Lecture 30
The end of the east and the west
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Constantine XI, the last Byzantine Emperor at the battlements, 

dawn of the 29th May of 1453

1. Introduction
· After the 4th Crusade, the Byzantine Empire never recovered its former glory and confidence.  

· From 1204 to 1261 the Emperor never even resided in Constantinople, which was being ruled as an independent latin kingdom by Baldiwn II, a Norman who had invaded the city with the Venetians, and parcelled out Byzantine holdings to various lesser princes and lords.  

· The Emperor resided in Nicaea, and from there a generation of Byzantine royal and princely families plotted separately to regain the old capital.  

· In 1261, the honour fell to Michael VIII Paleologos, who ousted Baldwin II and began clearing out the other latins, known as Rhomaioi.  

· For the next 20 years he negotiated the delicate balance of maintaining a severally reduced and financially impoverished remnant of the empire.  

· At the same time, Charles of Anjou, another Norman who had recently inherited Sicily, began plotting with his superiour forces to retake Constantinople, but was foiled over a fifteen year period by the deft and tactful diplomatic negotiations of Michael Paleologos.

· Eventually, he was able to foment a revolution in Sicily in 1282 known as the Sicilian Vespers, in which the Byzantines, Hohenstaufens of Germany and Peter III of Aragon joined together to attacke their common enemy Charles of Anjou as he was about to set sail for Constantinople.

· In the meantime, Michael had also been involved in negotiations with the Papcy, and in 1274 he had managed to negotiate the Second Council of Lyons, in which some elements of the schism between east and west were healed.   

· However, when he returned to Constantinople, his people rejected the treaty, and all things latin in fact, because memories of the ‘great betrayal were still so fresh in their minds.  

· However unliked Michael became for his acceptance of the filioque and papal supremacy, he was able to stave off another latin invasion, and so preserve the fragile remnants of Byzantium.  

· He was, in fact, one of the last significant emperors of the east.

2. The Ottomans
· At the same time that Michael was firming up his relations with the west, a new dynamic entered the east.  

· The Seljuk Turks had been wanning in power for decades, and the mongol invasions of Persia severelly diminished their power.  

· Into the power vacuum stepped the Ottoman Turks, a local family tribe that was living in western Turkey, but whose power began to grow at the expense of the Seljuks.  

· In 1243, when Turkey became detached from the Seljuk Caliphate due to the Mongol invasions, the Ottomans were given free reign to consolidate their power in Turkey. 

· By 1301, they had moved into the Byzantine realms in north-west Turkey, just as Michael and his successors were attempting to ward off latin advances in the west.  

· By 1337, the Ottomans had captured the ancient Roman cities of Nicaea, Bursa and Nicomedia and had over a period of decades eroded Byzantine power in Turkey to naught.  

· Constantinople stood on precarious ground, and only through the wise and crafty negotiations of Michael Paleologos, had they managed to survive.  

· However, his reign was succeeded by lesser men, and a serious of internal conflicts, usurpations and civil wars over the next 100 years degraded the capacities of Byzantium severely, and by the 1400, it encompassed little more than the immediate territory around Constantinople, and some Greek cities like Thessolonika and areas in the Peloponnese.  

· At the same time, the Byzantine gold coin, the nomisma, which had been the global standard for over 700 years, began to be debased, as Emperors ran out of money and resources with which to pay their mercenary Turkish soldiers, not having enough citizens of their own to man the brigades.

· During these last years of the Byzantine Empire, another theological controversy broke out within the Orthodox Church, known as the hesychast controversy.  

· Hessychasm had a long existed, and basically meant, silence or quite, and reflected an important aspect of monastic prayer in the east, in which monks, through meditation and slow breathing exercises would meditate on God.  

· Two figures in particular were identified with the controversy: Gregory Palamas, and Barlaam the Calabrian.  

· Gregory believed that by quite meditation and prayer, the mature monk could experience the presence of God directly, while on earth.  

· He called this the ‘light of Tabor’, and believed that when a mature monk prayed, the very light of the transfiguration penetrated his soul.  

· Barlaam, on the other hand, drew on the Theology of Diadochus of Photike, who maintained that the spiritual life was a continual transformation under the influence of the fire of God’s love, but one which never results in a direct apprehension of God.  

· In essence the roots of earlier debates about the immanence and transcendence of God in Christ, that had plagued the Monophysite debate centuries before, were resurrected.  

· Could God interact with human beings without the mediation of eternal perfection?  

