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Byzantium drew enormous wealth simply by control-
ling trade and levying customs duties on merchandise that
passed through its lands. Moreover, Byzantium served as
the western anchor of the Eurasian trading network that
revived the silk roads of classical times. Silk and porcelain
came to Constantinople from China, spices from India and
southeast Asia. Carpets arrived from Persia and woolen tex-
tiles from western Europe, while timber, furs, honey, amber,
and slaves came from Russia and Scandinavia. Byzantine
subjects consumed some commodities from distant lands,
but they redistributed most products, often after adding to
their value by further processing—by fashioning jewelry
out of gems imported from India, for example, or by dyeing
raw woolen cloth imported from western Europe.

As Byzantium prospered, western Europe struggled to
find its economic footing in an era of intermittent invasion
and political turmoil, which disrupted both agricultural
production and large-scale manufacturing. While dealing
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Trade in Western Christendom By no means did
rade disappear from western Europe. Local markets and
fairs offered opportunities for small-scale exchange, and itin-
erant peddlers shopped their wares from one setdlement to
another. Maritime trade flourished in the Mediterranean de-

spite Muslim conquests in the region. Christian merchants
l‘mm Italy and Spain regularly traded across religious bound-
ary lines with Muslims of Sicily, Spain, and north Africa,
who linked Europe indirectly with a larger world of com-
munication and exchange.

Norse Merchant-Mariners Maritime trade flourished
also in the North Sea and the Baltic Sea. Most active among
the early medieval merchants in the northern seas were
Norse seafarers, kinsmen of the Vikings. Norse traders fol-
Jowed the same routes as Viking raiders, and many indi-
vidual mariners no doubt turned from commerce to plunder
and back again as opportunities arose. Norse merchants
called at ports from Russia to Ireland, carrying cargoes of
fish and furs from Scandinavia, honey from Poland, wheat
from England, wine from France, beer from the Low Coun-
tries, and swords from Germany. By traveling down the Rus-
sian rivers to the Black Sea, they were able to trade actively
in both the Byzantine and the Abbasid empires. Thus, like
Mediterranean merchants, but by different routes, Norse
mariners linked western Europe with the world of Islam.
Indeed, the Carolingian empire depended heavily on this
connection: Norse merchants took Scandinavian products to
the Abbasid empire and exchanged them for silver, which
they traded at Carolingian ports for wine, jugs, glassware,
and other products. The silver transported from the Abbasid
empire by Norse merchants was a principal source of bul-
lion used for minting coins in early medieval Europe and
hence a crucially important element of the western Euro-
pean economy. Thus, even if western European merchants
were not as numerous or prominent as their Byzantine
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with political and military challenges, though, western g,_
ropeans also adopted a series of innovations that yieldeg
increased agricultural production.
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Attractions of Constantinople Even for
the poor, though, the City had its attractions. As
the heir of Rome, Constantinople was a city of
baths, which were sites of relaxation and exercise
as well as hygienic bathing. Taverns and restau-
rants offered settings for social gatherings—
checkers, chess, and dice games were especially
popular activities at taverns—and theaters pro-
vided entertainment in the form of song, dance,
and striptease. Mass entertainment took place
in the Hippodrome, a large stadium adjacent to
the imperial palace, where Byzantine subjects
‘watched chariot races, athletic matches, contests
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dietetic variety that supported increasing populations. By the
year 800 the two provinces of Christendom had a combined
population of about twenty-nine million, which rose to about
thirty-two million in 900 and thirty-six million in 1000—the
level of the Roman empire’s population some eight centuries
earlier. Thus by the year 1000, both Byzantium and western
Europe had built productive agricultural economies that sus-
tained sizable and increasing populations.
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tions for the lives of political and military elites themselves
and also for their relationships with commoners.

