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Byzantine Empire (330 to 1453 CE)

INTRODUCTION:

• The Byzantine Empire, often called the Eastern Roman Empire or simply Byzantium, existed from 330 to 
1453 CE. With its capital founded at Constantinople by Constantine I (r. 306-337 CE), the Empire varied in 
size over the centuries, at one time or another, possessing territories located in Italy, Greece, the Balkans, 
Levant, Asia Minor, and North Africa. A Christian state with Greek as the official language, the Byzantines 
developed their own political systems, religious practices, art and architecture, which, although significantly 
influenced by the Greco-Roman cultural tradition, were distinct and not merely a continuation of ancient 
Rome. The Byzantine Empire was the longest-lasting medieval power, and its influence continues today, 
especially in the religion, art, architecture, and law of many Western states, Eastern and Central Europe, 
and Russia.

• Split from the Catholic Church: In 1054 CE, the Catholic Church split. Constantinople became the head of 
the Eastern Orthodox Church and it no longer recognized the Catholic Church in Rome.

• Wars against the Muslims: Throughout much of the Middle Ages the Byzantium Empire fought the Muslims 
for control of the eastern Mediterranean. This included asking the Pope and the Holy Roman Empire for 
help during the first Crusade to regain control of the Holy Land. They battled the Seljuk Turks and other 
Arab and Muslim forces for hundreds of years. Finally, in 1453, Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Empire 
and with it came the end of the Byzantine Empire. 

“It happens in humans, too. Some behaviors that seem harsh to us now ensured the survival of early man in whatever swamp he was in at the time. 
Without them, we wouldn’t be here. We still store those instincts in our genes, and they express themselves when certain circumstances prevail. 
Some parts of us will always be what we were, what we had to be to survive – way back yonder.” – From Where the Crawdads Sing by Delia Owens

“No one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can 
learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite.” — Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to 
Freedom



Byzantine Empire (330 to 1453 CE)
The Byzantine Empire through time



Constantine the 
Great

Constantine's new Christian city 
on the site of Byzantium is 
inaugurated, as Constantinople 
(today’s Istanbul in Turkey).

Justinian I

529 CE, Justinian closes down the 
schools of Athens, famous for their 
tradition of pagan philosophy. The 
great domed church of Santa 
Sophia, first commissioned by 
Constantine in 360 CE, is rebuilt 
on the orders of Justinian in 537 
CE

Persians in 
Jerusalem

In 614 CE, Jerusalem falls to the 
Persian emperor Khosrau II. 
60,000 Christians are massacred 
and the Persians carry off 
Christianity's most sacred relic -
the True Cross, to Ctesiphon. In 
627 CE the Byzantine emperor 
Heraclius recovers the True Cross 
from Ctesiphon.

Arabs in Jerusalem

In 638 CE, the Islamic Caliphate 
extends its dominion to Jerusalem 
and much of the Middle East 
including Iraq, Egypt, Syria, and 
part of North Africa. Muslim 
control over Palestine would not 
again be threatened until the First 
Crusade in 1099.

Culture, Emperors 
& the Church

The official language of the 
Byzantine Empire was Latin until 
700 CE when it was changed to 
Greek by Emperor Heraclius. 
Iconoclasm and control of Italy 
become central issues.

Split

950 CE – The Byzantine empire 
enjoys a revival, winning victories 
against the Muslims. In 1054 CE, 
the Catholic Church split. 
Constantinople became the head 
of the Eastern Orthodox Church 
and it no longer recognized the 
Catholic Church in Rome.

Turks vs.
Crusaders

With lots else going on, the main 
events involve the Turks (Seljuk, 
later Ottoman) battling Byzantines 
and Crusaders for control of the 
Eastern Mediterranean. In 1453 
CE, Constantinople falls to a 21-
year-old Muslim conqueror, 
Mehmed II, bringing the Ottoman 
Turks their capital city.

330 CE

527-565 CE

614-627 CE

638-698 CE

700-843 CE 1071-1480 CE

950-1054 CE

Byzantine Empire (330 to 1453 CE)
The Byzantine Empire through time
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• Constantine was declared emperor of Rome in Eboracum, capital 
of the province of Britannia Secunda, known today as York. Today, 
a bronze statue of Constantine I sits outside York Minster, near the 
spot where he was proclaimed Augustus.

• The reign of Constantine I proved to be significant in Roman 
history. He achieved victories in civil wars against Maxentius and 
Licinius, became the sole ruler of the reunified Roman Empire, and 
succeeded in campaigns against enemy tribes such as the Goths, 
Franks, Alamanni, and the Sarmatians.

• The first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity, Constantine 
established a new imperial capital in Byzantium (Istanbul) and 
renamed it Constantinople. The first church of Santa Sophia in 
Constantinople, begun by Constantine himself, was completed in 
360 CE. The solidus, a new gold coin that he introduced to solve 
inflation, became the standard for later Western currencies. 

