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I. Organized Religion and its Dissenters AD 500 - 1000
 

In beginning this chapter,  we must return briefly to the principles laid out in Book III  (Modern 
History). We know that several organized churches began to form (the image above gives  good 
example of this concept). We also know that there were those who chose to not participate in that  
system. In chapter three of that book, we discussed the fact that it tends to be those in power who 
have the ability to preserve their writings. This, of course, meant that those who were not part of 
that system had very little chance for their writings to survive and be passed down through the 
generations. 
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The Way of Salvation fresco is in the Spanish Chapel. The black-cloaked figures are  
Dominican priests, and the black-and-white dogs are their symbol. In the left foreground  
there is a group of figures representing Christendom, and illustrating the religious and  

secular hierarchies. At the center are pope and emperor, and at their feet are black-and-
white dogs protecting the sheep. The secular figures range from the emperor down to  
beggars and cripples. Behind them is the great Florentine Duomo, representing the  

Church. In the right foreground, St. Peter Martyr sends the dogs to round up lost sheep  
and fight off wolves while St. Dominic preaches to the people and St. Thomas debates  
heretics. Behind the preachers, in the right middleground, there is a group of worldly  
pleasure-seekers and two more Dominican figures. The faithful are being blessed and  
ushered to the gate of Heaven, where St. Peter welcomes them. Above all is a scene of  

Christ in Majesty, with the emblems of the Evangelists. The overall composition, with the  
heretics on the right and faithful on the left, echoes many more conventional Judgment  

scenes.  Andrea di Bonaiuto / 1363 until 1365



By this point in history, there were several organized religions that had gained power and prestige 
in various regions. Examples of this would be the Roman Catholic Church, the East Syrian Church, 
the  Eastern  Orthodox  Christian  Church,  and  the  Coptic  Orthodox  Church.  These  religions 
dominated the lands and lives of the people in which the particular religion was practiced. As with 
all  organized religions,  there are those who determine that they disagree with the 
practices and leave the church to practice what they believe to be true. In history, such 
people were often called dissenters because the word “dissent” means “to disagree 
with the official position or opinion.” Some even adopted that title for themselves and used it 
proudly.

DISSENTERS

Most often those who dissented from the organized religions were called heretics and punished for 
their beliefs. One example of this is a group of people known as the Euchites or the Messalians. 
Considered as heretic by the centralized and powerful churches, Euchites were accused of being 
guilty of almost every evil under the sun. Records of their deeds are recorded by their accusers. 
We could take the time to recite the list of beliefs and actions considered as heretical, but we will 
not do so. We must also remember that it is very easy for an accuser to describe the accused in  
the worst possible terms. 

The reality is that we have no actual, preserved writings from this group of people. Thus, they 
cannot defend themselves against any accusations made against them, whether in the past or in 
the present. As a result, the little that we can deduce about them will have to suffice. They were 
called Euchites or Messalians because those terms means “people that pray.” But, even this all-
encompassing definition does not help us to understand the many different groups of Euchites and 
what they believed and practiced. 

In Ecclesiastical Researches, a work written by an English Baptist preacher named Robert Robinson 
and published in  1792 after  his  death,  we read this  “A simple  Euchite  therefore  was a  mere 
nonconformist in Greece.” Mr. Robinson, who had spent much of his adult life preaching the Bible 
and studying the history of the practice of baptism, also said this, “The truth is, they would not be  
governed in religion by any thing except their own convictions.” 

What we can say about the Euchites is this: they existed in the early centuries just 
following the death of Christ and they clearly rejected the teachings of the organized 
churches.  For that they were labeled as heretics. As to whether or not any of their 
beliefs agreed with Scripture, we cannot say. 

Another example of a group that was labeled as heretical  was the  Montanists in the second 
century. The Montanists were briefly mentioned in chapter three of book III when describing a man 
named Tertullian. They were considered by the organized churches to be extreme and fanatical. 
The movement began in Phrygia and soon spread throughout Asia, Africa, and parts of Europe. 

As with the Euchites / Messalians, much of what we know about Montanism beliefs comes from 
those who accused them of being heretics. We read of their being devoted to the concept of 
being led by the Holy Spirit.  That is something that those who claim to be Christian today 
would most likely not disagree with. Nevertheless, their beliefs and lifestyle were often outside the 
boundaries put in place by many of the organized religions. 

During  the  persecution  under  the  Roman  emperor,  Diocletian,  those  who  continued  to  call 
themselves Christians  and practice  the Christian faith  suffered greatly.  Some people who had 
previously  joined the church decided to  say that they were no longer Christians and stopped 
practicing the faith to avoid persecution.  When the persecution ended,  some of  those people 
wanted to be known as Christians again. 
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An argument arose as to whether or not they should be allowed back into the church. 
This led to the creation of two new groups of dissenters: the Novatianists (251) and the 
Donatists (306). Simply  put,  the organized Roman Catholic  church allowed any and all  who 
wished to be readmitted as members of the church to do so. Augustine of Hippo supported this 
belief and argued in favor of it. 

The Novatians, on the other hand, completely disagreed. Their leader, Novatian, believed strongly 
that anyone who had denied the faith or who had participated in sacrifice to pagan gods to avoid 
persecution could not be a true Christian. When the Roman Catholic church ordered him to allow 
the re-admission of  such people,  Novatian simply left  the church and formed his  own church. 
Hundreds of people followed him and he was soon elected as bishop. Not only that, but hundreds 
of Novatian churches sprang up all over the Roman empire and a few were still in existence at the  
time of the 5th century. 

Novatians  firmly  believed  that  those  who  wished  to  join  their  church  needed  to  reject  their  
previous baptism and be re-baptized. They also were known to be against any and all  second 
marriages, even for those who were widowed.

Eventually,  the  Novatians  were  given  religious 
freedom along with other Christian groups in 313 
under Constantine. This freedom was short-lived 
because  the  Novatians  refused  to  give  into 
Constantine's  efforts  to  re-unite  them  with  the 
Roman Catholic church. Just under twenty years 
later, in 331, Novatian churches were ordered to 
be closed. In addition to being forbidden to meet, 
all  of  their  books  were  taken  and  burned.  The 
persecution continued under Valens who, in 375, 
closed  even  more  Novatian  churches  and 
banished  any  Novatian  pastors.  Despite  this 
constant  persecution,  a  few  Novatian  churches 
managed  to  survive  in  Constantinople,  Nice, 
Nicomedia, Cotiveus, and Alexandria. 

In  412,  the  Roman  Catholic  Bishop  of 
Alexandria,  Cyril,  and  the  Roman  Catholic 
Bishop  of  Rome,  Innocent,  banned  all 
Novatian  churches  in  their  regions.  The 
following  year,  Emperors  Theodosius  and 
Honorius  issued  a  law  that  stated  that 
anyone who had been rebaptized should be 
put  to  death.  The  law  also  called  for  the 
death  of  those  who  did  the  re-baptizing. 
Needless  to  say,  many  left  the  cities  for 
refuge in  the  countryside.  This  led  to  the 
spread  of  the  Novatian  beliefs  across  the 
region and contributed to the start of other 
dissenting groups such as the Waldenses in 
the Piedmont. 
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By 306, another group of dissenters had emerged. This group of people were called  Donatists. 
Like the Novatians, the Donatists also disagreed with the idea of letting people who had renounced 
the faith back into the church. Centered mostly in northern Africa among the people known as 
Berber Christians, the Donatists followed the writings and teachings of Cyprian and Tertullian.

Like  the  Novatians,  the  Donatists  also  left  the  Roman Catholic  Church and elected their  own 
bishops. Anyone who wished to join a Donatist church had to be re-baptized. However, unlike the 
Novatians, the Donatists allowed second marriages after being widowed and were not quite as 
strict in the process to regain membership. The Donatist church flourished and, by 411, there were 
279 bishops overseeing the hundreds of churches. 

Just like the Novatians, the Donatists were given religious freedom in 313 under Constantine and 
then were invited to rejoin the Roman Catholic church. They refused the offer and this led to the 
same type of  persecution as the Novatians had experienced.  (Interestingly,  when the Vandals 
conquered northern Africa for a brief period, the Donatists once again enjoyed religious liberty.) 
Donatist  churches  remained  in  northern  Africa  until  the  region  was  completely 
conquered by Islam in the 600s. 

Just about the time that the Muslims were conquering northern Africa, a new group of dissenters 
formed  in  Armenia  (Mananalis).  According  to  historical  records,  a  man  named  Constantine 
provided lodging to a guest who had been persecuted for his faith. To show his thankfulness to 
Constantine, this guest gave him a copy of the 4 gospels and the letters of Paul the apostle. 

Constantine had been part of another sect known as Manichean Christianity. He had assembled a 
rather large library of Manichean writings and he was excited to add these books to his collection.  
Having never read the gospels nor Paul's letters before, Constantine set out to read all of them. He 
was so captivated by what he read that he put aside all of his other books and would read nothing 
but these new books. 

Constantine went even further. He threw away his entire collection of Manichean books 
and changed his named to Sylvanus. After that, he began to preach in Pontus and Cappadocia. 
His teachings focused on the writings of Paul the apostle in how the church should be run. Because 
of  this,  the  group  became  known  as  the  Paulicians.  The  Paulicians have  been  accused  by 
organized religion of practicing heresy, but some writings still exist that outline their beliefs. 
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The Massacre of the Paulicians at the orders of the Byzantine empress Theodora, in  
843/844 - 12th/13th century Chronicle of John Skylitzes, cod. Vitr. 26-2, fol. 69,  
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First, it is clear that they believed in adult baptism and observing the Lord's Supper. They had no 
organized system of religious leaders and met in private houses. Pastors of the house churches 
were not given any special privileges due to their position. Those that wished to join the church 
had to  be  re-baptized.  Firm in  their  stance against  the  Catholic  church,  the  Paulicians  called 
themselves Christians, but referred to Catholics as Romans. 

As the number and strength of Paulician churches began to grow across Asia Minor, the level of 
persecution also increased. Those who practiced this faith were sentenced to death for teaching 
heresy and all Paulician books and writings were ordered seized and burned. Sylvanus himself was 
condemned to die for continuing to preach and teach his congregation. 

A  Roman  officer  named  Simeon  was  put  in  charge  of  executing  Sylvanus.  Simeon  gathered 
together members of Sylvanus' church and placed stones in their hands. The church members 
were told that if they were willing to stone Sylvanus to death, they would not be killed. With the  
exception of one man, who later proved to be a traitor, every member dropped the stone from 
their  hands  and  refused  to  compromise  their  faith.  Member  after  member  of  Paulician 
congregations were seized and put to death via stoning, burning alive, and other means. 

You might think that the death of  Sylvanus,  their leader,  would bring an end to the group of 
dissenters.  However, the Roman officer, Simeon, was quite surprised when Sylvanus' followers 
refused to stone him to death. Simeon wanted to know why the people would be so committed to 

their beliefs. So, he began reading the 4 gospels, Paul's 
letters, and other parts of the Bible himself. Simeon soon 
decided to become a Christian (and a Paulician) himself. 
He left his position with Rome and became a preacher of 
the  gospel.  Like Sylvanus,  Simeon was also  eventually 
martyred for his faith. 

Persecution against the Paulicians continued off and on 
throughout the 700s (8th century) until it ended under the 
rule of Emperor Nicephorus. It was renewed again when 
Emperors  Michael  and  Leo  ruled.  Persecution  became 
extremely severe around 845 under Empress Theodora. 
She saw to it that one hundred thousand Paulicians were 
put to death in just nine years' time. The Paulicians, like 
others  that  were  persecuted,  took  to  living  outside  of 
cities and practiced their faith quietly. 

The  final  group  of  dissenters  from  this  era  were  the 
Paterines. According to Robert Robinson's Ecclesiastical 
Researches,  the  Paterines  lived  in  Italy  and  the  name 
given to them was one of contempt. No one knows the 
exact meaning of  the term, but in Milan, where it  was 
first used, it had a similar meaning to the English words 
of “vulgar”, “illiterate” and “low-bred.” It is believed that 
most who belonged to this group were from the lower, 
working-class part of society. 

The  Paterines  believed  several  things  that  were 
completely  contrary  to  what  the  Catholic  church  was 
teaching and practicing at that time. They did not believe 
in  having  a  church  constitution  or  taking  oaths.  They 
believed that a faith that produced no works was dead 
and therefore could not produce genuine salvation. 
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The Paterines strongly rejected the law of Moses and the priests, sacraments, orders, 
and ceremonies of the Church of Rome.  Their teachings held that the benefits of society 
belonged to every member, not just those of certain religions and that it was not lawful to kill a 
man. They were against any persecution of any kind and did not believe in imprisoning someone in 
order to force them to convert. The Paterines also disagreed with the concept of infant baptism. 
The Paterines, like other dissenting groups, were known by a variety of names depending on who 
was  accusing  them.  They  existed  in  Italy  before  the  year  950  and  some  of  their  members 
eventually settled in the Netherlands. 

