium both in Britain
and in North America, many of whom have not themselves had the
classical training shared by most Byzantinists in the past. This marks an
important change, for while in the past writers in the English-speaking
world such as J. B. Bury and many other historians, and Robert Byron
and Patrick Leigh Fermor among travel writers, saw Byzantium through
a classicist’s eyes,8 their successors today are far more likely to approach
it as a medieval society in its own right.

How and When Did ‘Byzantium’ Begin?

A complicating factor during the last generation has been the explo-
sion of interest in the period now often referred to as ‘late antiquity’,
which reaches from roughly the third to at least the seventh century ad.9

A whole discipline has grown up around the idea of late antiquity as
an identifiable field of study in its own right, vested in the concept of a
united, or at least shared, Mediterranean culture, and a continuity up to
the eighth century or even later, as suggested by the use by some archae-
ologists of the term ‘the long classical millenium’ to refer to the period
from the fourth century bc to the eighth century ad. The very success of
this changed perspective blurs the question of a transition from classical
to Byzantine, and calls into question the date from which Byzantium
can be said to have come into being. However the issues of periodisation,
as well as the ‘transition’ from the ancient world to the medieval, or
Byzantine one, have been endlessly debated both before and after this
recent development, and are not susceptible of any final answer. Some
would place the real beginning of Byzantium as late as the seventh
century when much of the territory stretching from Anatolia to Egypt
and North Africa was lost as a result of the Arab invasions, and when
the urban landscape of Asia Minor underwent sharp contraction.
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6 What was Byzantium?

Others, more conventionally, date the beginnings of Byzantium from
the foundation of Constantinople on the site of the classical city of
Byzantion by the Emperor Constantine. Logical though this seems, it has
the twin disadvantages of suggesting that there was somehow a distinct
Byzantine or eastern empire at a time when the Roman empire was not
yet formally divided, and of assuming that in the first phase of its exist-
ence the city of Constantinople marked much more of a departure than
most scholars are now willing to admit.10 A third option might be to start
from the reign of Justinian (ad 527–65), which indeed seemed pivotal
to Edward Gibbon, while recent archaeological work might suggest a
break in the late sixth.

All these options have their merits, but choosing to begin from the reign
of Constantine has the advantage of recognising the symbolic importance
that his foundation of Constantinople came to play in Byzantine con-
sciousness. This does not imply separation between the eastern and
western empires in this early period, or any drastic change of attitude on
the part of the citizens of the east. Unlike most empires, the Byzantine
Empire did not grow out of conquest. Rather, it evolved from an exist-
ing political system that had itself developed from the ‘high empire’
of Augustus and his successors.11 New settlers in fourth-century Con-
stantinople were not immigrants from outside: they came from within
the existing territories of the Roman Empire. This makes the change
from Roman Empire to Byzantium both difficult and challenging for
historians to trace.

 ‘Greeks’ and ‘Romans’

Constantine’s city (Constantinople, ‘the city of Constantine’) occupied
the site of the classical Greek city of Byzantion, whence the term
‘Byzantine’ and our use of ‘Byzantium’, but the citizens of the eastern
Empire referred to themselves as ‘Romans’. From this came the term
Rum, used for the Byzantine empire in Arabic and Turkish sources, and
Rumis for the Greek Christian population under the Ottomans. Similarly,
Romios was used to denote a Greek until, with the development of the
modern Greek state, it came to be replaced by ‘Hellene’. Though Greek
was, and continued to be, the language of Byzantine government and
culture a large part of the population at many periods of the empire’s
history spoke other languages. This was certainly true in the early period
when the empire included Egypt, Palestine, Syria and Mesopotamia,
whose languages included Coptic, Aramaic and Syriac, as well as
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What was Byzantium? 7

