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In spite of a great number of important publications on the relevant issues, the Fourth
Crusade and its impact in the Eastern Mediterranean are often — even nowadays — neither
fully apprehended nor sufficiently explained. Important aspects of the rich scientific debate
still are the collapse of the Byzantine state, the formation of smaller political entities, and the
processes through which such immense changes took place. As is well known, the two most
prominent among those successor polities were the States of Nicaea and of Epirus, which were
both established mainly by members of the high Byzantine Constantinopolitan aristocracy;’
neverheless, the empire of Trebizond, where the imperial legacy of the Komnenoi had been
considered as a solid ground for the Grand Komnenoi rulership, should also not be neglected
in the study of the historical framework .’

The events of 1203/1204 led to the conquest of Constantinople by the Latin Crusaders, the
milites Christi of the Fourth Crusade who had reached the Byzantine capital in a “diversion”
from the declared original destination of the Crusade, i.e. Jerusalem. The latter, a Sacred
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City for both Eastern and Western Christendom, had been recently reconquered, in 1181, by
the sultan Saladin of Egypt. The Crusade had its origins in 1201 under the spiritual guidance
of Pope Innocent III.* Interestingly, the diversion to Constantinople was not the first one
for that Crusade; the events which took place in late 1202 in Zara had somehow shown the
immediate future of the military movement. The background of the actions on the spiritual
and ecclesiastical sphere were naturally associated with the Great Rift, the Schism between
the Eastern and the Western Church,” and with the multifaceted actualities of the Crusades
movement, its visions, targets, versions, diversions and practices.

Let us try to shed some light to certain aspects of the major crisis which was dominant
in Byzantium after 1204; in fact the crisis presented symptoms in all the spheres of life —
political, social, religious, scholarly and spiritual — and had a huge impact in the subsequent
life and action on the lands which were until then included in the territory of the Byzantine
Empire.’ In that perspective, one should bear in mind that the notion of “crisis” is a general
and rather hard to define category, with sometimes unspecified causes, and the remedy to a
crisis can often present vaguely declared goals and ambitions, or even real intentions circum-
stantially distinct from the propagated ones.

In the framework of the Fourth Crusade, a lot of noble men, especially coming from the
regions of Flanders, Northern France and Germany, had taken the Cross and undertaken the
task to fulfil the pious goal of liberating the Holy Land from the hands of the infidels, i.e. the
Seljuk Turks. Some of the most prominent figures among them were Bonicafe of Montferrat,
count Baldwin of Flanders, his brother Henry of Hainaut, and Geoffrey Villehardouin.” All
those, accompanied by approximately 15,000 soldiers, responded to the call for a massive
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intervention which would lead to the overcoming of a general crisis for the Christian World,
which was symbolically epitomized in the dominance of the Holy Land by the Muslims. That
situation had been regarded already since the late 11th century as totally inappropriate and
unacceptable from a pious Christian point of view; therefore, military and political action had
been considered as absolutely necessary.

For a better apprehension of the political, social and military data of the era, one should
always bear in mind that at the beginning of the 13th century, when the Fourth Crusade had
been propagated and largely prepared, Crusader States had already been founded in the East
and had functioned as hybrid states from a political, social and ideological point of view.*

In 1201 the Crusader army was assembled in Venice, with the declared destination of
Egypt. But the Venetian chief, the doge Enrico Dandolo,’ put a — first, as it was to prove —
diversion of the Crusade as a precondition for the transfer of the Crusaders to their declared
destination. The “station” which the Crusaders were pressed to make was at Zara (modern
Zadar), Dalmatia, which had recently rebelled against Venice and had subsequently renowned
the sovereignty of the king of Hungary. The Crusaders had to accept the Venetian offer, since
there was no realistic alternative. As a result, Zara was besieged and conquered in November
1202, whereas looting and ferocities also did happen.'® By that point, an urgent crisis on the
Holy Land which was calling for immediate and effective action had resulted in the conquest
of a city whose control Venice intended to regain.

Byzantium subsequently provided the Crusaders with a highly attractive motive or alibi
for a second diversion, on the ground of another crisis which was also existent and crucial at
that very era, and was evident both in the capital and in the provinces of Byzantine Empire.
That crisis had its roots on the political and economic weakening of the Byzantine Empire,
which had been gradually intensified and somehow maximized during the reign of the
Angeloi emperors, from 1185 to the arrival of the Crusaders and the conquest of the city in
1203/1204."