CATHOLIC CHURCH

While there were many branches of the Catholic Church, the ones that gained and retained the 
most power were the  Churches of Rome and Constantinople (Byzantium).  Catholic  church 
history refers to the years from 590 to 1517 as the “Medieval Church and Scholasticism.” This time 
period is further divided into three time periods: 

1. The missionary period: 590 – 1073 (Popes: Gregory I to Gregory VII)
– Conversion of England, Ireland, Scotland, France, Germany, Scandinavia, Slavs, and other 
regions 

2. The palmy period: 1073 – 1294 (Popes: Gregory VII to Boniface VIII)
- Height of papacy, monasticism, and scholasticism
- Crusades
- Conflict between Pope and Emperor 

3. The decline of medieval Catholicism: 1294 – 1517 (Popes: Boniface VIII to Pope Leo X)
- Papal exile and schism; reformatory councils
- Decay of scholasticism; growth of mysticism
- Revival of letters; printing press; discovery of New World
- Reformation 

The sources for this time period come from the Latin Church historians. These historians relied on 
translations and extracts created by earlier Greek historians. Although there is no one specific, 
comprehensive source outlining the church's history, there are large numbers of other sources 
including chronicles and histories of nations,  monasteries,  popes, bishops, missionaries,  saints, 
etc.  In  addition,  the  prime  minister  of  Theodoric,  a  man  named  Cassiodorus,  wrote  Historia 
Tripartita before his death in 562. His work took the histories of Socrates, Sozomen, and Theodoret 
and combined them into one. It is his work (and one translation of Eusebius) that provided much 
information about the ancient Catholic church. 

Other important Latin Church historians were as follows: 

1. Gregory of Tours  - wrote a church history of the Franks before his death in 595
2. the Venerable Bede - the father of English church history before his death in 735
3. Paulus Diaconus - the historians of the Lombards before his death in 799
4. Adam of Bremen - the expert in Scandinavian church history; born 788 and died 1072
5.  Haimo  -  author  of  ten  books  called  Historiae  Sacrae  Epitome  that  describe  the  first  four 
centuries of church history; died 853)
6. Anastasius – wrote biographies of the Popes until Stephen VI, who died in 891

From the writings of these men and others, we can gain an insight into the missionary activities of 
the  Catholic  church.  As  these missionary activities  were happening somewhat  simultaneously, 
we'll examine them based on region rather than chronology. 
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After Pope Gregory I was elected in 590, he sent an abbot, some monks, and a priest to 
England. There, they eventually converted the Briton king, Ethelbert, to Catholicism. 
This was made easier by the fast that the king had married a Catholic princess from Paris. King 
Ethelbert eventually converted most of his subjects to Catholicism, too. He gave the monks and 
priests a residence in Canterbury and this town became known as the center of the Church of  
England. Despite the conversion of many, there were continued arguments about the differences 
between the traditional Briton beliefs and the Anglo-Saxon/Roman beliefs. Most of the church's 
activities were not based on knowledge of Scripture, but instead on traditional rituals. 

During the early years of the Catholic church in England, three important figures emerged. The 
first was  Theodore, the archbishop of Canterbury from 669 until 690. He had been born in 
Tarsus and given an education in Athens. He was the very first archbishop to control the entire 
church in England and he emphasized order and education in the church. The second man, the 
Venerable Bede (673 - 735) is considered to be the first native English scholar and the father of 
English theology. Finally, we have a man named Caedmon (late 600s) who began his life working 
as  a  swine-herdsman.  He  became  a  monk  and  sang  about  the  wonders  of  creation  and 
redemption. For this is he is often called the father of Saxon poetry.
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Bede" (ca. 737) which is held by the Cambridge University Library.



In  Ireland,  we  find  the  missionary  Patrick 
(Patricius).  He  records  that  he  served  as 
missionary to Ireland beginning about 440.  This 
continued  until  his  death  on  March  17th,  493.  In  his 
writing,  Patrick  indicates  that  he  relies  on  what  the 
Scripture says and makes no mention of Rome or even 
the  Pope.  However,  his  writings  are  quite  limited  in 
number. He is not mentioned by anyone else until 634. 
In  those  later  external  writings,  he  is  often  given 
superhuman  powers  (usually  by  Catholics)  or  simply 
ignored (usually by Protestants). It seems that, at first, 
the Irish church was opposed to the Roman version of 
the  faith  and  concentrated  on  sending  its  own 
missionaries  to  the  continent.  After  the  Norman 
conquest  of  1066,  though,  Ireland  became  firmly 
connected with and aligned with the Roman Catholic 
church.

Scotland was converted through the efforts of four important men,  although we don't 
have much information about their lives. The first was Ninian who was sent during the reign of 
Theodosius in the 4th century to serve in both Gaul and Scotland. He was followed by Kentigern in 
the  6th century.  Kentigern served as  the  first  bishop of  Glasgow.  In  the  7th century,  we find 
Cuthbert,  the bishop of Lindisfarne and finally, we have Columba who lived from 521 to 597. 
Columba was an Irish monk who planted many churches in Scotland. 
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In the countries of France, Germany and other nearby regions, the dominant religion 
was first Arianism,  which taught that Jesus was only human. This  belief spread quickly and 
easily among the various groups of Franks, German Saxons, Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Burgundians, 
Lombards, and Vandals. The Catholic church worked hard to stamp out Arianism and covert the 
groups to Catholicism.

The first to fall were the Franks (France). They became Catholic in 496 when their king, 
Clovis,  converted  to  Catholicism  after  winning  victory  in  a  battle.  The  Burgundians 
converted to Catholicism in 517 and joined France in 534. That same year,  Emperor Justinian 
destroyed  the  Vandals.  The Visigoths  were  converted in  589 and  the  Lombards  followed 
beginning in 590. The conversion of the Lombards took almost two hundred years to complete, but 
by  the  time  of  Pepin  and  Charlemagne  (AD  800),  the  Lombards  were  completely 
Catholic. 

Germany and Switzerland also eventually converted to Catholicism due to a missionary to France 
named Columbanus (543 – 615) who was expelled from France and traveled to Zurich. There he 
fought hard to eliminate the teachings of Arianism. He was followed by another missionary named 
Boniface (680-754 or 755). Boniface had been born in England, but traveled to Friesland, Bavaria, 
and Thuringia as a missionary. Not only was he successful in bringing the regions into agreement 
with Rome, he also left behind several disciples (Willibald, Gregory, and Sturm) to continue his 
work. In addition, Boniface was able to assist Charles Martel and his sons to gain victory over the 
Muslims  in  732 at  the  Battle  of  Tours.  Although Boniface  worked hard  to  spread Catholicism 
throughout Germany,  the German Saxons did not completely surrender until 785 during 
the reign of Charlemagne. 

     

In the Scandinavian nations, the conversion happened much later than in other parts of 
Europe. A Catholic missionary named  Willibrord went to Denmark in 700 and was very well 
received. However, his teachings had very little impact on the nation. More Catholic influence was 
felt during the reign of Charlemagne around 800. Another missionary went to Denmark in 827 with 
the support of King Lewis the Pious of France. This missionary, named Ansgar, was forced to leave 
Denmark just two years later. He traveled to Sweden and taught Catholicism there. After trying to 
return to Denmark in 831, Ansgar was attacked and expelled from the nation. However, eventually 
opinions shifted and he was invited back to build the first Catholic church in Denmark. 
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The remaining parts of Europe, including the Slavic nations, were converted under the reign of 
Charlemagne. The strong missionary efforts across Europe meant that much of the continent's 
inhabitants were considered Catholic by AD 1,000. 

ISLAM, HINDUISM, AND BUDDHISM

Apart from those who considered Christ as the center of their worship, there were other religions 
developing as well. In the Far East, the religions of Hinduism and Buddhism were rapidly growing 
with the support of both kings and citizens. Furthermore, this growth was not affected at all by the 
beliefs being pursued in Europe. In fact, the reality is that, until the time of Marco Polo (1254 – 
1324), there was very little direct interaction between the people of Europe and the people of  
nations such as China, Japan, and Korea. 

The buffer between these two regions 
was the Middle East and it was there 
that the religion of  Islam developed. 
This religion was begun about 613 by 
a  man  named  Muhammad  Ibn 
Abdulla.  As  with  other  portions  of 
ancient  history,  there  are  several 
myths  that  have  been  created.  The 
first  myth has to do with the city  of 
Mecca, where Muhammad was born in 
570. According to the myth, Hagar and 
her son Ishmael traveled to the Valley 
of  Mecca.  In  their  travels,  Ishmael 
dragged his heels across the sand and 
found a spring of water that prevented 
them  from  dying  of  thirst.  This  well 
was called Zam Zam and became the 
foundation of  the city  of  Mecca.  The 
myth  goes  on  to  say  that  Abraham 
himself  visited  Hagar  and  Ishmael 
there  and  built  a  shrine.  (We  know 
from the Bible's account that this is not what happened.) 

After being born in Mecca in 570, Muhammad was raised by his uncle after age 7. His uncle worked 
as a merchant dealing with trade caravans that came through the city. Mecca was a good place to 
make money and soon Muhammad's uncle was quite rich.  At  the age of  25,  Muhammad was 
married to a very rich 40 year old widow named Khadija. During this time, Muhammad became 
bothered by what he observed in his city. Greed was rampant in Mecca and everyone worried 
about how to get richer. Poor people were neglected and pilgrims coming to see the shrine of 
Abraham were  cheated.  He  also  saw  that  the  concept  of  worshiping  a  single  god  (from the 
influence of  Christianity and Judaism) was beginning to take hold.  All  of  this  greatly bothered 
Muhammad and so  according  to  the  story,  his  wife  suggested that  he  spend time  up in  the 
mountains in a cave. 

The religion of Islam states that while spending time in this desert cave, Muhammad heard bells  
ringing and was then given the command to “recite” or “speak.” The story says that Muhammad 
was visited by an angel who told him all about the god, Allah, and who explained the principles of 
Islam to him. The name of the religion comes from the Arabic and means “submitting to the will of  
Allah.” Those who submitted to Allah's will were called Muslim because that word means “those 
who surrender” in Arabic. Muhammad was told that a person's final destination after death was 
determined by the deeds done here on earth. Those who followed Islamic teaching would go to 
paradise. Those who did not would go to hell. 
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Muhammad began to teach these Islamic principles to the people 
of Mecca. Its concepts greatly appealed to the poor and to the 
slaves.  However,  the rulers of  Mecca were very unhappy 
with Muhammad and his teachings. They began to speak 
against the followers of Islam and even persecuted those 
who considered themselves Muslim. 

Arabs  in  the  town  of  Yathrib  saw that  Muhammad was  having 
quite  a  bit  of  trouble  in  his  hometown of  Mecca.  These  Arabs 
previously fought against each other, but had since converted to 
Islam.  In 622, the men of Yathrib invited Muhammad and 
his  family  to  move  to  their  city  and  make  it  the 
headquarters of Islam. Muhammad accepted the invitation 
and fled Mecca with his family and a man named Abu Bakr. 
This  journey  is  known  as  Hijira  (Hegira)  to  Muslims 
because that word in Arabic means “flight.”  

This event is so significant to Muslims that they now date 
their  calendars  from this  year. For  example,  the  year  632 
would be listed as 10 AH (after Hegira). In addition to creating a 
new calendar,  the Muslims also gave the city of  Yathrib a new 
name: Medina – meaning “the city of the prophet” in Arabic. 

Before we continue the story of Muhammad, we should 
first stop and talk about the region he lived in. The Near 
East was the crossroads of trade between the Far East 
and the Mediterranean world. Many cities and citizens 
grew wealthy from this  constant  trade.  In  addition to 
earning  money by  taxing  products  that  went  through 
their lands, other parts of the Near East provided the 
spices  of  frankincense  and  myrrh.  These  spices  were 
highly  valued  by  the  Romans  and  were  used  as 
cosmetics as well as perfumes to mask the odor of dead 
bodies during cremation. 

Society was composed of clans and being loyal to one's 
clan was very important. The clan was ruled by a sheik who was given power by the agreement of 
the  members  of  the  clan.  Sons  did  not  inherit  this  position  of  power  and prestige.  The  clan 
rewarded its members' loyalty with protection against enemies. Some clans lived in one place 
while others, such as the Bedouins, were nomads. All clans used camels for transportation, food, 
and even money. That's right. You could pay for something you wanted with camels. 

Each clan had one major goal and that was to acquire property and money.  This was 
often done via raiding parties in which armed robbers from one tribe would attack another tribe. In 
fact, the unwritten law of the desert stated that while a man should be willing to kill his very last 
camel to feed a stranger, he should also feel free to steal a camel from another clan to replace his 
dead camel! 

In their daily lives, the clans valued the ability to speak both creatively and persuasively. Before 
the advent of Islam, the religious practices of the region focused on worshiping both good and evil  

12

Journey of Muhammad; leaf  
from a copy of the Majmac 

al-tawarikh (Compendium of  
Histories), ca. 1425; Timurid.  

Herat, Afghanistan. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art.

A camel caravan traveling to Mecca for  
the annual pilgrimage, circa 1910.



spirits  with many clans having their own tribal  gods.  Even before Islam, Mecca was the most 
important religious site and it hosted a large religious festival. Those of other religions such as 
Judaism, Catholicism, and dissenters of all faiths were welcome to settle in the region and live side 
by side. 

Trouble began when the followers of Christianity began to 
teach against  the  practice of  cremation.  As  fewer  people 
chose  cremation,  the  demand  for  spices  such  as 
frankincense  and  myrrh  greatly  decreased.  This,  in  turn, 
reduced the incomes of many clans and the local economy 
began to suffer. It was into this world that Muhammad was 
born and lived. 

After his migration to the city of Medina, Muhammad began 
to focus more on secular issues such as politics, daily life, 
diet, and other worldly concerns. More and more religious 
laws  were  passed  governing  daily  practices  and  thus, 
secular life and religious life became one in the same. 

Those who follow the religion of Islam claim the Koran to be 
their holy book. Muhammad himself did not create a written 
copy  of  the  Koran.  Instead,  he  taught  his  followers  by 
speaking. As he spoke, some of his followers would either 
write down his words or memorize them. Eventually, these 
sayings would be compiled together to form the Koran. 

