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Part I The Early Middle Ages

TIMELINE 3.1 The Early Middle Ages, 500–1000
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At the same time that the Western Empire fractured into a variety of successor states, the
Eastern emperors, with their capital at Constantinople, retained control of an immense,
crescent-shaped empire that stretched across the eastern Mediterranean, from the Balkans
through Asia Minor, Syria, and Palestine to Egypt (see Map 2.2 in the last chapter). As we
have already seen, the East boasted civilizations that were far older and more deeply rooted
than those in the West; it had larger cities and more of them; and its prosperous peasants
enjoyed freedoms that were only dim memories for the coloni of the Western Empire.
In the ﬁfth century, the political, military, and socioeconomic troubles of the Western Empire were matched by advantages in the Eastern Empire. To begin with, the Eastern Empire was better governed. While the Western Empire was collapsing, able Eastern
emperors carefully husbanded their resources, fattened their treasuries, and strengthened
the fortiﬁcations of Constantinople. The East also enjoyed important military strengths.
During the cataclysmic ﬁfth century in the West, when barbarian kings were establishing new states in former Roman provinces, Asia Minor (that is, Anatolia, or modern-day
Turkey) was the bulwark of the Eastern Empire. Protected from invaders by the Black
Sea and the walls of invulnerable Constantinople, Asia Minor was a vast reservoir for
both soldiers and the tax revenues that paid them. Finally, with more cities, more industry, more commerce, and more free peasants than the West, the Eastern Empire prospered. This prosperity was further enhanced by the central location of Constantinople,
whose wharves and ports controlled virtually all commerce between the Black Sea and
the Mediterranean. During the ﬁfth century, gold coins steadily ﬂowed out of Western
coffers to enrich the merchants, farmers, emperors, and soldiers of the East.
Understandably, then, the East proved far more resilient than the West, and it generally prospered for another half-millennium (see Timeline 3.2). It changed in size, expanding in the 500s so that it controlled—brieﬂy—almost all the Mediterranean coastline, west
as well as east; it then lost many of those territories so that by 800 it had sovereignty over
only Asia Minor and parts of the eastern Balkans; it grew again until about the mid-eleventh
century (see Map 3.1). Whether expanding or shrinking, the empire endured, safely protected by the massive landward and seaward walls of Constantinople. The Eastern Empire
also changed in character, losing many of its ties to Latin culture by 700 and becoming
more of a Greek state. Long after the decline of the Western Empire, the emperors who
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