However, the main causes of the gradual economic downfall of the Byzantine Empire had
been effectively present and apparent from the end of the 11th century onwards; the overall
fiscal policy of the Komnenoi emperors and especially their practice of granting tax privileges
to the Italian maritime powers of the era, namely Venice, Genoa and Pisa, contributed to
a situation which can be described, as a modern Italian scholar put it — admittingly, with a
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generous portion of anachronism — “when Italy was a superpower”."> Byzantium was weak
and unceasingly further impoverished in that competition; it had thus been led to the position
of a state which desperately needed assistance from the West to confront the dangers and
threats its opponents (especially Normans and Seljuk Turks) presented to it.

The assistance Byzantium received from the West to deal with an urgent problem
gradually led to the further deepening and consolidation of the crisis, and to the creation of
a situation in which the state had almost entirely lost its economic and military integrity.
What was left to happen was the complete loss of its political entity. That occurred in 1203,
after a respective call for action from a player in the internal Byzantine system of political
controversy and balance of the era."

His name was Alexios; he was the son of the former Byzantine emperor Isaakios II
Angelos. Alexios had been able to flee from Constantinople on a Pisan boat heading to the
West, and soon called the Crusaders to help himself and his father to re-establish themselves
on the throne of Constantinople. Alexios found shelter at the court of his brother-in-law Philip
of Swabia, where he also met some other important and influential Crusaders and tried to
create the preconditions for a diversion of the Crusade movement to Byzantium and its capital.
Alexios subsequently met Pope Innocent I1I, who kindly welcomed him, but practically dis-
couraged him on his ambitions."

The Byzantine prince at that point attempted to persuade the Crusaders, making the
promise that he would provide them with substantial grants and profits if they helped him re-
establish himself on the Byzantine throne. Vast amounts of money, namely 800,000 hyperpyron
coins," the Church Union and the supply of a Byzantine army consisting of 10,000 men for the
continuation of Crusade were among the rich and generous promises. Those consequently led
to high expectations for the Crusaders; the traditional position and identity of Constantinople
and the Byzantine Empire were not incompatible to that. Nevertheless, in all those estimations
the existent crisis, which had radically changed the economic and social data of the empire,
had been either neglected or underestimated.

Thus, the fierce internal political competitions and fractions led to a management of
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the existent Byzantine crisis which promoted the Crusaders as a vital force that would
hopefully solve the problem and smoothen the situation; the political and military step that
was eventually decided and put in action was propagated as a “temporary diversion” of
the Crusade and a cure for the problems of the Empire. Nonetheless, that very step was to
further deepen the already existent crisis, and also consolidate the sharp political, cultural and
religious rift, between East and West, as practically irreversible.

Until May 1203 the Crusaders had come to an agreement to make that diversion, the
second one in their movement; their march now seemed to have actually taken the shape of
a zig-zag, wherever wealth and interest called. On the 24th of May 1203, the Crusader fleet
departed from Venice, after having pled for the protection of saint Nikolaos.'® One month
later, the pope sent a letter to his cardinal legate Petro Capuano to express his anger and
despair for the Crusaders’ decision for diversion to the byzantine capital. In June 1203, he also
wrote immediately to the leaders of the Crusaders and actually forbade them to head towards
Constantinople."”

The Crusaders travelled through Dyrrachion, Corfu (where they seem to have signed
the highly important document of the Partitio Terrarum Imperii Romaniae), from Northern
to Southern Ionian Sea, then from Trikeri they entered the Aegean Sea, passed by Northern
Aegean islands such as Lemnos, and came to the port of Abydos."® From there, the view was
a magnificent one: According to the first-hand testimony of Robert de Clari, the crusaders
“regarded the great size of the city, which was so long and so wide, and they marvelled it
exceedingly”."” Departing from there, the united Crusader fleet passed by and made port at
Chalkedon, on the sea of Marmara.

The Byzantine navy was at that time in a really disappointing condition. When in the
spring of 1203 Alexios III Angelos first tried to deal with the urgent issue, the abandonment
of the army and navy preparations for a period of twenty years, under the reign of the
Angeloi emperors, had resulted to the fact that only twenty ships were now in the emperor’s
availability; furthermore, their condition was not the best possible.”
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When the Crusaders held a part of the walls of Constantinople, the Byzantine emperor
Alexios III readily abandoned the city and his power, taking along with him a part of the
imperial treasury. The crisis was again transformed, taking an intense social aspect; fires burst
out throughout the city, destroying church and secular buildings alike, depriving many of the
inhabitants from their properties, and leaving many families homeless or in a need to move
urgently. The Crusaders tried to control the political situation in Constantinople and such an
evolution was believed to have been accomplished when the Latins reinstalled Issakios II as a
nominal emperor and Alexios IV Angelos as co-emperor and actual ruler of the empire.