Rather than being rigidly formed from the beginning, some 
of Muhammad's beliefs and practices changed. For example, 
at first, Muslims were required to pray three times per day 

facing towards  Jerusalem.  Muhammad changed  his  mind and directed his  followers  to  begin 
praying facing toward Mecca. 

Living in Medina meant that Muhammad and his family were safe from harm, but they had to 
depend on charity in order to survive as they owned no property in the town. As mentioned earlier, 
the normal way of acquiring money and property among the clans was to conduct raids. In this, 
Muhammad was no different. Large and rich caravans run by the Quraysh (rulers of Mecca) 
regularly traveled past Medina. Muhammad organized his followers and began to raid 
these caravans. The first attempts were complete failures, but in 624, three hundred of 
Muhammad's men defeated nine hundred and fifty caravan guards in the Battle of Badr. 

This began a war between Medina and Mecca. The citizens of Mecca (who were not Muslim) 
defeated Muhammad's men in 625 in a battle at Uhud. Two years' later, in the Battle of the Ditch,  
10,000 Meccans marched on the  city  of  Medina  intent  on conquering  it.  However,  they were 
stopped by gigantic ditches surrounding the city. 

During these battles, the Jewish people living in Medina were accused of helping the 
Meccans to attack the city. Muhammad's solution to this was to murder every Jewish 
man and to sell every Jewish woman and child into slavery. It was here that the hatred 
of the Jews by Muslims was started. 

Mecca continued to fight with the support of the surrounding Bedouin tribes, but soon those same 
tribes began to support Medina and Muhammad instead. By 630, Muhammad had 10,000 men 
under his command and with that army, he marched on Mecca and took control. After converting 
the entire city to Islam, Muhammad removed all of the statues to other gods and dedicated the 
religious shrine to Allah. He then established the requirement of making a religious pilgrimage to 
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Mecca for every Muslim. Muhammad also put in place a tax called a “zakat” for those wishing to 
do business. This tax was considered a “contribution for the poor.” Finally, he declared that all  
those who practiced Islam were brothers. 

After Muhammad's death on June 8th, 632, his followers began 
to argue about who would become the next leader. One group 
of Muslims wanted to appoint Abu Bakr, Muhammad's friend 
and father-in-law, as the next leader. Another group felt that 
Muhammad's  young  cousin,  Ali,  should  be  the  next  leader 
because he had married Muhammad's daughter, Fatima, and 
was the father of Muhammad's two grandsons. 

It is from these two groups of people that we get the modern-
day groups of Sunnis and Shiites. In the end, the Sunnis won and 
Abu  Bakr  was  made  the  next  leader.  He  took  the  title  of  caliph 
because it means “successor” in Arabic. The Shiites were not happy 
and many clans defected from  the kingdom. By 634, however, most 
of the Shiites had rejoined the kingdom.

The next caliph, Umaribn al-Khatlab, came to power in 634 and it was 
this caliph who began to expand the kingdom. Using Bedouin tribes, 
he began to wage war against any and all non-Muslims. Previously the 
term Arabic term, jihad, meant “struggle in the way of god”, but now 
it took on a new meaning and began to mean “a holy war against 
unbelievers.” In our next chapter, we'll look at the effect of this holy 
war both on the political and the religious landscape of the Middle 
East and of Europe. 

JUDAISM 

The religion of Judaism continued to be practiced despite persecution. Similar to the dissidents, 
Jews often had to practice in secret or flee for safety. By this time in history, Jews lived all over the 
western and eastern Roman empire as well as in the Middle East. However, persecution occurred 
in every region. 

In  610,  Jews living in  Spain  under the  Visigoths found their  religion outlawed and 
themselves targets of exile. A few years' later, the law was reversed and some Jews returned 
to  once  again  practice  their  Jewish  faith  in  Spain.  That  same year,  in  614,  the  Persians 
captured the city of Jerusalem. The Persians allowed the Jewish citizens to manage the day-to-
day operations of the city and many exiled Jews began to settle in the region referred to as Eretz-
Israel meaning “Land of Israel.” In fact, by 614, there were about 43 different settlements with just 
around 150,000 Jews. 

Three years later, in 617, the Persians reversed their decision and prevented any Jew from settling 
within three miles of the city of Jerusalem. From 624 – 627, Muhammad began to attack the 
Jewish Arabian tribes who refused to convert to Islam. This led to the destruction of many 
Jewish Arabs. For example, in 626, Muhammad captured the Jewish Arabian tribe, Banu Kurara, 
and gave its  members a  choice:  convert  to  Islam or  face beheading.  All  but  a  few members 
refused and were beheaded the following morning. 
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Other  Jewish  Arabic 
tribes  negotiated 
treaties  with 
Muhammad  and  his 
army. The Jewish tribes 
of  Kaibar,  Fadattr,  and 
others  were  able  to 
survive by agreeing to 
give half of their crops 
to Muhammad. In 634, 
the Jewish city of Gaza 
was  the  first  in  the 
region to be conquered 
by the Muslims. 

Meanwhile, the Eastern Roman Emperor in Constantinople, Heraclius, began to murder 
every Jew he found. Jews were forbidden to even enter the city of Jerusalem and thousands fled 
to Egypt for safety. This caused the desertion of many Jewish towns in Israel and just a few years  
later, the Muslims conquered the land of Israel. 

In 637, Caesarea was captured by the Muslims and the Jews in the city were forced to 
follow a law known as the Pact of Umar. This law required Jews to pray quietly rather than out 
loud. They were also prohibited from building any new synagogues, riding horses, or holding any 
government positions. They were forced to wear a yellow patch in order to identify them. One year 
later, in 638, the Muslims conquered Jerusalem and the Jews were allowed to return to the city as  
long as they were willing to live under Islamic rule and law. While living under Islamic law was 
restricting, it was better than living under Byzantine law for most Jews. 

Back in Spain, the law changed to state that only those of the Catholic faith were allowed to live in  
Spain. Despite this new law, many Jews continued to live quietly in Spain and practice their faith. 
Some forty years later, in 682, the Visigoth king, Erwig, made it illegal to practice Judaism and 
began to require Jews to either convert or leave the country. Some chose to migrate to Jerusalem 
where the Muslims were busy building the Dome of the Rock on the site of the First and Second 
Jewish temples. Life in Israel under the Muslims was not ideal, but it was better than the life in 
Spain. Others chose different destinations such as England where the first account of Jews there 
occurs in 691. 

Those who remained in Spain found themselves facing great persecution under the 17 th Council of 
Toledo held on November 9th, 694. This council passed even more and even greater restrictions on 
the practice of the Jewish faith in Spain. Tired of the Visigoth persecution, the Jews in Spain helped 
Muslims invaders to capture Spain in 712. For the next 150 years in the country of Spain, those of 
the Jewish faith were allowed to practice their faith as they wished as long as they submitted to  
Islamic rule. Again, this was not ideal, but it did bring peace. 
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The followers of Judaism who lived in the Eastern Roman empire found themselves the 
object of intense persecution after the emperor, Leo III, barely defeated an invading 
Muslim army. The emperor was convinced that his kingdom was weak because it was not united 
in all things. He began to force anyone who was not of the Catholic faith to convert. This included 
Jews and dissenters. Despite this, many who converted publicly continued to practice their faith 
secretly. 

When Charlemagne came to power, he saw the Jews living in his kingdom as beneficial. 
As such, he offered both protection and assistance to those who wished to practice Judaism and 
preserve Jewish culture. This protection continued under his son, Louis the Pius, giving the Jews 
living in the “Holy Roman Empire” much freedom. One such kingdom, Khazar, continued to exist 
until 1259 when it was finally conquered by Genghis Khan and the Mongols. 

In the Middle East, however, things continued to get worse. In 807, the Muslim caliph, 
Harun Al Rashid, required all Jews living in Baghdad to wear a yellow badge and all 
those who worshiped Christ to wear a blue badge. Eventually, in 868, the land of Israel fell 
under the control of Egypt. Almost one hundred years later, the Muslim caliph, al-Aziz, conquered 
the region and gained control of Egypt. Establishing the city of Cairo as their capital, the Muslim 
Fatamid Caliphate began its rule over the land of Israel. 

The reality for those who practiced Judaism in virtually any part of the world was one of constant  
persecution and forced migration or even death. 

Comprehension Questions:
1) What is a dissenter?
2) What can definitely be said about the Euchites?
3) To what principle were the Monatists devoted?
4) Why did the Novatianists and the Donatists come into existence?
5) Why did Novatian beliefs spread across the region?
6) What brought about the end to Donatist churches in Northern Africa?
7) What did Constantine do with his collection of books after reading the Four Gospels and the 
Letters of Paul?
8) What group of dissenters did Constantine start around AD 600?
9) What did the Paterines strongly reject?
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10) Which two Catholic Churches gained the most power?
11) Name some of the men who wrote histories of the Latin (Roman) Church.
12) What kingdom did Pope Gregory I convert to Catholicism around AD 590?
13) Name three important figures in the Catholic Church in England during its early years and 
explain what each man was known for.
14) Who was a missionary to Ireland beginning around AD 440?
15) Name the four important men who helped to convert Scotland to Catholicism.
16) What religion was dominant in kingdoms such as the Franks, German Saxons, Visigoths, etc.?
17) When did the Franks become Catholic?
18) When did the Visigoths become Catholic?
19) By what year were the Lombards completely Catholic?
20) When did the German Saxons become Catholic?
21) Which European countries converted to Catholicism after the 800s?
22) Why were the religions of Hinduism and Buddhism not affected much by Catholicism?
23) What religion developed in the Middle East around AD 613?
24) How did the rulers and rich citizens of Mecca respond to Muhammad's teaching?
25) Where did Muhammad and his family flee to in AD 622? What is this journey called?
26) Why is this flight significant to the Muslim calendar?
27) What was the major goal of the clans living in the Middle East?
28) What began the war between Medina and Mecca?
29) Why did Muhammad begin to persecute the Jews in Medina?
30) What two groups of Muslims formed after Muhammad's death?
31) List some examples of Jewish persecution around the world between AD 500 and 1,000.
32) What ruler protected the Jews and saw them as beneficial?

Activities:

Activity #1): Create a Record of Your Family's Beliefs

Objective: To show children how difficult it was to create and preserve written copies of beliefs and 
events

List five to ten Biblical beliefs that your family follows. Then list five key events in your family's 
history. Instruct children to make copies of these two lists and keep them safe for a certain length 
of time (i.e. one month). (Parents can determine the length of time based on children's age and 
ability.) 

Do not assist the children in (a) storing or (b) keeping track of their copies. Simply ask them to 
keep them safe. After the pre-determined time period has ended, ask children to produce the two 
copies. 

If they can be produced, examine the condition the documents are in. If they cannot be produced,  
discuss how they were lost.

Activity #2): Marked for Persecution

Objective: To enable children to understand how groups of people marked for persecution felt

Using ordinary traits such as gender, hair color, eye color, food preference, height, etc. create 
“badges” using colored construction paper and safety pins. For example, have all boys with blue 
eyes wear a red badge. Have all children who dislike broccoli wear a blue badge. 

When giving the children the badges, do not indicate that any discrimination will occur due to 
wearing the badges. Explain that they are simply ways to identify certain traits. Have the children 
begin to wear the badges in the morning and throughout the day or even for several days. 
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Depending on the length of time of the activity, at some point, introduce some discrimination 
based on the color of the badge. (i.e.  Those wearing a red badge will  not get dessert.  Those 
wearing blue badges are assigned extra chores. Those caught without a badge when one should 
be worn should be sent to a solitary room as exile.) 

After completing the activity,  discuss with children how the Jews and Christians felt  under the 
control of those who wished to identify and persecute them. 
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II. Modern Near East Civilizations II  AD 500 - 1000

EASTERN ROMAN EMPIRE – BYZANTINE EMPIRE  AD 518 – 1056

Throughout the second half of this millennium, the lands of the Eastern Roman empire were the 
object  of  a  constant  back  and  forth  war  between  the  emperors  of  Constantinople  and  the 
Sassanains (Persians) and then the Muslims. The Eastern Roman empire is referred to as the 
Byzantine Empire and it lasted from 518 until 1056. The city of Byzantium was named after 
its founder, Byzas. This city was a Greek colony that eventually became the site of Constantinople. 
Today, this city is known by its Turkish-given name, Istanbul. 

The boundaries and territories of this empire varied over the years, but in general we can describe 
them as containing the lands immediately surrounding the Mediterranean Sea with the exception 
of region of France (Gaul) and parts of Spain. It was ruled by a series of dynasties through which 
we will examine its history.

JUSTINIAN DYNASTY AD 518–602

Name Reign

Justin I 518-527

Justinian I the Great 527-565

Justin II 565-578

Tiberius II Constantine 578-582

Maurice 582-602

The founder of this dynasty, Justin 
I,  began  life  as  a  peasant  and  a 
swineherd.  He enlisted in the army 
and rose to the rank of commander 
of  the  palace  guard.  When  the 
previous emperor died in 518, Justin 
was able to gain support to become 
the next emperor. He ruled until 527 
and  was  followed  by  his  nephew, 
Justinian I.

While  Justin  I  had  chosen  to  fight 
against  the  Sassanains  and  battle 
with  the  Ostrogoths,  Justinian  I 
chose to sign a peace treaty in 532 
with  the  Sassanain  (Persian) 
emperor,  Khosrau  I.  Although, 
Justinian I had to pay a large yearly 
tax to the Persians, this peace treaty 
gave  him  the  ability  to  focus  on 
regaining  lands  that  had  been 
previously lost in other regions. 
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But, before Justinian I could begin that effort, he first had to put down a revolt in Constantinople 
referred to as the Nika riots. Showing his strength and power, Justinian ordered the deaths of the 
rioters and some 30,000 of them were killed. With the revolt ended, Justinian turned his attention 
to reclaiming lost territories. First, he sent his general Belisarius to conquer the Vandals and regain 
control of Carthage. The city was easily captured in 533, but Justinian's soldiers spent then next 15 
years working to conquer other local tribes. 

