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I.  The East Roman Empire:  Chapters 1-4





	I learned a great deal in reading this historical account of the history of the Byzantine Empire -which covered its entire history from 330 to its downfall in 1453.  A theme of the book which I could appreciate as an Armenian was the interrelation of the Byzantine world with that of its neighbors.  The book helped me understand more about this world superpower which my own people always had close contacts with -even if with sometimes unhappy results.  Many can read a book and come away with different impressions of it.  What follows are the things that impressed me most in this wide sweeping historical account.


	The first chapter discusses the shaping of the Byzantine or East Roman Empire.  As the new Christian  imperial government took shape it very early came to be understood much differently than in the Latin west.  Whereas St. Augustine wrote of the contrast between “the two cities” (that of Church and State), the Christian east understood the role of the Empire differently.  It was seen as sanctified and a Divine instrument led by the Emperor -who was Christ’s vicegerent on earth (Hussey, Byzantine World, 12).  The Eastern part of the empire, with its great cities of Alexandria, Antioch and the newly founded Constantinople, now rivaled Rome in importance.  In general the East was wealthier with greater economic resources, more densely populated than the West, and the home of great intellectual and religious activity (ibid, 14).


	It was St. Constantine the Great who, in 325, called the first ecumenical Church council in Nicea to establish regulations about doctrine and Church organization.  This and six other ecumenical councils hammered out definitions of the Trinity and particularly of its Second Person, God the Son.  These Councils in their “precise formulation of Christian doctrine laid the foundation on which Christian teaching and theology still build today” (Hussey, 16).


	Yet Christianity soon found that the close connection between Church and State presented its own problems.  While strengthening the position of the Church and increasing its material resources, the Apostolic foundations of the historic Sees now had to compete with a rivaling imperial preeminence of the Emperor and senate.  This competition had dramatic effects on future councils and their attempt to formulate doctrine (ibid, 18).  Justinian, for instance, had a religious policy which was so encompassing that he may be one who earned the much abused word “ceasaro-papism” (ibid, 21).  He spent much energy trying to reconcile the mostly Semitic branch of the Church (Syrian, Egyptian and Armenian) while being careful not to offend Latin branch of Rome and the West (ibid, 21).  Justinian’s reign and achievements were so splendorous he may also justly be called “the last Roman Emperor” (ibid, 22).


	Other items of note in this chapter was that the Roman Empire, through a treaty with Persia, acquired a lesser portion of historic Armenia from Persia.  This divided Armenia in two halves (ibid, 23).  This part of our national history led to the formulation of our Armenian alphabet (by Sts. Sahag and Mesrob) and had a significant impact on the Armenian Church.  Emperor Heraclius, campaigning in Asia Minor, crushed Persian ambitions once and for all in 629.  He entered Jerusalem and regained the Holy Cross from the infidels (ibid, 26).  


	Next came the Slav’s migration across the Danube which forced Greeks to resettle in southern Italy.  This explains the Byzantine presence which remains there to this day.  Finally the empire had to endure the new aggressive neighbors of the Bulgars who were of Turkic stock (Hussey, 27) and figured greatly in future endeavors of the Empire.


	The second chapter deals with the iconoclast movement (which I treat with greater length in another essay).  I was learned that an entire dynasty of Byzantine Emperors were of Armenian origin starting with Basil I, called “the Macedonian” (ibid, 33).  Imperial power during this dynasty was “immeasurably strengthened” and “Byzantium became once again the dominating force in the East Mediterranean” (ibid, 35).  The Byzantine Church’s triumph over the iconoclasts was “the triumph of Graeco-Roman spirituality” (ibid, 35).  Yet this did not stop the cross-fertilization which naturally took place between Byzantium and its neighbors (both friend and foe).


	During this period Cyril and Methodius laid the ground work for the conversion of the Slavs (including Serbia, Bulgaria and Russia).  After much struggle with Rome, these ultimately fell under the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople.   In this same era (c. 989) came the monumental conversion of Vladimir of Kiev who pledged himself and his people to the Christian faith upon his marriage to Anna, Basil II’s daughter (ibid, 41).  All of this was during the “water mark period” of the Byzantine Empire.  As Hussey writes, “In learning and art the richness of the period (842-1025) defies description” (ibid, 45).


	In chapter three comes the advent of Alexius Commenus (and the Commenus dynasty).  This dynasty of Byzantine rulers lacked much in quality as compared with the Macedonian dynasty.  During this period the Patriarchate of Constantinople distanced itself in prestige and power from the other historic, great Eastern Sees (Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem).  Tensions and estrangement continued between Rome and Constantinople until the sad event of 1054, when the arrogant legate Cardinal Humbert and the over-ambitious Patriarch Michael Cerularius excommunicated one another.  This in turn lead to further distancing of the two great Sees (Hussey, 48).  The aggressive Patriarch, not happy with independence from Rome, set his sights on subordinating the State to the Church -something contrary to East Roman tradition.  The Commenus dynasty was marked by wasteful over expenditure and extravagance -especially by Constantine IX and his wife Zoe.  As the writer Psellus put it, “Gold flowed from the public treasury like a stream bubbling up from inexhaustible springs.”  Psellus notes that this overspending was a important turning point for the worse in the fortunes of the State (ibid, 49).  