Latin-speaking North Africa, Italy and Illyricum. The Byzantine success
in driving the Vandals from Carthage and North Africa in ad 533–4
led to the introduction of some Greek for official purposes until Carthage
eventually fell to the Arabs in 696. At times in later periods large areas
of the Balkans came under Byzantine authority, and places formerly under
Arab rule were recovered, with the result that the empire included Slavs
and Bulgarians on its European side and Muslim populations in the
east. ‘By the eighth century, versions of Slavonic appear to have been
spoken throughout much of central Europe east of the Elbe’,12 and some
of these regions, with their existing populations, later came for periods
under Byzantine rule. Latin, Italian and Hebrew also coexisted with
Greek. There were also other changes: in the Comnenian period (1081–
1204) ‘Hellene’ begins to be used as a self-description, and a character
in one of the twelfth-century romances is identified as ‘a Greek [Hellene]
from Cyprus’,13 while in the last phase of the Byzantine state the term
‘Hellene’ came back into use in conscious evocation of Byzantium’s clas-
sical heritage. In earlier periods, in contrast, the term ‘Hellene’ denoted
pagan ideas or persons, and for the Christian Byzantines it carried very
negative connotations. Plato, for example, was considered a ‘Hellene’,
and his philosophy was condemned by the Church, and saints’ lives,
especially from the early period, are full of improving tales of the dis-
comfiture of pagans (‘Hellenes’) by Christian holy men and women;
similarly, collections of miracle stories contain anecdotes demonstrating
the triumph of Christian healing over ‘Hellenic’ medicine. When the
Emperor Justinian collected and codified the law in the sixth century it
was Roman law in Latin that his team of lawyers made available to the
Latin west and which became the basis of several European law codes.14

Justinian’s Code also remained the basis of law in Byzantium, although
after this mammoth task of codification, completed in a very few years
at the start of his reign, Justinian began to issue some of his new laws
(Novels) in Greek. There were Latin-speakers in Constantinople in
the sixth century, among them the emperor himself, as well as North
African bishops and exiles from the war in Italy who included
Cassiodorus, quaestor and praetorian prefect under the Ostrogothic kings
of Italy and the author of the Variae, a collection of official correspond-
ence, a Chronicle, a Gothic History and later the Institutiones, written
for his monastery at Vivarium in Italy. But Greek had already been
in use for centuries as the standard official language in the eastern
Empire outside the specialised fields of law and the army; the future
pope Gregory the Great was a Latin-speaker in Constantinople in the
580s, but from the end of the sixth century the use of Latin declined to
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8 What was Byzantium?

the point where few were familiar with it, and there was little desire
to master Latin or to read Latin texts until much later. The works
of Augustine, so fundamental for the medieval West, went unread in
Byzantium.

However the question of Greek in Byzantium is not straightforward.
Already in the early period a gulf had opened up between the written,
high-style language and the spoken one. Those with literary aspirations
adopted a formal, rhetorical style using classical vocabulary far removed
both from the spoken language and that used in literary works of a more
practical and less ambitious nature.15 As late as the fourteenth century
writers aimed at a linguistic register and a literary style that was as close
as possible to classical models. Thus imitation or mimesis, an explicit
aim in Byzantine rhetoric, has commonly been taken to be a hallmark,
or even the sum, of Byzantine cultural expression.16 The use of this
‘high’ linguistic and stylistic register is one of the most characteristic
features of Byzantine literature and has done more than anything else
to convey an impression of artificiality and sameness. In fact it is not so
very different from the divide in recent times in modern Greek between
katharevousa (‘pure’) and demotic (‘popular’). Linguistically, at least,
Byzantium was a multicultural state and its emphasis on language rather
than ethnicity as the badge of culture followed a Roman precedent of
toleration. The modern nation-state lay in the future, and racial prejudice
as such was not a feature of Byzantine culture;17 Byzantine prejudice
existed in plenty, but it was directed in other ways.18

 Who Were the ‘Byzantines’?

The Byzantines were not a ‘people’ in any ethnic sense. If we con-
sider only Anatolia, the population had been thoroughly mixed for many
centuries.19 Nor did an education in classicising Greek, such as was nor-
mal for Christians and pagans alike when Constantinople was founded,
and which continued to be the badge of culture in Byzantium, carry
any ethnic implications.20 In this sense advancement in Byzantium was
open to anyone with the means to acquire the education in the first place
and the necessary connections. This was an inheritance from the Roman
Empire, which included Asia Minor and the other territory which came
to be ruled from Constantinople. By the early third century ad there
was no longer any formal distinction in the empire between citizens
and the non-citizens who formed the population of conquered or assim-
ilated provinces; what mattered was not ethnicity or local background
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What was Byzantium? 9

but shared culture, connections and status. In the eastern part of the
empire there was also an inheritance from even earlier conquests and
earlier regimes, those of Alexander the Great and the successor states that
were set up after his death, whose enduring legacy was to spread urban
culture and the Greek language to the east. Byzantium did not therefore
emerge out of an ethnic grouping or in a region occupied by a popu-
lation with a particular ethnic background but developed its own
characteristics out of and in response to centuries of earlier history and
settlement. One of the features that it took over from this background
was a willingness to incorporate those who were willing to adapt to its
norms, including using Greek as the language of culture.