During Justinian's early reign, in 529, a man named John the Cappadocian had worked with nine 
other men to revise the old Roman law. The purpose of this was to create a new law code for the  
Byzantine empire. In 534, Justinian updated this law and it served as the law of the land 
for the remainder of the Byzantine empire's existence. 

That same year, a new ruler came to power in Ostrogoth-controlled Italy. Theodahad had murdered 
the daughter of the previous king, Theodoric, and then seized the throne for himself. He ruled for 
the next two years, but was a very weak ruler. Justinian took this opportunity to send troops into 
Italy and quickly captured Sicily, Naples, and Rome. Although Theodahad sent Pope Agapetus I to 
Constantinople to ask for peace in 536, his request was denied and Justinian's army continued to 
conquer Italy piece by piece. 

The Ostrogoths freed Rome from six years 
of  Byzantine  control  in  546  and  in  549, 
General  Belisarius  was  called  back  to 
Constantinople.  With  the  help  of  the 
Armenian leader,  Narses,  and his  35,000 
man  army,  Italy  was  completely 
conquered  in  the  Battle  of  Mons 
Lactarius in October of 552. 

Justinian  also  gained  control  of  the 
southern  portion  of  Spain  in  551  when 
Athanagild,  a  Visigoth  noble,  asked  for 
help  in  gaining  control  of  the  region. 
Justinian  sent  another  skilled  military 
commander,  Liberius,  and soon that part 
of  Spain  belonged  to  the  Byzantine 
empire,  too.  Over  and  over,  Justinian 
followed the same method and reclaimed 
the majority of the former territories. Even 
a  threat  by  the  Huns  was eliminated by 
negotiations led by the then retired general Belisarius. 

Although  he  amassed  a  large  and  powerful  empire,  Justinian's  successors  were  not  able  to 
maintain its borders. After Justinian's death in 565, his successor, Justin II, simply refused to pay 
taxes to the Sassanains any longer.  This revived the war with Persian. In addition to this,  the 
Germanic Lombards invaded Italy and by the end of the Justinian dynasty, only one-third of the 
Italian territories was controlled by the Byzantine empire. 

Justin II's successor, Tiberius II, knew that he could not fight on all sides. Choosing to continue 
the fight against the Sassanains, he attempted to purchase peace with another enemy, the Avars.  
After paying them money, Tiberius II  sent his  general  Maurice to defend the empire's  borders 
against the Sassanains' attack. Unfortunately for Tiberius, the Avars did not honor the peace treaty 
and attacked without warning. In 582, the Avars captured a Balkan fortress, Sirmium while the 
Slavs also resumed their attacks against the Byzantines. 
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Added to  this  constant  war  were  several  epidemics  of  disease  that  killed  many citizens.  The 
empire was struggling under the weight of war and disease. When Tiberius II died and Maurice 
became the next emperor, he decided to make peace with the Sassanains. After he helped to 
stop a civil war that had begun in Persia, Maurice assisted in putting Khosrau II back on the throne.  
Maurice then gave his daughter to Khosrau as wife and the two men signed a peace 
treaty.  With the war against the Sassanains ended, Maurice focused his  attention on fighting 
against the Avars and the Slavs. Before the end of his reign, he had managed to push both groups 
back across the Danube River. 

NON-DYNASTIC AD 602–610

Name Reign

Phocas 602-610

Maurice was removed from power by a usurper named Phocas. He was a very unpopular ruler 
both at home and abroad. During his reign, Khosrau II of Persia declared his intention of regaining 
control  over  Mesopotamia.  Thankfully,  after  just  eight  years,  Phocas  was  defeated by  a  man 
named Heraclius. 

HERACLIAN DYNASTY AD 610–695

Name Reign

Heraclius 610-641

Constantine III & Heraklonas February to May 641

Heraklonas May to September 641

Constans II 642 – 668

Constantine IV the Bearded 668 – 685

Justinian II the Slit-nosed 685-695 & 705-711

In  610,  Heraclius,  then  aged  35  and  living  in 
Carthage,  decided  that  something  had  to  be  done 
about the hated emperor Phocas. He assembled an 
army to free the capital city of Constantinople from 
Phocas'  power.  Herclius  received  some  assistance 
from his father in ensuring a warm welcome when he 
arrived  in  Constantinople.  His  father  had  been 
tasked  with  sending  grain  from  Carthage  to 
Constantinople.  Prior  to  Heraclius'  arrival  in 
Constantinople,  his  father  simply  cut  off 
supplies to the capital city. This ensured that 
when  Heraclius  arrived,  the  people  would 
welcome him as the leader who could restore 
the supply of grain. 

Heraclius  was  welcomed  with  open  arms  by  the 
people and Phocas was removed, but Heraclius faced 
severe  financial  problems  in  funding  the  city's 
operations.  The  church  and  its  religious  leaders  in 
Constantinople  were  quite  wealthy  and  enjoyed 
having  powerful  positions  in  the  empire.  Heraclius 
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knew that if he threatened to move the capital from Constantinople to Carthage, the religious 
leaders would gladly pay money to prevent that from happening. So, Heraclius threatened and 
soon enough, the coffers of the city were filled with donations from the religious leaders and the 
church. 

Khosrau II of Persia fulfilled his intention of attacking Mesopotamia. By 613, he had seized Antioch 
in Asia Minor and the following year, he attacked Jerusalem. 66,000 people were killed and another 
35,000 were taken into captivity. Khosrau II also took a religious icon believed to be the actual 
cross that Christ died on and transported it to Persia. One year later, Egypt was conquered by 
Persia  and the  citizens  of  Constantinople  knew that  it  was  only  a  matter  of  time  before  the 
Sassanains arrived in their city. 

In 622, Heraclius began a “Holy War' to free the territories that had been captured. He 
also wanted to bring the capture “cross of Christ” back to Jerusalem. For the next four years, 
Heraclius and his army fought against the armies of the Sassanains. Rather than having a clear 
victory for either side, the battles tended to end in ties. In 626, the Avars and the Slavs took  
advantage of the four years of war and attacked Constantinople. Heraclius sent his general Bonus 
and a church patriarch to defend the capital city. Eleven days after they arrived, the Avars and the 
Slavs retreated. During the reign of Heraclius, tribes of Serbs and Croats were resettled in the 
Balkans to help prevent against further invasions by the Slavs. 

Finally,  in  627,  Heraclius  attacked  the 
Persian city of Ninevah. Emperor Khosrau II 
was  killed  and  the  war  ended.  Heraclius 
regained  all  of  the  lost  eastern  provinces 
and  successfully  returned  the  “cross  of 
Christ”  to  Jerusalem  in  630.  Despite  his 
victory,  the  Byzantine  empire  had  been 
weakened.  But,  just  four  years  after  his 
victorious  return  of  a  church  icon  to 
Jerusalem, Heraclius faced an invasion by a 
new  threat,  the  Muslims.  By  637,  the 
Muslims  had  captured  the  city  of 
Jerusalem as  well  as  the  Persian  city, 
Ctesiphon.  Two years  later,  they  captured 
Syria. Heraclius died on February 11th, 641 
and  the  following  year  the  city  of 
Alexandria,  Egypt had also surrendered to 
the Muslims. 

After  his  death,  his  empress  declared her 
stepson,  Constantine  III,  and  her  son, 
Heraklona,  co-emperors.  Constantine  III 
died rather suddenly a few months later and both the empress and Heraklona were suspected of 
murder. After punishment and exile, the empire looked to the 11 year old son of Constantine III to 
be the next king. 

Originally named Heraclius, this 11 year old boy changed his name to Constantine when he took 
the throne and became known in historical records as  Constans II. During his reign, the city of 
Carthage rebelled because its  leader  disagreed with the  official  church position regarding the 
nature  of  Christ.  In  647,  Carthage  declared  itself  independent  from  Constantinople.  This 
independence was short-lived because the Muslims soon invaded and destroyed the entire city. 
Trying to prevent any further rebellions,  emperor Constans II passed a law called the  Type of 
Constans in 648 that outlawed any discussion about the nature of Christ. The religious 
leaders in the city of Rome refused to obey this new law and many were beaten or put in jail. 
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Rome appointed a new pope, Martin, in 649 without seeking the approval of the emperor. This new 
pope then promptly held a meeting in which 105 bishops discussed the nature of Christ. A report 
summarizing the positions and opinions of the bishops was prepared and sent to the emperor 
himself as an act of defiance. Not surprisingly, Constans II ordered the capture of Pope Martin. This 
decision would lead to more difficulties in the future. However, at that moment, Constans II had all  
he could manage in trying to defend his empire against more Muslim invasions.  After Carthage, 
the Muslims attacked Phrygia, then Crete, then Sicily and Isauria. A truce was signed in 650. With 
a truce in place, Constans II sent troops to Rome to arrest Pope Martin. 

Pope Martin was ill at the time, but he agreed to go to Constantinople. During his journey, he was 
treated  terribly  and  not  allowed  any  visits  nor  any  assistance.  He  was  imprisoned  in 
Constantinople and eventually charged with sending money to aid the Muslims. After a beating, he 
was sent to Crimea to do hard labor where he died in 655. Meanwhile, Rome elected a new pope, 
Eugenius I, and this time they made sure to seek the approval of the emperor. 

The truce with the Muslims only lasted until 654. Then the Muslims renewed their attacks with sea 
invasions. The following year, 500 Byzantine ships were lost and the emperor almost killed in the 
Battle of the Masts at Phoinike. Constantinople would have been the next target had it not 
been for a rebellion against the Muslim caliphate in Arabia. The Muslims troops pulled 
back and returned home in 655.

This temporary cease-fire allowed Constans II to defeat the Slavs in the Balkans and resettle them 
in parts of Anatolia. By 659, he managed to sign another peace treaty with the Muslims. With war 
on all fronts settled for the time being, Constans II turned his focus back to his own kingdom. His 
first concern was that his younger brother would remove him from the throne. He had him killed in 
600. Understandably, this did not make his citizens very happy with him and so Constans II moved 
from Constantinople to Syracuse in Sicily. 

In 663, after a failed attempt to attack the region of Lombard in southern Italy, Constans II visited 
the city of Rome for 12 days. A visit to Rome by the emperor may not seem very unusual, 
but Constans II was the first emperor to visit Rome in over 200 years! One would expect 
that such a visit would be a pleasant one, but despite having been received by the current pope, 
Vitalian, in a friendly manner, Constans ensured that the citizens of Rome hated him as much as 
the citizens of Constantinople.  He accomplished this by stripping all of their buildings of 
the  precious  metals  and  decorations  and  ordering  them  to  be  carried  back  to 
Constantinople. He repeated his actions in other Italian cities and thus furthered the 
growing division between the east and the west. 

He  was  assassinated  on  September  15th,  668  in  his  bath  by  one  of  his  servants.  His  son, 
Constantine IV, became the new emperor. Between the years 674 and 678, the Muslims renewed 
their attacks on the Byzantine empire and their objective was the city of Constantinople. For those 
four years, the city was besieged. All seemed lost, but once again, Constantinople survived. This 
time the weapon used was something referred to today as Greek fire. In their own 
records, the Byzantines called it by several names including sea fire, Roman fire, and 
liquid fire. No one knows exactly what materials were used, but this weapon allowed 
the Byzantines to spray their enemies with a substance that was on fire. 
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This  device  quickly  brought  an 
end to the siege and led to a 30 
year  truce  with  the  Muslim 
Umayyad  Caliphate.  Although 
peace  had  been  once  again 
achieved  with  the  Muslims,  the 
Slavs and Bulgars had begun to 
cross the Danube River again by 
the 670s and had to be defeated 
all  over  again.  Constantine  IV 
signed another peace treaty with 
the  Bulgars  in  681  and  in 
exchange  for  peace  gave  them 
control  over  some  of  the  Slavic 
tribes. 

That peace did not last and in 687, his successor, Justinian II, had to go to war against the 
Bulgars and Slavs again. After regaining firm control on that front, Justinian II returned home to 
Constantinople determined to end the power of the rich and wealthy in the city. He enacted very 
strong tax laws and began giving posts in his government to those from outside the aristocratic 
circle. These actions did not earn him any friends, but rather gained him many enemies. In 695, he 
was  driven  was  power.  He  took  refuge  in  the  Jewish  kingdom  of  Khazar  and  also  with  the 
Bulgarians, his former enemies. 

TWENTY YEARS' ANARCHY AD 695–717

Name Reign

Leontios 695-698

Tiberius III Apsimar 698-705

Justinian II the Slit-nosed 705-711

Philippikos Bardanes 711-713

Anastasios II 713-715

Theodosios III 715-717

For the next ten years, Constantinople and the empire were ruled by Leontios and Tiberius III. In 
705, Justinian II returned with the Bulgarian army to retake his throne. Over the next six years, 
he not only regained power, but also began punishing all of his enemies. His wrath was focused, 
once again, on the aristocracy. In 711, they removed him from power again and replaced him with 
Philippikos, who ruled for just three years. He was followed by two more men who only ruled for 
three years each. (See photos next page.)
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ISAURIAN DYNASTY AD 717 – 802

Name Reign

Leo III the Isaurian 717-741

Constantine V the Dung-named 741-775

Leo IV the Khazar 775-780

Constantine VI (under mother Irene) 780-797

Irene of Athens 797-802

In  717,  tired  of  the  constant  change  of  emperors 
during the years of anarchy, Leo the Isaurian joined 
with one of his colleagues to march on the capital city. 
Leo was the leader of one of the Byzantine districts. 
These districts were referred to as “themes” and the 
entire  Byzantine  empire  was  divided  into  these 
themes.  Leo  led  the  Anatolic  theme  while  his 
colleague led the Armeniac theme. After marrying his 
daughter,  Anna,  to  his  colleague,  Leo  knew  that 
together he and his colleague could defeat the current 
emperor. 
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They did just that on March 25, 717. Leo the Isaurian became Leo III and emperor of the entire 
kingdom.  The  following  year,  Leo  III  successfully  defended  Constantinople  against  a  Muslim 
invasion. This invasion is known as the Second Arab siege of Constantinople and it was in this 
seize that the Byzantines once again used a very powerful weapon known as “Greek fire.” 