In the absence of an effective central authority such as
an emperor, local notables or lords mobilized small private
armies composed of armed retainers. Some of these lords
were descendants of Carolingian or other ruling houses, and
others were ambitious strongmen—essentially local warlords.
Both the lords and their retainers were warriors with horses,
weapons, and military expertise. Lords sometimes rewarded
their retainers with grants of land or some other valuable,
such as the right to income generated by a mill, the right to
receive rents or payments from a village, or even a payment
of money. In other cases, lords supported their retainers by
maintaining them in their own households, where they pro-
vided cquipment and training in military affairs. After the year
1000, lords increasingly hired their retainers, paying them for
services on the basis of need. By one mechanism or another,
lords and retainers constituted themselves as privileged politi-
cal and military elites who dominated local regions.
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population fell to about twenty-six million in the year 600—
nineteen million in Byzantium and seven million in west-
ern Europe. Population fluctuated dramatically over the next
two centuries, as Byzantium lost territories to Muslims and
western Europeans suffered repeated invasion. After the
eighth century, however, both Byzantium and western Eu-
rope entered an era of demographic recovery. Political stabil-
ity created a foundation for a more productive agricultural
cconomy just as new food crops made their way from the
Muslim world to Byzantium and Mediterrancan Europe. Hard
durum wheat, rice, spinach, artichokes, cggplant, lemons,
limes, oranges, and melons brought increased calories and
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cattle, and their obligations to lords included products from
their herds. Because lords provided peasants with land to
cultivate and often with tools and animals as well, peasants
had little opportunity to move to different lands. Indeed,
they were commonly able to do so only with permission
from their lords. They even had to pay fees for the right to
marry a peasant who worked for a different lord.

Population During the fifth and sixth centuries, epidemic
disease and political turmoil took a demographic toll in both
Byzantium and western Europe. From a high point of about
thirty-six million at the time of the Roman empire in 200 C.E.,
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Peasants Lords and retainers supported themselves and
their families principally on the basis of the surplus agri-
cultural production that they commandeered from a sub-
ject peasantry. Political and military elites obliged local
peasants to provide labor services and payments of rents
in kind, such as a portion of the harvest, a chicken, or a
dozen eggs. Male peasants typically worked three days a
week for their lords while also providing additional labor
services during planting and harvesting season. Women
peasants churned butter, made cheese, brewed beer, spun
thread, wove cloth, or sewed clothes for their lords as well
as for their own families. Some peasants also kept sheep or
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between wild animals, and circuses featuring acts by clowns,
jugglers, acrobats, and dwarfs.

Western Europe: A Rural Society Cities to the west
had once offered similar pleasures, but they largely disap-
peared in the wake of Germanic invasions and the collapse
of the western Roman empire in the late fifth century. The
agricultural surplus of western Europe was sufficient to
sustain local political elites but not substantial enough to
support large, urban populations of artisans, crafts work-
ers, merchants, and professionals. Towns survived, but they
served more as economic hubs of surrounding regions than
as vibrant centers integrating the economic activities of dis-
tant lands.

The Question of Feudalism How did the peoples of
western Christendom reorganize their society after the col-
lapse of the western Roman empire? Historians once used
the term feudalism to characterize the political and social
order of medieval Europe. They spoke routinely of a “feudal
system” involving a neat hierarchy of lords and vassals, who,
collectively took charge of political and military affaits on
the basis of personal relationships. Lords supposedly pro-
vided grants of land to their retainers in exchange for loy-
alty and military service. Over the years, scholarship has
thoroughly undermined that view of medieval society, and
historians have largely abandoned the concept of feudalism
as a model that grossly oversimplifies a complex society. It
is more accurate to view carly medieval Europe as a society
in which local political and military elites worked in various
ad hoc ways to organize their territories and maintain social
order, The arrangements they adopted had deep implica-
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The Two Economies

of Early Medieval Europe

The Byzantine Peasantry Byzantium was strongest
when its large class of free peasants flourished. After adop-
tion of the theme system in the eighth century, soldiers re-
ceived allotments of land when they mustered out of the
army. This arrangement supported a large and prosperous
dlass of free peasants, who cultivated their land intensively
in hopes of improving their families’ fortunes. The free peas-
antry entered an era of gradual decline after the eleventh
century as wealthy cultivators managed to accumulate large
estates. For as long as it flourished, however, the free peas-
antry provided agricultural surpluses that served as the foun-
dation for general prosperity in the Byzantine empire.

Manufacturing Agricultural surpluses supported manu-
facturing in Byzantium’s cities, especially Constantinople,
which was already a manufacturing megalopolis in classical
times. The city was home to throngs of artisans and crafts
workers, not to mention thousands of imperial officials and
bureaucrats. Byzantine crafts workers enjoyed a reputation
especially for their glassware, linen and woolen textiles,
gems, jewelry, and fine work in gold and silver.