· The debate took on political dimensions and the pro-latins became associated with Barlaam, and the Greek nationalists with Gregory Palamas, adding further division and weakness to a desperately fragile empire, hemmed about by larger and more dangerous powers.

· Several battles expanded the power of the Ottomans in the Balkans, and hence, the surrounding of Constantinople by Turkish foes. 

·  In 1389, the Serbian army was annhilated in Kosovo by the Turkish Sultan Bayazid I.  

· In 1396, the Hungarians appealed for western aid and another battle was fought at Nicopolis with the help of 10,000 Burgundian knights led by the Burgundian king Zigismuns.  

· The battle was a catastrophe for the latins, and many were captured and sold on the slave markets around the Muslim world, with Zigismund barely escaping the scene.  

· This further expanded and consolidated the Turkish rule in the Balkans, and they subjected the Hungarians, Serbs, and Albanians to the yoke of Islamic rule that would last another 400 years.  

· In 1397, Manuel II Paleologos became the last important emperor of Byzantium, and recognized the dire state of affairs for Constantinople.  

· After watching successive western armies fall before the Ottomans Turks, Manuel realized that there was no way that he would be able to defend what remained of his domains without help.  

· And so, in 1400 he made a tour of European courts, being welcomed with splendour and curiosity by the Pope, the kings of France, and even Henry IV in London.  

· However, all the European powers were embroiled in their own affairs, and little help arrived.  

· In 1402, news reached Manuel that Tamarlane had invaded the Ottoman domains, and had captured the powerful Sultan Bayazid, whom he now carried around with him in a cage.  

· This seemed to be a divine intervention that gave a new lease on life to the venerable and ancient Roman capital of Constantinople, which was in essence, little more than a minor Balkan principality by now.  

· However, Murdad II, one of Bayazid’s sons, was able to recover the Sultanate, and made it his goal to reduce Constantinople.  

· Manuel II was succeeded by his son John VIII, who also saw the dire straights Byzantium was in, and left again like his father for the west, this time in Italy, where, along with 700 ecclesiastics and court officials, participated in the council of Florence in 1438, where an agreement on the filioque and papal supremacy was debated yet again. 

·  Reduced to desperation, the Greek agreed on July 6 1439 in the new Cathedral in Florence erected by Brunelleschi, but on their return, it was repudiated by the great majority of Byzantines, and regardless, in spite of Greek concessions, no significant aid materialized to help them.  

· A final western attempt to attack the Ottomans by the threatened Poles and Hungarians ended in another route for the Turks in 1444 at the battle of Varna, and this left Constantinople without any more help or hope, but to stand against the Ottomans themselves.  

· The new Ottoman Sultan Mohammed II set out for Constantinople and began preparations for its reduction in April of 1453.  

· He amassed a huge army of 150,000 men against a city of 60,000 and only 5,000 soldiers.  

· Using a great chain, he blockaded the Byzantine fleet in their harbour, and then began bombarding the ancient walls of the city for 50 days.  The exhausted defenders would rush out each night to repair the damage, but eventually, they were stretched beyond their means.  

· The final attack came on May 29th, and sensing this, the last of the Romans gathered for divine services in St. Sophia, “a liturgy of death before the last agony of the empire” as a witness recounted.  

· The emperor and his generals, as well as the lay people and monks wept, hugged each other, and lamented their fate.  

· Early that morning, the assault began, and Constantine XI manned the barricades and died after 3 hours of fighting, holding off the Turks successfully until the Venetian latins retreated from their posts in the heat of the battle, and the defenses collapses.  

· Turks poured into the city, and massacred the last of the defenders.  

· Women and children gathered like timid herds in the streets, and were raped and sold as slaves, princess and paupers alike.  

· A remnant barricaded themselves in the Holy Sophia Cathedral, awaiting their fate.  There nuns and monks, princesses and servant girls listened to the Turks hacking down the great doors until they poured in, raping, pillaging, and selling them all off as slaves in the market throughout the Islamic world.  

· Constantinople had fallen, and with her, the Orthodox church.  The riches of Rome were exhausted, pillaged and distributed among barabarian turks, and the great library, containing 120,000 books was burned to the ground, losing for posterity the riches of antiquity.  

· However, after 3 days of rape and pillage, Mohammed called for justice, order and mercy, and restored calm to the city.  

· However, it was now a muslim city, and the great cathedral was turned into a mosque, while the majority of its inhabitants were sold as slaves throughout the Islamic world.  

· In time, some rights were restored to the Orthodox, and they were given their own Patriarch and general religious freedom.  