During this siege, the Byzantines also received help from the nearby kingdom of Bulgaria and its  
khan  (king).  After  defeating  the  Arabs  and  saving  the  kingdom,  Leo  III  promptly  set  out  to 
reorganize everything. The kingdom was in shambles due to the many years of anarchy and it had 
lost many citizens due to the constant wars.  Leo III  strengthened his army and his empire by 
inviting the Slavs to settle in his kingdom and join his army. He also received support from the 
kingdom of  Khazar  and  the  kingdom of  Georgia.  In  addition  to  changing  other  laws,  Leo  III  
eliminated the heavy taxes on the rich people and then gave all serfs their independence. 

In  722,  Leo  III  began  to  focus  on 
religious  reformation  and  he 
attempted  to  force  all  Jews  and 
Montanists  to  join  the  official  church 
via  baptism. During  the  Isaurian 
dynasty,  an  argument  began  in  the 
church  over  the  worship  of  religious 
images.  These  images  included 
statues,  paintings,  as  well  as  other 
religious  objects  and  they  were 
referred  to  as  icons.  It  is  from  this 
word “icon” that we get the names of 
the two groups who were fighting. The 
iconoclasts were completely against 
the worship of any icons. Their belief 
was  referred  to  as  iconoclasm and 
they  did  everything  they  could  to 
eliminate the worship of any image. On the other side, the iconodules wholeheartedly supported 
the practice of worshiping images. Their belief of iconodulism was often persecuted throughout 
the Isaurian and following dynasties. 

Between 726 and 729 Leo III issued a 
series of  laws forbidding the worship 
of  any  religion  icons.  Known  as 
iconoclasm, this practice was the law 
of the land. However, the churches in the 
west  centered  around  Rome  refused  to 
obey  this  law  and  continued  to  worship 
icons.  Many  Roman  Catholic  popes 
disagreed with Leo III's laws and because of 
this,  Leo  assembled  his  navy  to  attack 
Rome. After his entire fleet was destroyed 
in a storm, Leo III had to give up his plans 
to attack Rome. Some fifty years later, the 
last  Isaurian ruler,  Empress Irene,  allowed 
the action of venerating (honoring) icons to 
occur. This continued until the reign of Leo 
V  the  Armenian  in  813.  He,  once  again, 
made it illegal to either worship or venerate 
an icon. 

26

Argument about icons (from Skylitzis Chronicle, fol. 50vb)  
13th century;  John Skylitzes

Miniature 48 from the Constantine Manasses  
Chronicle, 14 century: Destruction of a church under  
the orders of the iconoclast emperor Constantine V 

Copronymus.



Thirty years later, the Empress Theodora brought back the practice of veneration. This continued 
argument over the practice of worshiping icons caused a large amount of division between the 
western regions of the empire with its Roman Catholic church and the eastern regions with its 
Eastern Orthodox church. This division would eventually lead to a complete split between the two 
regions. 

Leo III died in June of 741 and he was succeeded by his son, Constantine V. Immediately after 
becoming emperor, Constantine V faced a revolt from his brother-in-law who had also been the 
colleague who had helped Leo III come to power. For two years, his brother-in-law controlled much 
of  the  empire  and  had  even  reversed  Leo  III's  laws  about  worshiping  icons.  Finally,  in  743, 
Constantine V defeated his brother-in-law and took control of the kingdom. One of his very first 
acts was to restore the laws against worshiping icons and severely punishing anyone who was 
caught doing so. He broke up monasteries who supported worshiping icons by forcing monks to 
marry nuns and seizing their property. For this reason, many monks fled to the regions of Sicily and 
southern Italy. 

Constantine V was a rather powerful ruler who reconquered parts of Syria between 746 and 752. In 
755, he fought against the Bulgarians and weakened their army. Unfortunately, this allowed the 
Lombards to conquer Ravenna in Italy. Three years later, the Bulgarians defeated the armies of 
Constantine V. Given the nickname, Constantine the Dung-named, by his enemies, this ruler set 
out for revenge. By 763, Constantine V was once again on the attack. He died on September 14 th, 
775 while getting ready to fight against the Bulgarians again. 

Constantine V had married a Khazar princess in 732. She took the name Irene when she joined the 
Eastern Orthodox church and bore Constantine V a son named Leo. It was this son who became 
emperor  Leo IV after  his  father's  death.  In  December  of  769,  seven  years  before  becoming 
emperor, Leo IV had also married a woman named Irene. However, his wife was from Athens and 
as such was one who worshiped icons. When Leo IV was made emperor, his five half-brothers all 
revolted against the decision. Leo IV swiftly conquered each of them and punished them severely 
for treason. He then made his own son, Constantine, co-emperor on April 24th, 776.

Because he had married a wife that supported the worship of icons, Leo IV showed tolerance for 
the practice in his kingdom even though he did not support it himself. Throughout almost his entire 
reign,  the Arabs continually invaded the southern parts of  his  kingdom. He also faced battles 
against the Bulgars. His death came on September 8th, 780 
while fighting against the Bulgars. This left his nine year old 
son, Constantine, as the new emperor. 

Being only nine, Constantine VI was too young to rule. So, 
his  mother,  Irene,  became  his  regent.  In  the  west, 
Charlemagne  had  come  to  power  and  Irene  thought  it 
would be a good idea to marry Constantine to the daughter 
of Charlemagne to unite the two kingdoms. This decision 
was reversed in 788 when the engagement was canceled 
and  Irene  began  to  support  Charlemagne's  enemies 
instead.  

In 790, Constantine VI was finally named as emperor and 
given power to reign alone after his mother attempted to 
seize the throne and become the Empress. Over the next 
seven  years,  Constantine  and  his  kingdom  suffered 
constant  military  defeats  and he made one bad decision 
after another while leading the kingdom. Near the end of 
his reign, he divorced his wife and married another woman 
who had been living with him as his wife. This action made 
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the church and many other people including his mother very angry. On April 19 th, 797, Constantine 
VI was captured, blinded, and then imprisoned by a group of people who wanted to make his 
mother  the  empress.  After  being  crowned  as  empress,  Irene ruled  for  the  next  five  years. 
Eventually, though, the patricians conspired to remove her from power as well. She was exiled to 
the island of Lesbos and died there the following year. 

NIKEPHORIAN DYNASTY AD 802 – 813

Name Reign

Nikephoros I the Logothete 802-811

Staurakios 811

Michael I Rangabe 811-813

The  new  emperor,  Nikephoros  I  the  Logothete,  had  been 
made the finance minister under Empress Irene. However, he 
was also one of those who helped to remove her from power 
and  send  her  into  exile.  Soon,  Nikephoros  I was  made 
emperor  himself.  After  becoming  emperor  on  the  31st of 
October in 802, he had to deal with a rebellion. He managed 
to maintain control of the empire and the following year, in 
803, he made his son, Staurakois, co-emperor. 

Nikephoros I  levied heavy taxes on his citizens and on the 
church. He used some of this money to resettled Greeks into 
the  new themes (districts)  that  he created in  the  Balkans. 
From 805 until  806, the kingdom was also at war with the 
Arabs for  refusing to  pay the  required tribute.  In  805,  the 
Arabs defeated the Byzantine army at the Battle of Krasos in 
Phrygia. After the Muslim army invaded in 806, Nikephoros I 
was forced to pay quite a lot  of  money in addition to  the 
yearly required taxes in order to obtain peace. 

In the west, Charlemagne was in power and Nikephoros I signed a peace treaty with him. However, 
Nikephoros  I  refused  to  recognize  the  Charlemagne  as  his  equal.  This  led  to  a  war  with 
Charlemagne from 806 to 810 over Venice. The following year, Nikephoros I invaded Bulgaria to 
the north and twice defeated the Bulgaria khan (king), Krum. In retaliation, Krum and his army 
ambushed Nikephoros I and his army on July 26th, 811. Nikephoros was killed in battle and his son 
was severely injured. 

Despite being severely injured, Staurakios was immediately sworn in as the new emperor. He was 
the very first emperor of the Byzantine empire to be crowned outside of Constantinople, but due to 
the war with Bulgaria there was no time to travel back to the capital for a ceremony. He had the 
immediate support of his brother-in-law, Michael. It soon became clear that Staurakios had been 
paralyzed by his injuries and was physically unable to rule the kingdom. He had no children to 
inherit the throne and as such his brother-in-law felt that he should become the next emperor. But, 
Staurakios had other ideas. He planned to make his wife his heir and therefore, the next empress. 
He attempted to blind his brother-in-law and thereby lost his  support.  Amassing support  from 
others, Michael forced Staurakios to resign in 811 and sent him to live in a monastery where he 
soon died. 
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As the son-in-law of Nikephoros by marriage 
to his daughter Prokopia, Michael claimed the 
right  to  become  the  next  emperor.  He 
became known as Michael I Rangabe. One 
of  his  first  acts  was  to  reduce  the  heavy 
taxes  Nikephoros  I  had  instituted.  He  then 
gave  large  sums  of  money  to  the 
government,  the church, and the army. The 
following  year,  in  812,  Michael  I  officially 
recognized Charlemagne as an equal and as 
an  emperor.  To  express  his  gratitude, 
Charlemagne gave him the region of Venice. 
Bulgaria offered to sign a peace treaty, but 
Michael  I  rejected it  and  went  to  war  with 
Bulgaria  again  in  813.  The  results  were 
disastrous. His entire army fled when it saw 
the Bulgarian soldiers. Michael realized that 
several  of  his  generals  were  conspiring 
against him. To prevent any conspiracy from 
happening,  Michael  chose  to  give  up  his 
throne to his general Leo the Armenian. Michael and his sons were sent to live in monasteries. 
Michael I became a monk and died in a monastery on January 11th, 844, just over 30 years after he 
gave up his throne. 

NON-DYNASTIC AD 813 – 820

Name Reign

Leo V the Armenian 813- 25 December 820

The next emperor,  Leo V the Armenian,  had been governor of  a Byzantine theme and had 
fought in the war against the Arabs in 812. After helping to force Michael I to resign, he took the 
throne and continued the war against the Bulgarians. He twice tried to assassinate the Bulgarian 
khan, Krum. However, both efforts failed. In 814, Krum died and a new khan came to power named 
Omurtag.  Leo V signed a 20 year  peace treaty  with Khan Omurtag in  815.  Knowing his  own 
limitations as an emperor, Leo V appointed some of his fellow military commanders to help him 
lead the kingdom. Two of those men were Thomas the Slav and Michael the II. Near the end of his  
reign, Leo V became convinced that Michael was conspiring against him and so he had him put 
into  jail.  This  enraged  many  people  and  in  December  of  820,  Leo  V  was  assassinated  while 
attending church by a group of Michael's supporters disguised as monks. 

AMORIAN DYNASTY AD 820 – 867 

Name Reign

Michael II the Amorian 25 December 820 – 02 October 
829

Theophilos 02 October 829 – 20 January 842

Michael III the Drunkard 20 January 842 – 23 September 
867
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After  murdering  Leo  V, 
Michael  II's  supporters 
headed  to  the  prison  to 
set Michael II free. It was 
late  at  night  and  they 
could not find the key nor 
a blacksmith to come and 
free Michael from the leg 
chains.  So,  they crowned 
him as emperor while still 
wearing the prison chains. 
Rather  than  support 
Michael  as  the  new 
emperor,  Thomas  the 
Slav (Leo  V's  other 
colleague) began a revolt. 
This  rebellion  lasted  for 
three  years.  Thomas 

gained the support  of  the navy and the Abbasid Muslim Caliphate.  Meanwhile,  Michael  II  had 
support from his old enemies, the Bulgarians. In order to finally defeat Thomas the Slav, Michael II  
sent  an offer  of  pardon to all  of  Thomas'  supporters  on the condition of  assisting Michael  to 
capture Thomas. The supporters agreed and surrendered Thomas the Slav to Michael's control. 
Soon after, Thomas the Slav was executed for treason. Michael II stopped persecuting those who 
worshiped icons, but the empire itself was very weak after three years of civil war. In 824, the 
Arabs captured the island of Crete and three years later, the island of Sicily. Michael II died on 
October 2nd, 829 and was followed on the throne by his son, Theophilos. 

Theophilos was the last Byzantine emperor 
to oppose the worship of icons. He issued an 
edict  against  the  practice  in  832.  He  had 
been made co-emperor under his father in 
822  and  was  given  a  very  thorough 
education.  Although  this  education  might 
have served him well in governing his own 
people, it  did not protect him from Muslim 
attacks.  In  830,  the  Abbasid  Caliph,  Al-
Ma'mun,  invaded  Anatolia.  The  following 
year,  Theophilos  lost  Palermo  to  Arab 
control. The emperor then set out for Cilicia 
and captured the city of Tarsus. Two years 
later, he was still fighting against the Arabs. 
After  suffering  two  additional  defeats, 
Theophilos  finally  asked  for  peace  and 
agreed to the Arabs demands in 833. 