Nevertheless, the political crisis was not over; the heavy fiscal burdens which were
imposed by the new rulers rapidly made them highly unpopular to the subjects of the Empire.”'
A contestation led to their dethronement and the ascension to the throne of another emperor
named Alexios again, Alexios V, the so-called “Moutzouphlos” 2

Alexios immediately initiated anti-Latin military expeditions, since he saw them as a
political opponent of his power and his empire. He demonstrated bravery and strategic skills,
but on February the loss of the miraculous icon of the Panagia Nikopoios (Theotokos the
Victory-giver) led to a massive psychological trauma.” An “iconic icon” of Theotokos, who
was the traditional patron of the city, now fell on the hands of the opponents, and soon a
conviction spread throughout the inhabitants of the city that the victory was now to be given
by her to the Crusaders, because of the Byzantines’ sins.

Apart from beliefs and convictions, the Crusaders saw things more practically. They had
a quite easy choice to make. One possibility was to leave Alexios, a declared enemy of theirs,
to the Byzantine throne and head to the Holy Land; the alternative was considered much more
attractive to them: an attempt to conquer and rule the Byzantine Empire themselves, for their
own sake and interest. Acting towards that prospective, they took care to divide all the lands
of the empire between them, following the treaty called Partitio Terrarum Imperii Romaniae.
According to that a Latin Emperor and a Roman Catholic Patriarch of Constantinople were to
be established in the City as soon as the targets of the Crusaders were achieved.”*
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On the 13th of April 1204 the Crusaders conquered and sacked Constantinople. That
proved to be the starting point for the establishment of the Latin Empire of Constantinople.”
Furthermore, decisive steps were made for the intensification and consolidation of frag-
mentation on the lands which were until then either part of the Byzantine Empire or had
not yet been definitely separated from it. Apart from that, beside the Orthodox Patriarchate
of Constantinople, another one — the Latin (i.e. Roman Catholic) — started to exist and
compete it, or rather tried hard to substitute it in its ecclesiastical and ideological functions.”®
The Orthodox Patriarch loannes X Kamateros had to flee and find temporary shelter in
Didymoteichon, Thrace,”” and his successors had Nicaea as their actual seat in exile. That city
was of great religious value, as the place where the first and the last Ecumenical Councils had
taken place —according to the Orthodox Christians’ counting, of course.

As an outcome of the Latin conquest, a new deep and rapidly expanded crisis emerged
throughout the capital and other cities on the lands of the former empire. The latter's
political death provoked an immense shock and further deepened the crisis. It now took the
characteristics of a major social and humanitarian one, with important and critical political,
economic and demographic aspects. Furthermore, the symbolic and ideological value of
the conquest was immense. What proved to be the decisive — though, certainly not the final
— conquest of the City also determined substantial data in religious, spiritual and artistic
spheres .**

The Byzantines were steadily considered by the Westerners as schismatic, and that
perception facilitated fierce, ravage and cruel behaviour during the three days of the sack
which had been unfolded in the city. Works of art, icons and relics had been destroyed or
grabbed to be eventually moved to the West (Venice, France and elsewhere).” Just to mention
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one of them, the Holy Face (Mandylion), in which the characteristics of the face of Jesus
Christ were thought to have been miraculously depicted, seems to have been translated to
France and to have become a part of Sainte-Chapelle, the royal chapel in Paris.”

The people also suffered from the conquest. Many Byzantines were killed in Constan-
tinople in the summer of 1204. Women were raped, children were tortured or killed. A
substantial part of the city’s populace had to leave their fatherland and try to move to more
remote areas, where there was a hope for the establishment of independent political life (and
independent states trying to survive, prevail, and also propagate their linkage to the Byzantine
imperial legacy).”

Anti-Latin sentiments were common to wide parts of the Byzantine people;’* the
traditional misunderstandings between the two worlds now met the wild behaviour of the
conquerors and the deep trauma of the Byzantine people, that now felt even more like the
New Israel. The actuality and the experience of the exile urgently asked for a vision of the
return to the lost paradise, a reconquest par excellence.” That reconquest of Constantinople
and its hinterland constituted the raison d’etre for the empire of Nicaea until 1261, when
it was eventually accomplished. It also played an important role in the construction of
politics, diplomacy and ideology in the state of Epiros and the empire of Trebizond,* which
nevertheless continued to exist and act after 1261 as rival states to the re-established Byzantine
Empire.
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