· However, they had to live as second class citizens, and in time, the Turks began to out-populate them, and the culture and mystique of Constantinople was transformed from Christian to Muslim.

3. The Fragmentation of Medieval Society

· There had always been calls for reform in the Church during the middle ages.  

· Some, like the reforms centered around the monastery at Cluny during the 10th to the 12th centuries, radically changed the way the papacy exerted itself, and initiated a renewal movement among bishops and clergy. 

· Again in the 13th century, Bernard of Clairvaux called for Church reform and renewal, but much of the religious energy of those days was spent on Crusading in the east. 

· The Inquisition of the 14th  century and the as well as the many monastic foundation that occurred then and earlier, were forms of renewal and reform that attempted to correct the errors and compromises of the Catholic church. 

· In the 15th century, after the 77 years of the “Babylonian captivity of the papacy, in which the French kings removed the pope to Avingion where he would be more accessible to Northern Europeans, several councils were called at Constance (1414-18) and Basel (1431-39) in which attempts were made to end simony (the purchase of ecclesiastical offices) and liberate bishops from secular princes. 

· However, little real reformation was achieved at these councils, and in fact, at Constance, the reformer Jan Hus was executed for his questioning of Church authority. 

· Most reforming sentiments were directed at beaurocratic, legal and administrative reform, not at doctrinal reform, as Hus was advocating.  

· The pope was still viewed as head of the Church, and Christendom still taken for granted- it was only hoped the corruption and abused might be corrected. 

· Among scholars, monks and bishops, there were genuine wishes for a return to the ‘primitive church’, but movements that attempted to do so were quickly eliminated.

4. Pre-reformation movmements

· Several movements sought to disentangle themselves from what they saw as the corrupting influences of Church and State, and wanted to recreate the primitive Christian community in their own time. 

· Starting in 12th century France, the Waldensians began as a reform movement in the Church with papal approval as early as 1179 (Alexander III, 3rd Lateran council).  

· They lived on alms and preached in public, though they were forbidden to do so without clerical approval. 

· After the death of their founder Valdes, the Waldensians split into several groups, some returning to the Catholic fold, others spreading their message as far as Poland and Austria. 

· Waldensians rejected prayers for the dead, communion from priests that had sinned, as well as purgatory.  They called each other ‘bretheren’ and had a strong itinerant tradition.  

· In England, the Lollards formed another non-conformist movement that preceded the reformation.  

· Started by John Wyclif (1330-84) they esteemed the Bible and bible-study very highly and met together for readings and prayer- believing the Bible, and not the church or the king, as the sole authority, to be interpreted and understood plainly by each man. 

· They attacked clerical celibacy, transubstantiation, pilgrimages, indulgences, relics and confession (to a priest). 

· In 1401 they were banned by Henry IV, and after several risings (1414, 1431), the movement became more secretive.

· However, they were never stamped out, and eventually, their ideas inhibited catholic reforms under the Tudors in the late 15th century, and contributed to openness among English merchants and scholars to the Reformation ideas of Luther.

· The Hussites were followers of Jan Hus, a Czech reformer who anticipated by Luther by almost 100 years.  

· He was influenced by and translated important works of Wyclif and was able through his writing a preaching to influence Czech nationalism and self-identity.  

· When the pope moved to excommunicate him (John XXIII, 1411), he was offered refuge by Czech nobles sympathetic with him. 

· In November of 1414, he was called to the council of Constance to account for his teachings of Wyclifite doctrines, but was instead tried and burned at the stake, in violation of the safe-conduct he had been promised.

· In Italy the Dominican priest and scholar Savonarola began leading a reform at the Dominican church of San Marco in Florence, calling for the reform of the church and the papacy and warning that refusal to do so would result in severe judgement on the Church. 
· After the death of Lorenzo de Medici, Savonarola became the spiritual leader of an independent administration of the city, which made famous the ‘burning of the vanities’ in which all the citizens cast their vulgar addictions and secret sins into a great bonfire.  
· This lasted for almost 6 years in which the city took on the character of a theocracy. 
· In 1497, however, he was excommunicated, and in 1498, abandoned by his supporters in power and finally hanged and burned in the piazza at the very place where the vanities were once consumed.
· In 1517, Martin Luther would begin the protestant reformation, and little over 50 years after the fall of Orthodoxy and the Byzantine empire, the papacy would fall to the forces of reform in Europe, leaving the continent, and the world deeply changed by these affairs of state and religion.