In 836, he went to war against Bulgaria. This war was no more successful than the Arab war and 
Theophilos once again surrendered territory. He signed a peace treaty with the Bulgars, but this 
peace only lasted until 839 when the Serbs began to unite. To keep them happy, Theophilos gave 
the  Serbs  their  independence.  Soon  afterwards,  the  Bulgars  began  to  attack  the  Slavs  in 
Macedonia and then invaded Serbia. The Bulgars continued to attack Serbia until  the death of 
Theophilos in 842. At the same time, Theophilos was trying to once again defeat the Arabs in 
Mesopotamia. He attacked them in 837 and the Arabs retaliated by attacking Anatolia in 838. On 
July  21st ,  the  Byzantine  army  was  defeated  at  the  Battle  of  Anzen  and  by  August  it  had 
surrendered the city of Amorium. In 841, Theophilos tried to defeat the Arabs again with the help 
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and support of Venice, but this attempt also failed. He died on January 20 th , 842 of ill health and 
was followed by his second son, Michael. 

Michael was only two years old when he became Emperor Michael III on the day of his father's 
death.  Because of  his  age,  his  mother Theodora,  his  great  uncle,  and a government  minister 
served as  his  regents.  His  mother supported the  worship of  icons and promptly  replaced the 
church patriarch of Constantinople with a new patriarch who also supported the practice. As he got 
older, Michael became quite close with two of his uncles, Bardas and Petronas. Both uncles were 
placed in positions of power: Bardas was made kaisar (caesar) and Petronus was a general. 

By 855, the issues with the Bulgarians had re-
surfaced  and  the  following  year  war  resumed 
with the Arabs. Despite continual losses to the 
Arabs,  the  Byzantine  army  found  relief  when 
Bulgaria  was  attacked  by  the  Franks  and 
defeated in 856. Soon afterwards, the Moravians 
also  attacked  the  region  of  Bulgaria  and  took 
control. Michael III then conquered the Paulicians 
and sent them to live in Thrace. By 857, though, 
Michael III  was tired of being controlled by his 
mother.  He enlisted the help of his two uncles 
and  removed his  mother  from her  position  as 
regent.  He  placed  her  and  his  sisters  into  a 
monastery and began his solo reign. That year 
and in 859, Michael III led his army out to fight 
the  Arabs.  Theses  battles  with  the  Arabs 
continued until 863 and were mostly losses for 
Michael III and his army. In 860, Michael III had 
to return with his army to defend Constantinople 
against an invasion by the Rus from Kiev. The 
Rus were Viking warriors and they arrived with 
two  hundred  Viking  longships.  They  attacked 
Constantinople and Thrace.  In order  to  defend 
the kingdom against this invasion,  Michael III 
allied with the Slavs.

This alliance would lead to the creation of 
a  new written alphabet. Two  brothers  from 
Thessalonica named Constantine and Methodius 
traveled to Moravia in 864 to help convert the 
Slavs to Eastern Orthodoxy. When they arrived, 
they realized that they needed to translate the 
Bible  into  the  local  language.  There  was  only 

one problem - no written language existed. Constantine (known in the church as St. Cyril) created 
a written alphabet so that he and his brother could begin translation. This alphabet was modified 
slightly over the years and it became known as the Cyrillic alphabet. 

During the wars,  missionaries had been sent into Bulgaria to help stop the spread of Judaism 
among tribes such as the Khazars. When Bulgaria was defeated in 865, Michael's uncle Bardas was 
able  to  convert  the Bulgar  Khan Boris  along with the entire  nation to  convert  to  the  Eastern 
Orthodox church as part of the peace agreement. In fact, records show that it was most likely 
Bardas acting as kaisar (from 856 to 866) that kept the kingdom running smoothly.  While he 
worked hard to oversee the daily needs of the empire and provide for the religious and educational 
needs of the citizens, Michael III spent his time in entertainment. 
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Michael  did  not  tolerate  anyone  who disagreed with  his  decisions.  As  an  example,  he  had a 
disagreement with the Roman Catholic pope, Nicholas I. Michael had placed a man named Photios 
in power as the patriarch of Constantinople. Pope Nicholas I disagreed with the decision. Michael's 
response was to meet with his religious supporters and simply excommunicate the pope from the 
Eastern Orthodox church! Given his willingness to remove the pope from power, it is not surprising 
that he was also willing to remove his own uncle from power. In 866, a servant of Michael's named 
Basil the Macedonian convinced him that Bardas was planning to steal the throne from Michael. 
The response was swift. Bardas was killed and Basil the chamberlain was promoted to take his 
place. Shortly thereafter, on May 26th, 866, Basil was promoted to co-emperor.

It  may seem strange  that  a  chamberlain  was  placed into  such a  powerful  position  so  easily. 
However, an examination of the events that preceded and followed this decision might provide 
some explanation. Michael III was married but had no sons with his wife. However, he was in love 
with another woman. He could not marry that woman because it would go against the church's 
laws. So, instead, he married her to Basil. Basil had been married before and had one son from 
that previous marriage named Constantine. This second marriage produced three more sons (Leo, 
Stephen, and Alexander). Many people speculate that Leo and Stephen were really the sons of 
Michael III because he treated them as if they were his own sons. 

After the murder of Bardas and the promotion of Basil to Kaisar, Michael III then adopted Basil as 
his own son. It seems that by doing this, he would be helping to ensure that either Leo or Stephen 
had the opportunity  to inherit  the throne one day.  Unfortunately for  Michael  III,  Basil  became 
increasingly worried that Michael III would select a new co-emperor. So, in September of 867, Basil 
and eight colleagues crept into Michael's bedroom and murdered him in bed. 

MACEDONIAN DYNASTY AD 867 – 1056

Name Reign

Basil I the Macedonian 867 – 02 August 886

Leo VI the Wise 886 – 11 May 912

Alexander 11 May 912 – 06 June 913

Constantine VII the Purple-born 06 June 913 – 09 November 959

Romanos II the Purple-born 09 November 959 – 15 March 963

Nikephoros II Phokas 16 August 963 – 11 December 969

John I Tzimiskes 11 December 969 – 10 January 976
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Basil II the Bulgar-Slayer 10 January 976 – 15 December 1025

Constantine VIII the Purple-born 15 December 1025 – 15 November 1028

Zoe the Purple-born & Romanos III
& Michael IV
& Michael V
& Theodora

& Constantine IX

15 November 1028 – 11 April 1034
11 April 1034 – 10 December 1041
10 December 1041 – 20 April 1042

19 April 1042 – June 1050
11 June 1042 – June 1050

Under  the  Macedonian  dynasty, 
Constantinople  would  grow  in 
power,  size,  and  wealth.  At  the 
peak of its power, 400,000 citizens 
were living in the capital city. This 
dynasty was started by Basil I the 
Macedonian.  Basil  I  the 
Macedonian had been born into a 
poor  family  in  836.  At  a  young 
age, he left home and traveled to 
Constantinople  intent  on 
becoming  rich.  Like  any  other 
large city, Constantinople was full 
of  people,  houses,  churches, 
shops, and parks. It also boasted a 
sports  arena  and  a  busy  harbor 

along  with  impressive  government  buildings  and  a  palace.  It  offered  many  opportunities  for 
earning money. 

After arriving, Basil met a monk named Nicholas who eventually found him a job working as a 
horse groomer for a very rich nobleman. Basil was such a hard worker that his boss began taking 
him along when he traveled. On one of these trips, he met a woman named Danielis. She was 
widowed,  wealthy,  and the mother of  a young son.  Danielis  asked Basil  to  serve as  an older 
“spiritual brother” to her young son and in exchange, she gave Basil plenty of money, slaves, and 
clothing. 

Despite his growing fortunes, Basil continued to work for the nobleman and continued to develop 
his reputation of being an excellent horse handler. In 858, Emperor Michael III found himself the 
owner of a horse he just could not tame. The nobleman heard of this and suggested that the 
emperor  might  consult  his  groomsman,  Basil.  Michael  III  agreed and,  soon enough,  Basil  had 
tamed the horse. Michael III was so impressed that he immediately added Basil to his royal staff. 

As we learned in the previous section, Basil and Michael interacted far beyond just emperor and 
staff member. In fact, Basil and the emperor became so close that Basil convinced Michael to order 
the  death  of  his  uncle,  Bardas.  After  seeing  to  the  death  of  Bardas,  Basil  looked forward  to 
becoming the next emperor. He was so eager that he and his fellow companions murdered Michael 
III in his bed. 

Basil I took the throne as the new emperor, but the kingdom he inherited was in bad shape. It was 
under attack on many sides and greatly in debt. Basil I knew that he would have to tax the people 
in order to refill  the treasury.  However, remembering his origins, Basil  I was careful to 
make the taxes as fair as possible and not too difficult for the poor.  He made another 
significant decision when he removed Photius as patriarch of the church and replaced him with 
Ignatius  in  870.  This  move  resolved  much  of  the  religious  disagreement  between  Rome  and 
Byzantium.
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Basil  I  had  four  sons.  His  first  son,  Constantine,  was  born  during  Basil's  first  marriage.  The 
remaining  three  sons  were  born  during  his  second  marriage.  These  were  Leo,  Stephen,  and 
Alexander. It has been suggested by historians that perhaps Leo and Stephen were really the sons 
of Michael III given the attention that he gave them. This might be further proved by the fact that 
Basil I paid all of his attention to Constantine and ignored his other three sons. Constantine was 
made co-emperor  in  869 at  age 10 and Basil  I  focused on training  him to  become the next 
emperor.  Together,  Basil  I  and  Constantine  battled  against  the  kingdom's  enemies.  After 
conquering Dalmatia, the Slavic cities of Herzegovina and Montenegro were converted to Eastern 
Orthodoxy. He also successfully regained control of southern Italy and that area would continue to 
be  part  of  the  Byzantine  kingdom for  the  next  200  years.  Unfortunately,  Basil  I  was  not  as 
successful in defending Malta and Syracuse against the Muslims. 

In 879, Basil I experienced a devastating blow. His son, Constantine, died at age 20. Basil I lost all 
interest in ruling and began spending his time hunting instead. He reigned for the next seven 
years,  but died in 886 during a hunting accident in which he was impaled by a stag. He was 
followed on the throne by Leo who became the emperor at age 20. 

Leo VI is  known as Leo the Wise 
because, despite not being trained 
to be emperor, he was quite good 
at  it.  He  redrew  the  borders  of 
existing  themes  and  created  new 
themes  to  better  govern  the 
regions.  He  created  a  well-
organized  system  of  government 
subdivisions  and  regulated  the 
actions  of  the  trade  guilds.  He 
centralized power which created a 
strong system of rank and privilege. 
These actions brought great wealth 
and  power  to  the  nobility,  but 
generally reduced the condition of the poor to complete poverty. Leo VI also completed a task 
that Basil I had set out to do – organize the existing Byzantine laws and record them in 
Greek. Called the Basilics, these laws filled 60 books and are still studied today. 

Eight years after becoming emperor, Leo VI faced an invasion from the Bulgarians. Khan Simeon, 
the son of Boris I, wanted to rule Constantinople himself. His first attempt, in 894, was stopped by 
the Byzantine army. Two years later, the Byzantine army was defeated by Simeon at the Battle of 
Boulgarophygon. In order to keep his throne, Leo VI agreed to pay annual taxes to the Bulgarians 
and Khan Simeon. At the same time, the Byzantines were also fighting against the Arabs and the 
Rus (Vikings). Back at home, Leo VI also had problems. Like any king, he had married and hoped to 
produce a son. His first wife died in 897 leaving no son. His second wife died in 899 and did not 
leave a son. Being twice widowed, Leo VI had a problem. The laws of his church stated that a man 
could only marry twice. Given his situation, Leo VI spoke to church leaders and gained permission 
to marry a third time. He found a wife and soon they were expecting a child. However, both his  
wife and the child died during childbirth. With no heir, Leo wanted to marry again, but this time the 
church said no. 

Leo VI defied the church and married a 4th time to a woman named Zoe Carbonospina. Before the 
marriage took place, he and Zoe had a son whom they named Constantine. Because the Eastern 
Orthodox church had forbidden the marriage, it refused to recognize Constantine as Leo VI's heir. 
On  the  other  hand,  the  Roman  Catholic  church  readily  accepted  both  the  marriage  and 
Constantine as the rightful heir. Needless to say, the arguments between the two churches began 
again. 
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During his reign, Leo VI lost Sicily to the Arabs 
in 902 and his entire navy was sacked in 904 
while fighting the Arabs at Thessalonica. A few 
years later, Leo VI used his rebuilt navy and 
recaptured  Cyprus  and  Laodicea.  As  the 
Abbasid  Caliphate  grew  weaker,  Leo  VI 
continued  to  make  even  further  progress 
against the Arabs. However, in 911, he tried to 
recapture  Crete  without  success.  On  the 
eastern front, Leo VI dealt with the attacks by 
the  Rus  (Vikings)  by  hiring  Rus  soldiers  to 
serve  in  special  army  unit  known  as  the 
Varangian Guard. 

Leo VI died in 912. Because Constantine was 
only 6 years old, Leo VI's younger brother, 
Alexander,  took  the  throne  to  rule  on 
Constantine's  behalf.  He  ruled  for  only  13 
months and then died as well. Constantine 
VII was  made the  new emperor  at  age 7 
and at first  ruled under the guidance of  a 
seven  man  regency.  By  914,  though, 
Constantine had recalled his mother to the 
palace  and she  had gained control  of  the 
government. 