	In 1043 Armenia was completely under Byzantine imperial control and thus was turned from a buffer state into a province and the Turks continued their advance into Asia minor repudiating all offers of peace from Byzantium (ibid, 52, 53).  Byzantium also had to reckon with the western invading Crusaders.  The Byzantine idea of a Crusade was much less idealized than that of the West.  To the East Romans it was impractical to send great forces to Jerusalem because that would lower its defenses on its other frontiers.  Not only this, since they had long experience in battle with the infidel, they considered this their own special duty, rather than all of Christendom’s (ibid, 56).


	The Byzantines were rightly suspicious of the Crusader’s intentions and Emperor Alexius tried to address these fears by exacting an oath from the Crusaders that they would, “restore to the Roman Empire whatever towns, countries and forts they took which had formerly belonged to it” (ibid, 57).  But Byzantine fears were soon realized as it became apparent the Crusaders would keep whatever lands they took.  The greater fear was that the Crusaders would soon set their sights on Constantinople itself, which is what eventually happened.  This was despite the many efforts of Emperor Manuel Comnenus to stave off the invasion which was being enticed by his bitter enemy Frederick Barbarossa (Hussey, 63-64).  Indeed it was Frederick “who stirred up and supported the Sultan of Iconium against Manuel.  This resulted in the crushing defeat of the East Romans in 1176 at Myriocephalum” (ibid, 66).  Frederick was happy to send a letter to Manuel inviting the “king of the Greeks” to submit to “the Roman Emperor,” which Frederick considered himself to be.


	In the fourth chapter Hussey’s text deals with the fourth Crusade and its conquest of the East Roman Empire.  It had become apparent to the western Crusaders that Byzantium offered a more lucrative and safer opportunity for colonization than anything in the Near East (ibid, 72).  The effects of their sack of Constantinople was the weakening of the empire which made it an eventual victim of Turkish aspirations.  Despite the great tragedy of this event and its long term consequences for the entire Christian East, Hussey notes some positive effects of the Latin presence in Byzantium.  Besides the fruitful personal contacts which developed during the two and a half centuries the Latins were in the Aegean world, there was also the inevitable cultural cross-fertilization which resulted from mutual interest in the respective civilizations (ibid, 73).  As Hussey writes, “paradoxically it was only after 1204... that eastern and western Christians got to know each other’s literature” and “developed an appreciation of each other’s art… with Byzantines devouring St. Augustine… and Latins reading Homer” (ibid, 174).


	Among the rulers who aspired to inherit the throne of a restored East Roman Empire were John Asen of Bulgaria and Epirus of northwest Greece.  Inevitably it was Michael VIII of the Kingdom of Nicea who, on July 25,1261, took Constantinople and gained the throne of the crippled empire (Hussey, 75).  From this point on, the Empire struggled to survive through diplomacy and whatever political allies it could find in the West (ibid, 77).  In addition, religious ties and reunion with the West were constant themes among the East Roman Emperors.  This was ultimately in hope of solidifying western military aid against the encroaching Ottoman Turks.  But neither the Council of Lyons (1274) nor the more intensified efforts at the Council of Florence (1439) were enough to accomplish a reunion or obtain western aid (ibid, 77, 83).  On May 29, 1453, with the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turkish invaders, the East Roman Empire came to an end (ibid, 83).  The courageous Constantine XI gave his life fighting for the defense of the Imperial City and earned his place in history as the final East Roman Emperor.





II.  Summary of Remaining Chapters:


	The remaining chapters go on to discuss the way of life of the East Roman Empire in greater detail.  The chapter on Church and State explains how the Byzantine Empire was indissolubly linked with the historic Roman Empire of late antiquity.  The State therefore inherited not only Roman but strong Hellenistic and eastern elements.  Its conception of imperial authority was not only inherited from Rome but also the other civilizations of the ancient world (Hellenistic, Persian, Assyrian, Babylonian, Hebrew, and Egyptian).  With the recognition of Christianity, imperial authority had to be redefined in harmony with Christian beliefs.  Also the authority of the Catholic Church and its claims on each individual had to be accounted for and integrated (Hussey, 85).


	The chapter on The Monastic World relates how in the East Roman Empire, monks were regarded as pillars of the Byzantine world (ibid, 130).  The chapter on Everyday Life explains that the essential life of a Christian was the same for all:  “baptism, the penitential seasons, the festivals of the liturgical year, the Lenten fast and the Easter lamb, pilgrimages… and then the inescapable summons… and departure from this world, and last rites” (ibid, 133).  In Learning and Literature, Byzantium’s preservation of its classics of antiquity not only ensured a high level of intellectual activity within the empire but it also greatly impacted its Muslim and Slavic neighbors.  The Latin west was also greatly influenced by this treasure and, after Byzantium’s fall, took over the role as the preserver of it (ibid, 155).  The greatest heights of Byzantine art were accomplished in the interior decorations of churches (known as “temples” in the east).  These were in the form of mosaics and frescos.  The latter were less ornate and became more common as financial resources became more scarce (ibid, 161).


	Ultimately, Byzantium had great influence on its neighbors and the world.  For centuries, it was the sole upholder of Christian civilization.  Its neighbors such as Serbia, Bosnia, Bulgaria, and Russia gained much from this (167).  The Orthodox Church also provided these emerging nations with care, wisdom, a liturgical framework of daily worship (even in vernacular), as well as access to the great theologians and Christian truths (ibid, 173).  Byzantium kept alive for all of Christendom the concept of a Roman Empire and its legal codes had great influence on the west (ibid, 169).  These are what most impressed me in this interesting and excellent work by J.M. Hussey.