With these beginnings, the Byzantine Empire also underwent a
striking degree of expansion and contraction during its history. The
tenth-century treatise of Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus on the admin-
istration of the empire vividly underlines the extent of Slav settlement and
population change in the Balkans in the early medieval period, and
the Byzantine state contributed to this mixing from an early stage by
moving populations, sometimes for strategic reasons though more often
in order to resolve demographic or security problems. Thus, the Emperor
Justinian II (685–95, 705–11) settled Slavs in Asia Minor and moved
easterners to the Balkans. When Constantinople became severely depopu-
lated in the eighth century, Constantine V (741–75) repopulated it from
outside, and also moved people from the east to Thrace. Nikephoros
I (802–11) moved soldiers and their families from Asia Minor to
Thrace and repopulated Lakedaimon with settlers from the Armeniakon,
Thrakesion and Cibyrrheotikon themes, and Basil I (867–86) moved
defeated Paulicians from Anatolia to the Balkans. Population change
and the spontaneous or enforced movements of peoples accelerated with
the military campaigns in the east in the tenth and eleventh centuries
with their corresponding changes in political and religious control. Both
Muslim and Christian populations fled from approaching armies while
yet others were deported, among them Muslims from cities such as
Adana, Mopsuestia in Cilicia, Antioch and Emesa (Homs in Syria) to
Byzantine territory and non-Muslims into empty lands. The capture of
large numbers of prisoners might lead to enslavement and sale or ran-
som, or to deportation, and conversion was a further possible result of
changes brought by military conquest. Later still, it was convenient
for the despots of the Morea in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
to take advantage of Albanian emigration into Greece to use them as
settlers in the Peloponnese.21 The population shifts of the nineteenth-
century Balkans and the ‘ethnic cleansing’ of more recent times therefore
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10 What was Byzantium?

had precedents in the Byzantine Empire over many centuries, even if with
different motivation and scale, and these shifts in population were
important in continuing the assimilationist characteristics that Byzantium
had inherited from its Roman roots.

We refer to Byzantium as an empire, because it had an emperor
(basileus), and quite often more than one, and because at most periods
of its history it governed other peoples and territories by reason of con-
quest. Yet the extent to which Byzantium was a territorial state, or was
perceived as such by the Byzantines themselves, is far less clear. There
are no surviving Byzantine maps; the image of the world envisaged by
the sixth-century writer known as Cosmas Indicopleustes is based on
biblical cosmology and was designed to show the superiority of Scrip-
ture over Ptolemy’s Geography. The latter continued to be studied, at
least in later periods, but most of the Byzantine wars of conquest, or
indeed defence, must, like Roman ones, have been undertaken without
detailed mapping and on the basis of local guides. Modern maps of
the Byzantine Empire in its various stages run the risk of imposing a
clarity that was not felt or even envisaged by contemporaries, and this is
especially true in relation to the lines on modern maps which represent
‘frontiers’.22 The art of war itself was highly developed in Byzantium,
and numerous military treatises survive.23 In the period from Constantine
to Justinian frontiers in some parts of the empires were marked by for-
tresses, and both Anastasius (491–518) and Justinian (527–65) devoted
a great deal of resources and much energy to repairing and rebuilding
them. Procopius’s Buildings, probably written in 554, is a panegyrical
account of Justinian’s building activity with a strong focus on military
installations and churches, and while, as a panegyric, it is tendentious of
its very nature, it can sometimes be used with care as a guide to actual
sites. However, Justinian’s work on fortification at the isthmus of Corinth
in Greece did not keep out the Huns in 559, and Slavs penetrated Greece
and the islands in the late sixth century and attacked Thessalonike in
the early seventh; their presence throughout the Balkans in this period is
undoubted, though it is often hard to trace.