War with the Bulgarians had continued throughout Leo VI's reign. To put a stop to that, the first 
regency of Constantine VII had signed a peace treaty with Khan Simeon of Bulgaria. The terms of  
this peace treaty would be the official recognition of Simeon as emperor of Bulgaria, the payment 
of  all  back taxes owed to  the  Bulgarians,  and the  marriage of  one of  Simeon's  daughters to 
Constantine VII. When his mother came to power, however, she rejected the idea of the marriage 
and the war began anew. 

Simeon began attacking Byzantine cities 
one by one. This caused great alarm back 
in  Constantinople  and the  people  began 
calling for  the removal  of  the  emperor's 
mother. Zoe was removed from power in 
919 and  General Romanos Lekapenos 
replaced  her  as  regent.  Looking  to  gain 
power  for  himself,  Romanos  married  his 
own  daughter  to  Constantine  and  then 
had himself appointed as kaisar and then 
co-emperor.  This  action  further  angered 
Simeon because it meant that he could no 
longer gain power over Constantinople by 
marrying his daughter to Constantine VII. 
His  response  was  more  attacks.  In  923, 
the city of Adrianople was plundered and 

the following year, he attacked Constantinople. Simeon had allied with the Fatimid caliphate in 
order to benefit from its  navy.  Co-emperor Romanos successfully  defended the Constantinople 
against the invasion by first capturing the Fatimid navy and then offering terms of peace to the 
Arabs. Simeon had no option but to meet and agree to a truce. 
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When Simeon died in 927, his son Peter I signed a peace treaty with the Byzantine emperor and 
married his granddaughter, Eirene. With this peace, Romanos could focus his military efforts on 
defeating the Muslims. Despite his best attempts, Romanos was generally unsuccessful in this. He 
also  spent  quite  a  bit  of  time  trying  to  reform the  kingdom back  at  home.  He  felt  that  the 
kingdom's laws were unfair to the poor and began to make changes. You might think that this 
would  make  him  popular  with  the  citizens,  but  instead  everyone  disliked  him  and  wanted 
Constantine as their emperor instead. 

Finally,  in 944,  Romanos was exiled by his  own two sons because they hope to take control.  
However, the following year, Constantine exiled them himself with the help of his wife and became 
the sole emperor at age 39. As emperor, Constantine focused more of his attention on his lifelong 
studies rather than ruling. He left that job to the government leaders, his generals, and his wife, 
Helena  Lekapene.  Constantine  is  known  for  producing  the  Byzantine  Encyclopedia,  which 
described historical events, geography, and ceremonies important to the Byzantines. He loved to 
paint and greatly enjoyed art. He also loved luxury. History records that Constantine even owned a 
bronze tree that was filled with mechanical singing birds!

Between the years of 949 and his death in 959, Constantine VII began to make progress against 
the Arabs with the help of two important generals: Nikephoros Phokas and John Tzimiskes. These 
two men would go on to become emperors themselves. After Constantine VII's  death,  his son 
Romanos II became emperor. Historians speculate the Constantine VII may have been poisoned 
by his son or by his son's wife, Theophano. 

Theophano  and  Romanos  had 
three  children:  Basil  (born  in 
958),  Constantine (born in 960), 
and Anna (born  in  963).  With a 
young  emperor  who  had  two 
heirs,  the  future  of  the  empire 
seemed  secure.  However, 
Romanos died quite suddenly in 
962. Theophano became regent 
to Basil age 5 and Constantine 
age 3 who ruled as co-emperors. 
She  entered  into  negotiations 
with  general  Nikephoros  Phokas 
to maintain her position of power 
which  was  being  threatened. 
Nikephoros  Phokas  and  and  his 

brother, Leo Phokas, had worked together to defeat Arabs. After he was crowned co-emperor to 
serve alongside of Basil and Constantine, Theophano married Nikephoros II Phokas. During his 
reign,  Nikephoros  II  focused  his  attention  on  fighting  a  “holy  war”  against  the  Muslims.  He 
conquered Aleppo in 962, Crete in 963, Cyprus and 965, and Antioch in 969. 

Despite these successes, he also had many failures and the kingdom began to turn against him. In 
addition, his wife Theophano and his nephew and former co-emperor, John Tzimiskes, began to 
plot to kill  him. Their plot succeeded in December of 969 when John Tzimiskes and his fellow 
conspirators snuck into the palace dressed as women. They hid in the empress' bedroom under 
her protection until everyone was asleep. Nikephoros II Phokas's head was cut off and his body 
was thrown out the window. 
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John  Tzimiskes became  the  new  new  emperor  and  at  first  planned  to  marry  Theophano. 
However, the church was against the marriage and John I Tzimiskes chose, instead, to exile her to 
the island of Prinkipo. As a new emperor, he faced a revolt from a cousin who also wanted the 
throne. John I himself could not really claim the right to the throne by birth or marriage. To solve  
this problem, he married one of Constantine's daughter, Theodora. 

During his reign, Bulgaria was conquered 
by the Rus  under their ruler Sviatoslav I 
of  Kiev.  This  led  to  another  large  war 
between Bulgaria and Constantinople. In 
971,  John I  Tzimiskes defeated the  Rus 
and  regained  possession  of  some  of 
Bulgaria. The following year, he began a 
campaign  against  the  Abbasid  Empire 
and was able to recapture several cities 
in Mesopotamia and Syria. However, he 
was  unable  to  recapture  Jerusalem.  He 
died on January 10th, 976 while returning 
from the war and Romanos' oldest son, 
Basil, became the new emperor. 

At first, being only 18, Basil II was guided by the President of the Senate, Basil Lekapenos. This 
man was a son of Emperor Romanos I, but was not born as a result of marriage. Basil II also faced 
rebellions from two wealthy men, both of whom he defeated in 979 and 989. Soon after, he also 
removed Basil Lekapenos from power and exiled him. During these rebellions, Basil II sent word to 
Prince Vladimir I of Kiev, ruler of the Rus to ask for help. Vladimir agreed on the condition that he  
be allowed to marry Basil II's younger sister, Anna. At first, both Basil II and Anna refused this idea 
because no Byzantine royal had ever married a barbarian. However,  when Vladimir agreed to 
convert himself and his citizens into Eastern Orthodoxy, Basil II finally agreed and the marriage 
took place in 989. 

As emperor, Basil II passed strict laws that stated that any land that had been obtained without 
following Romanos' laws had to be returned to the original owner without receiving any money in 
exchange. When it came time to collect taxes, Basil II required the rich to pay all of their own taxes 
as well as make up for any missing taxes from their communities. These actions were Basil II's 
method of punishing the rich for having supported the two rebellions against him. 

With peace in place with the Rus, Basil II was free to continue his wars against the Bulgarians and 
the Arabs. He quickly found that fighting wars on two fronts was not an easy task, so in 987, he 
signed a truce with the Fatimid caliphate. Despite this truce, the Fatimids attacked a Aleppo, an 
ally of the Byzantines in 994. Basil II reacted quickly and led his army to Aleppo to defend the 
territory.  The Fatimid army retreated,  but  the  war  had begun again.  In July  of  998,  a  Fatimid 
general defeated Basil II's army. This made Basil II quite unhappy and he began a new campaign in 
October of 999. The following year, the two kingdoms signed a 10 year truce. 

Meanwhile, he was also continually fighting against the Bulgarians and their Tsar Samuel. In 986, 
Basil had led 30,000 of his soldiers to put a stop to Bulgarian raids. Unfortunately, he was defeated 
at the Battle of the Gates of Trajan and had to retreat. In 992, he gained the military support of  
Venice by promising to reduce their taxes. In 996, a Byzantine general named Nikephoros Ouranos 
soundly  defeated the Bulgarian army.  In fact,  Tsar  Samuel  and his  son,  Prince Gabriel,  barely 
escaped with their lives. 

After  signing a truce  with the  Fatimids,  Basil  II  was able to  focus solely  on the war  with the 
Bulgarians. In 1000, he began attacked Bulgarian cities one-by-one and one-by-one, the cities 
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either fell or surrendered. After 14 years of constant attack, Basil II finally completely defeated the 
Bulgarians at the Battle of Kleidon. He captured much of the Bulgarian army and then promptly 
blinded 99 out of every 100 soldiers. These soldiers were then sent back to the tsar who died from 
shock shortly thereafter. Bulgaria became Byzantine territory once again and by 1018, Bulgarians 
were completely assimilated into the empire. The nearby kingdom of Croatia chose to surrender at 
the same time rather than be conquered. 

Over the next 11 years, Basil II conquered Crimea (1016) and then gained Georgia, Armenia, and 
much of southern Italy. By 1025, the kingdom was very large, very rich, and very powerful. Basil II  
set out to regain Sicily in 1025, but died on December 15th , 1025. He had never married and left 
no children to succeed him so his younger brother Constantine became the new emperor. 

Constantine VIII was as bad 
a  ruler  as  his  brother  was 
good. During the three years 
of  his  reign,  he  spent  more 
time and money entertaining 
himself  than  he  did  taking 
care of the kingdom. When he 
died, he was followed by his 
daughter,  Zoe,  and  her 
husband Romanos. Romanos 
III was poisoned in 1034 and 
Zoe  married  another  man 
named Michael  who  became 
Michael III. After his death in 

1038, his nephew and Zoe's adopted son, Michael IV ruled the throne. He banished Zoe and her 
sister, but the people demanded that he bring back Zoe and Theodora. He did so and on April  
20th ,  1042, Zoe removed Michael IV from power and eventually had him murdered. Zoe then 
served as regent over the reigns of her sister, Theodora, as well as Constantine IX (Zoe's last 
hubsand) until her death in 1050. Under Zoe's control, the empire descended into chaos. 

MUHAMMAD AND SPREAD OF ISLAM AD 613 – 1000

Muhammad, the founder of Islam, died on June 8th, 632. After his death, an argument arose in 
Mecca and Medina as to who should be the new leader. One group supported Muhammad's 
son-in-law (and young cousin) named Ali. He had married Muhammad's daughter, Fatima, and had 
produced two grandsons. This group would become known as the Shiites.

Another group wanted Muhammad's father-in-law, Abu Bakr,  to be the new leader.  This  group 
would become known as the Sunnis. In the end, as we learned in the previous chapter, Abu Bakr 
and his Sunnis won the argument and Abu Bakr became the new leader or caliph. Exactly how this 
happened, we do not know. Shiites sources say that a man named 'Umar (who would become the 
second caliph)  threatened to  burn down Ali's  house.  Sunni  sources  disagree and say  that  Ali 
willingly surrendered to Abu Bakr. In any case, we know that many Shiite clans left in protest, but 
by 634, Abu Bakr had convinced most of them to return. 
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RASHIDUN CALIPHATE AD 632 - 661

Name Dates

Abu Bakr 08 June 632 – 22 August 634

'Umar ibn al-Khattab 23 August 634 – 03 November 644

'Uthman ibn 'Affan 11 November 644 – 20 June 656

'Ali ibn Abi-Talib 20 June 656 – 29 January 661

Shortly  after  beginning  what  is  called  the 
Rashidun  Caliphate,  Abu  Bakr died  and  a 
new  caliph  took  his  place.  'Umar  ibn  al-
Khattab  was a powerful  caliph  who began to 
wage a holy war against all non-Muslims. 'Umar 
had originally been deeply opposed to Islam and 
even tried to assassinate Muhammad. However, 
he was converted to Islam in 616 and moved to 
Medina in 622. During Abu Bakr's reign, 'Umar 
advised him. 

'Umar gained the position of caliph based on the 
recommendation  of  Abu  Bakr.  When  he  was 
dying, Abu Bakr called in a man named Uthman 
(who would become the 3rd caliph) to write his 
will.  'Umar  was  not  well-liked,  but  with  Abu 
Bakr's  support  he  came  to  power.  It  was  this 

caliph who began to use the Arabic term of  jihad to describe his holy war. In 636, the cities of 
Antioch and Aleppo were conquered.  In 637,  the cities of  Jerusalem and Ctesiphon were  also 
captured. Egypt became part of the caliphate in 642 and India was added in 645. Eventually, he 
controlled all of Egypt, India, Persia, and about two-thirds of the Byzantine empire. 

To better govern the empire, it was divided into the following provinces:

1. Arabia : Mecca and Medina
2. Iraq: Basra and Kufa
3. Jazira
4. Syria
5. Israel and surrounding lands: Iliya and Ramlah
6. Egypt: Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt
7. Persia: Khorasan, Azarbaijan, and Fars (Iran)

Although these regions were conquered and placed under Muslim control, many of the people in 
these regions welcomed the change because Islamic laws were easier to follow than those of 
Byzantium. Many people were being persecuted under the Byzantium rule and those people found 
Muslim rule more to their liking at that time. For example, although 'Umar ordered that Christians 
and Jews be expelled from Syria and Iraq, he also ordered that they be resettled in other areas, 
given land, and treated well as long as they obeyed his laws. He also allowed 70 Jewish families to 
resettle in Jerusalem. He also allowed the Jews to worship in Jerusalem – something that had been 
forbidden under Byzantine control. 

'Umar is credited as being responsible for selecting the site of the future Dome of the 
Rock mosque in 637 based on the advice of a local Jew who had converted to Islam. It 
was also during his reign that the Qur'an (Koran) was standardized. 'Umar worked to help poor 
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Muslims and even attempted to mend the disagreement with Ali's family by giving them complete 
control of their ancestral land. He regularly ordered the freeing of slaves and created government 
assistance programs for  those in need.  At  the  same time,  'Umar was a  very strict  ruler  who 
expected complete obedience to his laws. He was extremely organized and created many new 
ministries and bureaucracies in his government. 

Despite this, he had plenty of enemies. Among those, were some Persians who were unhappy 
about his  conquest of  their land.  On a visit  to Mecca, 'Umar was assassinated by a group of 
Persians on November 3rd , 644. As he was dying, he instructed six men to choose a new caliph 
from among themselves. Two of the six men were Uthman and Ali. Uthman voted for Ali, but Ali 
refused to vote. In the end, Uthman was chosen as the new caliph. 