Silk In the sixth century, crafts workers added high-quality
silk textiles to the list of products manufactured in the Byzan-
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ECONOMY AND SOCIETY
IN EARLY MEDIEVAL EUROPE

Economic and social development in the two big provinces
of Christendom mirrored their different political fortunes
in the postclassical era. Byzantium was an economic pow-
erhouse in the eastern Mediterranean region. The Byzan-
tine countryside produced abundant agricultural surpluses,
which supported large urban populations and fueled the
work of manufacturers. Byzantine merchants participated
in long-distance commercial networks that linked lands
throughout the eastern hemisphere. Western Christendom,
by contrast, experienced both a decline of agricultural pro-
duction and a weakening of cities as repeated invasions dis
rupted economic and social as well as political affairs. By
the tenth century, however, a measure of political stability
served as a foundation for economic recovery, and western
European peoples began to participate more actively in the
larger trading world of the eastern hemisphere.
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tine empire. The Byzantine historian Procopius reported that
two Christian monks from Persia traveled to China, where
they observed the techniques of sillc production, which at
that time were unknown outside China. According to Proco-
pius, the monks hollowed out their walking staffs and filled
them with silkworm eggs, which they smuggled out of China,
through their native land of Persia, and into the Byzantine
empire. It is'likely that Procopius simplified a more complex
story by focusing attention on the monks, who by themselves
could hardly have introduced a full-blown silk industry to
Byzantium. The production of fine, Chinese-style silks re-
quired more than a few silkworm eggs. It called also for the
mastery of sophisticated technologies and elaborate proce-
dures that probably reached Byzantium by several routes.

In any case, silk textiles soon made major contribu-
tions to the Byzantine economy. By the late sixth century,
Byzantine silks matched the quality of Chinese textiles, and
Byzantium had become the principal supplier of the fash-
ionable fabric to lands in the Mediterranean basin. The silk
industry. was so important to the Byzantine economy that
the government closely supervised every step in its produc-
tion and sale. Regulations allowed individuals to participate
in only one activity—such as weaving, dyeing, or sales—to
prevent the creation of a monopoly by a few wealthy or
powerful entrepreneurs.

Byzantine Trade The Byzantine economy also benefited
from trade. Sitting astride routes going east and west as well
as north and south, Constantinople served as the main




image4.png
clearinghouse for trade in the western part of Eurasia. The
‘merchants of Constantinople maintained commercial links
with manufacturers and merchants in central Asia, Russia,
Scandinavia, northern Europe, and the lands of the Black
Sea and the Mediterranean basin. Even after the early Is-
lamic |conquests, Byzantine merchants traded regularly
with their Muslim counterparts in Persia, Syria, Palestine,
and Egypt except during periods of outright war between
Byzantium and Muslim states. Indeed, Byzantium was so
dominant in trade that the Byzantine gold coin, the bezant,
served as the standard currency of the Mediterranean basi
for more than half a millennium, from the sixth through the
twelfth century.
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counterparts, they nevertheless participated in the trading
networks of the larger eastern hemisphere.

Social Development in the

Two Worlds of Christendom

Byzantium: An Urban Society The Byzantine em-
pire was rich in large, prosperous, cosmopolitan cities, in-
cluding Alexandria, Antioch, and Damascus, to mention only
a few. Indeed, until the Muslim conquests of the late seventh
and eighth centuries, Byzantium was probably the world's
‘most urbanized society, and residents of its cities enjoyed the
benefits and observed urban traditions inherited from the
classical Mediterranean world. Yet Constantinople had no ri-
val among Byzantine cities. Subjects of the Byzantine empire
referred to it simply as “the City” The heart of the City was
the imperial palace, which employed twenty thousand work-
ers as palace staff. Peacocks strutted through gardens filled
with sculptures and fountains. Most famous of them was a
gold fountain that spouted wine for imperial guests.

City Life Aristocrats maintained enormous palaces that
included courtyards, reception halls, libraries, chapels,
and quarters for members of the extended family as well
as servants and slaves. In the fifth century Constantinople
boasted 4,388 mansions, as well as 14 imperial and princely
palaces. Women lived in separate apartments and did not
receive male visitors from outside the household. Nor did
they participate in banquets and parties, especially when
wine flowed freely or when the affairs were likely to be-
come so festive that they could compromise a woman's
reputation. In Constantinople as well as other cities, upper-
class women generally wore veils, like their Mediterranean
ancestors from centuries past, to discourage the attention of
men outside their own families.

Dwellings of less privileged classes were not so splen-
did. Artisans and crafts workers commonly lived in rooms
above their shops, while clerks and government officials
occupied multistory apartment buildings. Workers and the
poor lived in rickety tenements where they shared kitchens
and sanitary facilities with their neighbors.