The eastern frontier, and in particular the military aims of late
Roman emperors, have been the subject of much recent debate. It seems
clear that the number of soldiers in the frontier forts had been reduced in
the sixth century, and that a retreat had taken place from some parts
of the frontier area.24 For the defence of this region Justinian relied
heavily on ‘Saracen’ (that is, Arab) allied troops. It was not a matter of
linear fortifications even in areas where there were legionary forts, and
the strata Diocletiana from north-east Arabia and Damascus to Palmyra
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What was Byzantium? 11

Fig. 2 Part of the walls at Dyrrachium (Durres, Albania), birthplace of the
Emperor Anastasius (AD 491–518)

and the Euphrates was a military road, not a fortified line. The ‘fron-
tiers’ of the early Byzantine period were very different from the closed
and policed borders of modern states, and in later periods of Byzantine
history the notion of a frontier was even more fluid; there was also a
high degree of regional variation. We should think rather in terms of
broad frontier zones that were zones of contact rather than of exclusion:
there was no standing army stationed along fixed boundaries. This per-
meability was at its most pronounced in Anatolia and the east where for
several centuries Christian and Muslim populations were fought over and
intermingled; these borderlands form the background, however distant,
to the romance of Digenes Akrites, whose father was an Arab emir and
whose mother was the daughter of a Byzantine strategos in Cappadocia.25

Nor should the lines drawn on even the best modern maps of the
Byzantine Empire in its various stages be taken to imply that when
conquests or reconquests happened there was an immediate imposition
of state apparatus over a whole area; the Byzantine state was mainly
interested in the exaction of revenues, and law enforcement was extre-
mely variable; security consisted largely of using military force to repel
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12 What was Byzantium?

or diplomacy to make deals with predatory neighbours or potential
invaders. Diplomacy was very important in Byzantine foreign relations,
and the Byzantines liked to think of themselves as heading a family of
nations, an idea which led Dimitri Obolensky to use the term ‘com-
monwealth’ for the Byzantine system.26 It may now be necessary to
revise that rather benign picture, for Byzantium was certainly capable
of aggressive wars. Yet trade and religion carried Byzantine influence as
far as China, and at certain phases in its history Byzantium’s sphere
of influence did indeed stretch far enough in all directions to make the
Byzantines’ own term, the oikoumene, or ‘inhabited world’, appear
convincing.

This empire was held together by a strong ideology based on its
court and capital at Constantinople. This ideology revolved round two
axes: the imperial power and the Orthodox religion. Each was in prac-
tice flexible, and their interrelationship was far from fixed. The empire
was also defined by the state’s capacity to tax and to operate military
and legal systems. To this extent Byzantium was, and remained, a cen-
tralised state, at least until 1204, even though the physical limits of its
control varied very greatly from one period to another.

Change and Byzantine Identity

Officially, and in the minds of its elite, the Byzantine Empire remained
the centre of the civilised world, protected by God. So strong was this
idea that during the seventh century when it was under threat, and even
after its eastern provinces had been brought within Umayyad rule, the
powerful idea of a universal God-protected empire was restated by
provincials who had themselves become the subjects of the Caliph.27

Constantine VII’s tenth-century handbook for his son, On the Adminis-
tration of the Empire, set out for the latter’s benefit a description of
all the peoples (ethne) with which Byzantium, which he calls ‘The
Empire of the Romans’, might have dealings. During the Palaiologan period
the ecumenical posture expressed here was no longer credible (though it
was still stated), and Byzantine foreign policy relied at all periods on
an elaborately developed diplomacy that was very likely to involve con-
cessions and had as its object the procurement of benefits. Even now,
however, it drew on long traditions, and, in the circumstances, as
Nicholas Oikonomides observed, it was remarkably successful.28 In the
Comnenian period, from the eleventh century and later, the Byzantines
were also renowned for other kinds of alliance, such as dynastic
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What was Byzantium? 13

marriages, even though Constantine VII had claimed that the practice
had been forbidden by Constantine I.29 Again, they demonstrated
flexibility in the face of changing circumstances.