Uthman  had  also  married  into  Muhammad's  family.  Both  of  his  wives  were  daughters  of 
Muhammad. This made him the brother-in-law of Ali. Uthman had converted to Islam almost as 
soon as he heard about it from his father-in-law, Muhammad. Uthman continued 'Umar's expansion 
and started the conquest of Armenia in the 640s. A decade later, he conquered northern Africa and 
began expanding into southern Spain.  With so much territory under his  control,  wealth began 
pouring into the treasury. Uthman himself did not receive 
any  salary  for  his  position  because  he  was  already 
independently  wealthy.  He  made  many  people  unhappy, 
though, when he built  a palace despite having paid for it 
with his own money. 

Uthman delegated much of the control of the kingdom to 
trusted  relatives,  but  he  also  had  enemies.  In  655,  a 
rebellion broke out in Kufa (Iraq). That same year, Egyptian 
rebels murdered Uthman in his palace. After his death, the 
kingdom split into two parties. 

The  first  party  again  supported  making  Ali, 
Muhammad's son-in-law and young cousin, the new 
caliph.  However,  Aisha  (the  widow  of  Muhammad) 
and two Mecca elders had other ideas.  A civil  war 
was  fought  (Battle  of  the  Camel)  and  Ali  won. He 
became caliph, but then had to fight against another revolt 
in 657. This time the rebel was a man named Muawiya. He 
was a cousin of Uthman. After four years of war, Muawiya 
won  and  Ali  was  murdered.  For  a  few  month,  Ali's  son, 
Hasan, ruled as caliph. 

HASAN IBN ALI'S CALIPHATE AD 661

Name Dates

Hasan ibn 'Ali 661 (six or seven months) 

Rather than murder Hasan and upset the people, Muawiya offered him a life of luxury 
in exchange for the position of caliph. Hasan agreed and Muawiya became the new caliph. His 
chosen capital  city was Damascus.  This  began a line of  Umayyad caliphs (Sunnis) that would 
continue for the next 100 years known as the Umayyad Caliphate.
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UMAYYAD CALIPHATE AD 661 - 750

Name Dates

Mu'awiyah 661 – 29 April or 01 May 680

Yazid I 680 – 11 November 683

Mu'awiyah II November 683 – 684

Marwan I 684 – 07 May 685

'Abd al Malik ibn Marwan 685 – 08 October 705

Al-Walid I October 705 – 23 February 715

Sulayman ibn “Abd al-Malik February 715 – 22 September 717

'Umar ibn “Abd al-'Aziz September 717 – February 720

Yazid II 10 February 720 – 26 January 724

Hisham ibn 'Abd al-Malik 26 January 724 – 06 February 743

Al-Walid II 06 February 743 – 17 April 744

Yazid III April 15 to October 3, 744

Ibrahim ibn al-Walid 744 (a few weeks)

Marwan II 744 – 06 October 750

During  the  Umayyad 
Caliphate,  the  focus  of 
the leaders shifted from 
a  religious  one  to  one 
more  concerned  about 
secular  matters  that 
Muhammad  had  taught 
about.  Using  Roman 
political concepts, the 
Umayyads  had  an 
elitist  view  of  the 
world.  They  believed 
that  the  top  of 
society  was 
composed  of  Arab 
Muslims. The next level 
of people were non-Arab 
Muslims.  This  group  of 
people was comprised of 
many  who  had 
converted  to  Islam  to 
avoid paying high taxes. 
This  group  presented  a 
problem  for  the  Arab 
Muslims because as Arabs they believed they could not be brothers to any non-Arab. However, 
Muhammad had  declared  all  Muslims  brothers.  Grouped  together  in  the  third  level  were  the 
Zoroastrians, Christians (all forms), and Jews. The lowest group were the slaves. 
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By  674,  the  Umayyad  Caliphate  had  begun  its  siege  of  Constantinople.  Four  years  of  siege 
followed, but the Muslims were stopped by the use of Greek fire. After its army was subjected to 
such a weapon, the Umayyads quickly agreed to sign a truce with the Byzantines. This truce would 
last for the next 30 years. 

By the late 600s, the Umayyad Caliphate and the Arabs living in it had begun to copy the Roman 
and Persian practices they observed in the Christians and Jews. They established Arabic as the 
official language, made official Arabic coins, and even translated much Greek literature into Arabic 
and Persian. The empire had expanded so much that, by 711, Islamic flags flew from India in the 
east to southern Spain in the west.

Yet, there were those who felt that the Umayyads should not be leading the caliphate. Instead, 
many people in the province of Iraq felt that Husayn, the other living grandson of Muhammad 
should  be  named a  caliph.  In  680,  Husayn and a group of  rebels  attempted to  take control.  
Unfortunately, they were all ambushed and murdered Husayn's head was sent to Damascus as 
proof that the rebellion had been stopped. 

In addition to this rebellion, from 684 until 692, there was a revolt against the Umayyad Caliphate 
in Mecca. A man named Ibn al-Zubayr was named as caliph in Mecca. However, he was defeated 
and killed, thus ending the revolt. In the process, the city of Mecca was also destroyed.

The murder of Husayn and the destruction of Mecca caused the official formation of the  “Shiat 
Ali” meaning the “Party of Ali”. Today, this group is known as the Shiites and they are 
dedicated to restoring the caliphate to the descendants of Ali. The Umayyads were of the 
opposite opinion and felt that they had a right to be leading the caliphate. This disagreement grew 
and grew until soon it was all anyone talked about. 

During this era, the Umayyads were continuing their expansion into Europe. However, in 732, they 
were stopped completely by Charles Martel (the Hammer) at the Battle of Tours in France. We will 
read more about this battle in our next chapter. 

With the loss in Europe, the discontent in the caliphate continued to expand. Soon an Arab man 
named Abu-al-Abbas who came from the family of Muhammad's uncle began to speak to 
the groups of unhappy people. His vision was to unite together and rebel against the 
Umayyads. His followers became known as the Abbasids and soon they gained support 
from the Shiites and other groups. By 747, this group had gained control of the entire Iranian 
Plateau and by 749, they had conquered Iraq. In 750, the Abbasids conquered the Umayyads and 
set out to behead every male member of the family. They succeeded in killing all of them except  
one: Abd-al-Rahman who escaped to Cordoba, Spain and began a new Umayyad Caliphate there. 
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ABBASID CALIPHATE AD 750 - 1031

Name Dates Name Dates

Abu-al-Abbas 
As-Saffah

750 – 10 June 754 Al-Mu'tamid 21 June 870 – 15 October 
892

Al-Mansur 10 June 754 -775 Al-Mu'tadid October 892 – 05 April 
902

Al-Mahdi 775 – 04 August 785 Al-Muktafi 05 April 902 – 13 August 
908

Al-Hadi August 785 – 14 September 
786

Al-Muqtadir 13 August 908 – 929

Harun al-Rashid 14 September 786 – 24 March 
809

Al-Qahir 929

Al-Amin March 809 – 24 September 
813

Al-Muqtadir 929 – 31 October 932

Al-Ma'mun September 813 – 09 August 
833

Al-Qahir 31 October 932 – 934

Al'Mu'tasim 09 August 833 – 05 January 
842

Ar-Radi 934 – 23 December 940

Al'Wathiq 05 January 842 – 10 August 
847

Al-Muttaqi 940 – 944

Al'Mutawakkil 10 August 847 – 11 
December 861

Al-Mustakfi September 944 – January 
946

Al-Muntasir 861 – 07 June 862 Al-Muti January 946 – 974

Al-Musta'in 862 – 866 At-Ta'i 974 – 991

Al'Mu'tazz 866 – 869 Al-Qadir 01 November 991 – 29 
November 1031

Al-Muhtadi 869 – 21 June 870

The  first  action  the  Abbasid  caliphate 
took  was  to  move  the  capital  from 
Damascus  to  Baghdad.  At  the  time, 
Baghdad  was  a  very  tiny  Sassanian 
village.  After  making it  the  new capital, 
Baghdad boasted three  circular  defense 
walls  that  were  90  feet  tall  and  had  4 
gates. The royal palace was topped with a 
shiny  green  dome  and  was  regularly 
opened  for  public  meetings.  A  large 
mosque was built nearby and the entire 
complex  was  surrounded  by  army 
barracks and government buildings. 
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Saffah is proclaimed the first 'Abbasid Caliph. Folio  
from a Tarikhnama (Book of history) by Balami, 14th  

century.



Although they were now in control of their homelands, this caliphate 
was  not  accepted  as  legitimate  by  the  Fatimid  caliphate  in 
northern  Africa  nor  the  new  Umayyad  caliphate  in  Spain. 
Nevertheless,  the  Abbasids  would continue their  rule  of  the  middle 
east until 1261. As rulers who came from Persia, their customs were 
definitely influenced by Persian customs and beliefs.  Yet,  they were 
firm supporters of Islam. In fact, they began to write a group of laws 
known today as “Sharia.” These laws are based on the Koran and they 
are intended to control the daily actions of the people. 

 As supporters of Islam, the Abbasids built large numbers of mosques, 
Koran schools, and hospitals.  They reached the height of their power 
under  the  caliph Harun-al-Rashid in  786.  This  caliph  is  the  most 
famous of the Abbasid Caliphs. It was this Caliph that required Jews to 
wear a yellow badge and Christians to wear a blue one in his kingdom. 
Accounts of his reign are described in the famous collection of stories 
known as The Book of One Thousand and One Nights, or Arabian Tales. 
Whether or not the accounts of his reign are accurate in this collection 
is debated. 

Whether or not the tales of Harun-al-Rashid's reign are accuate, history does record that over the 
next two hundred years or so, Baghdad flourished and became a rich city due to the constant 
trade between the east and west that passed through its borders.  This wealth and power did not 
last. 

The  Abbasid  caliphate  began  to  lose  territory  to  competing  caliphates  and  kingdoms.  The 
Umayyad Caliphate of Cordoba took control of much of Spain while the Idrisid dynasty claimed 
Morocco. The Fatimid Caliphate gained power over Egypt and the Seljuk Turks began to conquer 

parts  of  Persia 
and  Asia  Minor. 
In  1258, 
Baghdad  (the 
capital  of  the 
Abbasids)  was 
sacked  by  the 
Mongols and the 
Abbasids  fled to 
Cairo  in  1261. 
They remained a 
religious  power 
there  until  the 
Ottoman  empire 
conquered Egypt 
in 1517. 
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Comprehension Questions:
1) By what name is the Eastern Roman Empire known and when did it exist?
2) What did Justinian update in AD 534 and why was it important to the Byzantine empire?
3) What kingdom was captured by the Byzantines in AD 552?
4) With what empire did Maurice sign a peace treaty?
5) How did Heraclius and his father guarantee the people would support Heraclius?
6) What did Heraclius conduct in AD 622?
7) What group invaded Jerusalem in AD 637?
8) What did the Type of Constans outlaw in AD 648?
9) Why did the Muslims cease attacking in 655?
10) What was significant about Constans II's visit to Rome in AD 663 and what did he do while 
there?
11) With what did the Byzantines defend Constantinople around 678?
12) Name the men who ruled during the 20 years' anarchy from 695 to 717.
13) What did Leo III outlaw begin to outlaw around AD 726?
14) Name the rulers of the Isaurian dynasty and give one fact about each.
15) List the three rulers of the Nikephorian dynasty and give one fact about each.
16) Name the rulers of the Amorian dynasty and give one fact about each.
17) To what did Michael III's alliance with the Slavs lead?
18) Describe how Basil I the Macedonian became emperor.
19) List three other rulers from the Macedonian dynasty and give one fact about each.
20) What did Leo VI the Wise complete during his reign?
21) What argument arose after the death of Muhammad in AD 632?
22) What two groups did this create?
23) Which group won control and what caliphate did they establish?
24) What term began to be used under this caliphate?
25) What is “Umar ibn al-Khattab credited with doing in regards to the Dome of the Rock?
26) What was the Battle of the Camel about and who won?
27) How did Muawiya get Ali's son (Muhammad's grandson) to step down from power?
28) Describe the Umayyad Caliphate and its view of the world.
29) What are the Shiat Ali followers dedicated to doing?
30) How did the Abbasid Caliphate get started?
31) Which two caliphates did not accept the rule of the Abbasids?

Activities:

Activity #1): Learn the Cyrillic Alphabet

Objective: To introduce children to the concept of foreign alphabets

Using  a  website  such  as  http://www.russianlessons.net/lessons/lesson1_alphabet.php (or 
something  similar),  compare  the  familiar  English  alphabet  to  the  Cyrillic  one.  Children  can 
complete online exercises or simply rewrite familiar English words using the Cyrillic alphabet. 

INSERT IMAGE OF ENGLISH vs. CYRILLIC ALPHABET

Activity #2): Create a Basilics

Objective: To demonstrate the work involved in creating written set of laws

Have children write down as many known family rules as possible. If necessary, they may gather 
more rules by speaking to older siblings or parents. These rules should then be put into groups 
according to the topic covered. Finally, the rules should be recopied onto fresh sheets of paper and 
then “bound” together using a stapler (or other method) to make a “book of laws.” The title of the 
book can be individually created for each family or each child by taking the proper name (i.e. 
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Basil) and adding the suffix “ics”. 

Activity #3): Create Mohammad's Family Tree

Objective: To show children how the leaders of early Islam were connected

Using the information contained in this chapter (and external sources if needed), create a family 
tree showing how the various figures who started, lead, and ruled in caliphates were connected to 
Mohammad. 
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