Constantine the Great (272-337 CE)
An Empire Rooted in Christianity



Justinian I (the Great) Ruled 527-565 CE
Hannibal, a Hero

• Emperor Justinian I was a master legislator. He 
reorganized the administration of the imperial 
government and outlawed the suffragia, or sale 
of provincial governorships. He also sponsored 
the (Code of Justinian) and directed the 
construction of several new cathedrals , including 
the Hagia Sophia . In these and other domestic 
affairs, Justinian excelled. On the foreign front, 
he struggled. His empire warred constantly with 
the Persians in the east and the barbarians in the 
north and west. Justinian's forces ultimately held 
off the Persians, but they did not hold off the 
barbarians – the Slavs, Avars, Lombards, Berbers, 
and others.



• Icons came to typify the art of the Orthodox Christian Church. 
“Iconoclasm” refers to the social belief in the importance of 
the destruction of images or hostility toward visual 
representations in general, most frequently for religious or 
political reasons. More specifically, the word is used for the 
Iconoclastic Controversy that shook the Byzantine Empire for 
more than 100 years, a dispute over the use of religious 
images (icons) in the Byzantine Empire in the 8th and 9th 
centuries. The Iconoclasts (those who rejected images) 
objected to icons for several reasons, including the Old 
Testament prohibition against images in the Ten 
Commandments (Exodus 20:4) and the possibility of idolatry. 
The defenders of the use of icons insisted on the symbolic 
nature of images and on the dignity of created matter..

• The second Iconoclast period ended with the death of the 
emperor Theophilus in 842. In 843 his widow, Empress 
Theodora, finally restored icon veneration, an event still 
celebrated in the Eastern Orthodox Church as the Feast of 
Orthodoxy.

Iconoclasm
Issues of the Catholic Church

Byzantine Iconoclasm. A depiction of the destruction of a 
religious image under the Byzantine Iconoclasm, by Chludov
Psalter, 9th century CE.



• 700 CE – The official language of the Byzantine Empire was 
Latin until 700 CE when it was changed to Greek by Emperor 
Heraclius.

• 726 CE – The emperor Leo III launches the iconoclastic 
controversy, sending soldiers to smash the great image of 
Christ over the gateway to his palace. 

• 756 CE – Pepin III, after recovering Byzantine territories in Italy 
from the Lombards (Germanic people who ruled most of the 
Italian Peninsula from 568 to 774), hands control of the region 
to the Pope in Rome.

• 843 CE – The iconoclastic controversy ends when Theodora, 
widow of the emperor Theophilus, officially sanctions the 
veneration of icons. 

Byzantine Culture, Emperors & the Church (700-843 CE)
Language, Iconoclasm, Power Struggles in Italy

• 726 CE – The Venetians for the first time 
elect their own doge, acting independently 
of the Byzantine governor in Ravenna.

Nobleman of Venice in the early century 
of the republic (8th century).

Venice 
today

Venice 
today



• 1071 CE The Seljuk Turks and the Byzantines meet in battle at Manzikert, with victory going to the Turks. The Seljuk family has its 
origins in 8th century Mongolia. Around 985, Seljuq converted to Islam. In the 11th century the Seljuqs migrated from their 
ancestral homelands into mainland Persia. They brought the Islamic religion, as well as Persian culture, which the Turks had 
largely adopted after becoming part of the Muslim Empire.

• 1082 Venice acquires valuable trading privileges from Constantinople, her merchants exempt of all dues and customs 
in the Byzantine empire.

• 1095 Pope Urban II preaches the first crusade, urging the Christians of Europe to march east to recover Jerusalem                        
from the Muslims

• 1099 Crusaders capture the holy city of Jerusalem and massacre the Muslim and Jewish inhabitants.

• 1182 Resentment of western merchants results in a massacre of Roman Catholics by fellow Christians in Constantinople.

• 1204 The crusaders of the fourth crusade besiege, take and destroy the Christian city of Constantinople.

• 1285 Osman inherits the leadership of the tribal group later known by a version of his name, as the Ottoman Turks.

• 1291 In the space of a few months the Muslims take the last four Crusader castles, Tyre, Sidon, Acre and finally Beirut.

• 1295 The new Mameluke dynasty in Egypt begins a systematic campaign to drive the Crusaders out of the Middle East.

• 1303 The Knights Templars withdraw from the island of Arwad, the last foothold of the crusaders in the Middle East.

• 1354 Gallipoli is taken by the Ottoman Turks, giving them their first foothold in Europe.

• 1453 Constantinople falls to a 21-year-old Muslim conqueror, Mehmed II, bringing the Ottoman Turks their capital city                                    
as the Greek Byzantine empire yields to that of the Ottoman Turks.

• 1460 The Turks complete the occupation of Greece, which remains within the Ottoman empire until the nineteenth century.

• 1480 The name of Constantinople changes to Istanbul, a word based on the everyday Greek name for the city.

Religious Wars (1071-1480 CE)
Here come the Turks!
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