Minorities and Social Cohesion

Whatever the immediate conditions, for much of the history of the
Byzantine Empire political coherence was less a matter of policing fixed
frontiers than of finding ways by which to hold the allegiance of
populations that were often highly varied. How this was achieved in
military and economic terms will be considered later. There were, how-
ever, other mechanisms of assimilation and integration. As we have noted,
Byzantium was from the start polyglot and cosmopolitan. It was also
centralised, in that the legal system was based on imperially issued legis-
lation, and provincial governors and officials were centrally appointed.
This was reinforced by the ecclesiastical structures, and by the sixth
century, if not before, bishops had become key players in their local
communities;30 we can see this in action from numerous saints’ lives,
such as the early-seventh century Life of Theodore of Sykeon. However,
the imperial system of Byzantium was also able to allow considerable
local freedom and variety. In late antique Syria and Mesopotamia, for
example, a lively local culture existed, using Syriac as its written language
and developing through the fifth and sixth centuries an identity based
on the rejection of the Council of Chalcedon (451). This rejection was
not indeed universal, yet it was enough to give Eastern Christians a
coherence which stood them in good stead in the seventh century and
later under Islamic rule. To the north-west of Constantinople, Slavs and
Avars invaded the Balkans in the sixth and seventh centuries, and this
occupation was followed in the late seventh century by that of the Bulgars.
Here, however complex and varied Byzantium’s relations with both
groups in subsequent years proved to be, they were accompanied by
processes of acculturation in both directions, and Byzantine cultural
influence was also felt further afield in the later states of Croatia, Serbia,
Russia and Wallachia and Moldavia.31 Another group were the Jews, who
are known to us partly through unsympathetic Christian sources, but also
from the documents from the Cairo Genizah, dating from the tenth to
the thirteenth centuries, which reveal active and well-established links
between Jewish families and communities across the Mediterranean whose
language was Hebrew. In later periods many westerners came to live
within the empire, both in Constantinople and elsewhere, some from the
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14 What was Byzantium?

Italian trading city-states such as Venice and Genoa, and they brought
their social mores with them as well as their language. Conversely,
there had been a substantial Greek-speaking presence in Sicily and south
Italy since the seventh century, when many had fled there from the
eastern provinces under pressure from the Persian and Arab invasions.
Parts of Italy were ruled directly from Byzantium, for example the
Exarchate of Ravenna, which lasted with some disruption until the
mid-eighth century; there was a line of Greek popes in the seventh
and eighth centuries,32 Venice became fully independent from Con-
stantinople only in the ninth century and Bari fell to the Normans as
late as 1071. Many areas of Asia Minor passed at different times
from Byzantine to Arab rule and back, and then fell to the Seljuk or
Ottoman Turks.

Byzantium was remarkable both for its capacity to absorb and inte-
grate and for the diffusion of its culture. Examples of the latter are
the continuity of existing, Byzantine patterns of life during the Umayyad
caliphate and, much later, the continuance of Byzantine culture in the
Balkans and central Europe after 1453.33 It has also been common to
regard Byzantine culture as based on two elements: the Greek, classical
influence, exemplified for instance in the educational system and the
teaching of rhetoric, and the Judaic and Christian tradition. Cyril Mango
sees Byzantine culture as an amalgam of the two, with the latter pre-
dominating; in this view the superstitious and ‘medieval’ elements of
Byzantine culture are most strongly emphasised.34 In contrast, Speros
Vryonis refers to this combination as a ‘hybrid’, and Byzantine culture
as having a ‘hybrid character’.35

These terms are typical of much of the scholarship about Byzantium.
However, the traditional notions of ‘influence’, or of the Byzantine
debt to the classical past now seem too simplistic; equally, the notions
of ethnicity and identity have come under scrutiny in recent years. We
can no longer accept Arnold Toynbee’s notorious appeal to ideas of
race and ethnicity in relation to Byzantium, yet the rise of nationalism
and of appeals to ethnic consciousness in the contemporary Balkans
shows that such ideas are far from obsolete.36 In addition to the polit-
ical implications inherent in language of ethnicity and race, a large body
of theoretical writing has concluded that these concepts are themselves
constructs and cannot be regarded as objective terms. The introduc-
tion to a recent collection dealing with the subject of ethnicity in late
antiquity states firmly that ‘the ethnicity of any community is subjec-
tively defined’, and makes the point that the term itself is a modern
coinage.37
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What was Byzantium? 15

Byzantine Identity

‘Identity’ is hardly less difficult to define. The sense in which the
Byzantines felt themselves to have a shared identity and the factors
that bound them together at the different stages of Byzantium’s history
are questions addressed by Cyril Mango in the first chapter of his
Byzantium: The Empire of New Rome. Mango emphasises cultural and
ethnic diversity, claiming that if we look at the situation towards the end
of the eighth century ‘we find a population that had been so thoroughly
churned up that it is difficult to tell what ethnic groups were living where
and in what numbers’.38 Even if overstated, this acts as a valuable re-
minder that our available sources permit only somewhat impressionistic
estimates of the mix of the Byzantine population at any given time. As
for ‘Greekness’, this can be reasonably applied to the language of edu-
cation, court and high literature in Byzantium but is far from doing justice
to Byzantine society as a whole.39 In the search for a unifying or iden-
tifying factor religion seems at first sight to be a better candidate, and
this is certainly how many Byzantines saw it. In the words of Steven
Runciman, ‘[the Byzantine] had an overriding sense of religion . . . He had
a deep devotion towards his Church and its ceremonies. The Divine
Liturgy was to him the great experience of his regular life and his loy-
alty to it was unbounded.’40 In contrast, Mango emphasises the divisions
that the search for orthodoxy caused, and indeed Byzantium was bitterly
divided to the very end on religious matters. It may well be that even
here, loyalties were just as, or more, likely to be regional and local than
directed to Constantinople or to the empire as a whole.

A theme that Byzantinists are currently addressing is the issue of
how people actually lived, what was the condition of their material
and social lives, and what difference it makes that while the literature
and surviving sources for Byzantium are overwhelmingly urban the vast
majority of the Byzantines actually lived in villages.41 Vryonis’s notion
of hybridity is innocent of theoretical connotations and the two elem-
ents that he identifies as its constituents, Hellenism and Orthodoxy,
are themselves matters open to debate. Nevertheless the notion of
hybridity may still be a useful tool in relation to Byzantium. In recent
years it has come to be used for a major strand within the discussion of
colonial and post-colonial identities.42 In this context, hybridity denotes
‘border lives’, typically of migrants or those living as part of a diaspora.
Consideration of hybridity is appropriate for any study of identity
that has to do with ‘the great history of the languages and landscapes
of migration and diaspora’.43 These mixed cultural identities seem
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16 What was Byzantium?

particularly evident in the Byzantine Empire, and, in their recent col-
lection, Héléne Ahrweiler and Angeliki Laiou, both of them senior
and well-known Byzantinists of Greek origin, address the multi-ethnic
quality of Byzantine civilisation, even while maintaining that ‘in order
to be a full-blown and unquestioned “Roman” . . . it was best to be an
Orthodox Christian and a Greek-speaker, at least in one’s public per-
sona’.44 The book’s focus on personal identity and methods of integration
has resulted in some important contributions, not least Laiou’s own
chapter on institutional mechanisms of integration,45 though it does not
address the issues from the ‘post-colonial’ perspective. Identity as inter-
preted in that context will be subjective, even though the culture in
question is liable, as in the case of the Byzantines, to present it within a
series of binary oppositions. The reality, as post-colonial theorists argue,
is that such identities are ‘hybrid’ in that they come about as the result
of complex negotiation through a process of ‘hybridisation’.

In the past Byzantium has been seen in a very different way, especially
in the Western literary and artistic imagination. Even historians have
tended to see the Byzantine Empire as a more or less fixed entity.46 Such
an idea of Byzantium as unchanging, exotic and ‘different’, that is, dif-
ferent from post-Enlightenment western European culture, has come into
being for several reasons. To cite Runciman in the same essay,

Gibbon, whose flashes of historical insight often pierced through his
eighteenth-century prejudices, declared roundly that the historian’s eye
must always be fixed on the city of Constantinople. He made it clear that
he himself did not much like fixing his gaze there; but his judgement
was sound. The great fortress-city stood for centuries as the bulwark of
Christian civilisation against the forces of the East. Its citizens by their
respectful devotion to past standards of civilisation preserved traditions
that would otherwise have been lost to us.47

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century some Anglicans
had looked to the Orthodox for a common alliance in the face of both
Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, and some Orthodox had looked
to the West, but these initiatives were soon to founder.48 For Gibbon,
who was preceded in this by Montesquieu, it was difficult to separate
the history of Byzantium from the political and cultural issues that sur-
rounded the Ottoman Empire and its relationships with the rest of
Europe. Byzantium was also identified with the Greeks, and the present
and past condition of the Greeks was also a topic much discussed both
before and after the creation of the modern Greek state; some Greeks
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What was Byzantium? 17

also lamented their ‘backwardness’, and thought in terms of introdu-
cing European culture to the Greek world. The idea of Byzantium remained
contested: for J. B. Bury, quite simply, ‘no “Byzantine empire” ever
began to exist; the Roman empire did not come to an end until 1453’.49

Byzantium was not classical Greece; it could not easily be accommodated
either by romantic Hellenists in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
or by classicists since. For Arnold Toynbee, for example, Byzantium
represented servility in comparison with the Hellenic love of freedom.50

Finally, the tendency towards negativity in relation to Byzantium has to
do with a tradition of orientalising approaches to the East. These issues
will recur through the rest of this book and point to the need for an
evaluation of Byzantium more appropriate to modern conditions and
current questions.

All Byzantinists, especially the compilers of biographical dictionaries
and other such tools, are familiar with the broader question ‘who is a
Byzantine?’ Should the category also include the many individuals and
groups of Byzantine culture, upbringing and education who were not
actually living within the empire’s borders at any given time? An obvi-
ous example is provided by the theologian John of Damascus (d. c.750).
Though he is generally regarded as one of the most important of all
Byzantine theologians he was born and brought up in Damascus under
the Umayyads and spent his life as a monk of the Mar Saba monastery
near Jerusalem, never setting foot in Byzantine territory. His many works
of theology, all written in Greek, do not seem to have been available in
Constantinople during his lifetime even though he was well-known by
reputation. John’s connections within the culture of the Umayyad
Caliphate thus pose sharp questions of hybridity, but it would be
perverse to deny him a place within a study of Byzantium. One could
cite many other such examples from every period of the history of
Byzantium, and most historians, as well as the compilers of prosopo-
graphies of Byzantium, have realistically concluded that the term ‘the
Byzantines’ has to be understood so as to include them.51

Byzantium presents yet another problem in terms of its written source
material in that it is much easier for us to hear the voices of the elite
than of the governed. However, this difficulty can be exaggerated. The
literature of Byzantium, like that of the classical world, is on the whole
an elite and high-style literature, but it is not only that. Scholars are
increasingly interested in stories, apocrypha, ‘low-level’ saints’ lives
and non-literary texts, and if properly used, these can help us a great
deal. A substantial amount is also available in languages other than Greek,
though this is not necessarily less formal or elite in origin. It is more a
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matter of refusing to listen only to the ‘official’ Byzantine voices, and
of really listening to what the sources can tell us. Nor can we under-
stand the Byzantines from their written sources alone, let alone only the
literary ones.

Much of Byzantium’s territory at various stages in its history fell out-
side any conventional definition of Europe, and Byzantium has suffered
from a body of Western scholarship imbued with orientalising assump-
tions. The Byzantine capital of Constantinople sat on the European side
of the Bosphorus, apparently consciously bridging Europe and Asia, and
with an eye to trade with the coastal areas of the Black Sea. It has seemed
obvious that this realisation, together with its strategic potential, must
have been in Constantine’s mind when, as sole ruler of the empire after
his defeat of Licinius in 324, he chose to make it the basis for his ‘New
Rome’. In fact the advantages of the site are not nearly so clear as this
suggests: the site was dangerously exposed to the landward side, both to
attack and to lack of water; it does not have a favourable climate and is
liable to earthquakes; it is not particularly well-situated for provisioning
by sea, and the Black Sea is notoriously inhospitable (which is why the
Greeks took care to call it the Euxine, or ‘hospitable’ sea).52

Fig. 3 Justinian’s church of Hagia Sophia, Constantinople
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Despite what one reads in many modern books, we do not know
exactly why Constantine chose it in preference, say, to Nicomedia,
Diocletian’s capital, or whether he intended it to replace Rome; still less
can we assume that he foresaw that it would become the capital of a
long-lived ‘Byzantine’ empire. Nevertheless, by the sixth century and
the reign of Justinian (527–65), Rome had severely contracted, while
Constantinople’s population had risen. It was now the single imperial
city, recognised as such both in the West and the East. Yet in Runciman’s
words, ‘There has always been a tendency amongst western historians
to neglect Byzantium because it seems to them to stand a little apart
from the main course of the history of our Christian civilisation.’ This
question of the European versus the Eastern identity of Byzantium, dis-
cussed further in Chapter 9 below, is still one of its most intriguing
features, and central to the theme of its hybridity.
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