
FROM ANTIQUITY TO 

THE MIDDLE AGES



The division of  the Roman Empire

https://youtu.be/46ZXl-V4qwY


The crisis of  the Roman Empire

• In Antiquity, the Romans created a great empire by conquering and 

dominating the territories that surrounded the Mediterranean Sea. 

However, in the 3rd century, a widespread crisis began in the Roman 

Empire.

• This was a reflection of  various social, economic and political issues. This 

crisis then worsened because of  pressure from foreign peoples located on 

the borders of  the empire, such as Germanic tribes and Persians.

https://youtu.be/LTqmIFEx72E




Two empires

• This widespread weak 

situation meant that 

Emperor Theodosius’ 

empire was divided 

among his children after 

his death in AD 395.



• The eastern half was inherited by Arcadius. He established the city 

of Constantinople as the capital. This city had been built by Emperor 

Constantine over the Greek city of  Byzantium. Therefore, the Eastern 

Roman Empire was known by the name of  the Byzantine Empire.

• The western half of  the Empire was inherited by Honorius, who kept his 

capital in Rome. The Western Roman Empire continued to suffer pressure 

from Germanic tribes. Finally, in AD 476, the tribes conquered the West 

Roman Empire and established their own kingdoms in the territory.



The Byzantine 

Empire

Unlike the Western Roman Empire, the 
Byzantine Empire managed to avoid the 

presence of  Germanic tribes in its 
territory and its cities did not suffer from 

ruralisation and decline. Therefore, 
Byzantium remained the heir of  the 

Roman Empire until its fall in the 15th 
century.

https://youtu.be/Okph9wt8I0A


The Byzantine Empire (6th–11th centuries)

• The period of  greatest splendour of  the Byzantine 
Empire took place during the reign of  Emperor Justinian 
I, between 527 and 565.

• Justinian wanted to reconquer the territory of  the 
Roman Empire. With this objective in mind, he managed 
to occupy the entire Italian peninsula and some isolated 
areas in the south of  the Iberian Peninsula and North 
Africa.

• However, he failed to conquer all the territory, as he had 
to face the Persians, who were in the east of  the Empire.



• After the death of  Justinian, the Empire underwent a period of crisis over 

the next two centuries.

• It lost territories in the Middle East and North Africa as a result of  the 

expansion of  the Muslims.

• In the Balkans, the Empire was pressured by Slavic tribes and the Bulgars, 

who formed an empire there.



• In the 10th century on, the 
Byzantine Empire regained some 
territories in the Balkans, as it 
managed to defeat the Bulgars, 
and showed a slight recovery.

• From the 11th century on, it 
began to lose territories, caused 
by the advance of  the Ottoman 
Turks. This was an Islamic 
kingdom that emerged to the 
west of  the Anatolian peninsula 
and ended up forming an empire.



The Byzantine Empire 

(12th–15th centuries)

• From the 12th century until it its 
overthrow in the 15th century, the 

territorial expansion of  the Empire was 
considerably reduced. This was a sign of  

a weakened empire.

• The progress of  Islamic civilisation
further reduced the territories of  the 

Byzantine Empire, which at this stage was 
limited to the city of  Constantinople and 

some coastal areas next to it.

• Finally, the Ottoman Turks occupied the 
capital in 1453. This marked the end of  

the Byzantine Empire.



Political organisation

• The political institutions of  the Byzantine 

Empire were inherited from the Roman Empire. 

The Empire was led by an emperor, also 

called basileus, who exercised absolute power 

and was attributed with a divine origin. For tasks 

of  government, there was a highly 

organised administration and legislation 

system based on Roman law.



The economy

• The main economic activity was agriculture, which allowed the Byzantine 

Empire to maintain its prosperity. In addition, craft activity in the cities was 

also important. Handcrafts included luxurious articles like silk fabrics. 

• Finally, the strategic situation of  the Empire, and especially its capital, 

favoured the development of  trade. Constantinople therefore became an 

important intermediary in routes carrying products from the East and West.



Culture and art

• Byzantine culture maintained its Latin heritage as the successor of  the Roman Empire. In 
addition, it settled in the territories that had formerly belonged to the Greek civilisation, 
so Hellenistic culture had a very important role. This meant that Latin was replaced 
by Greek as the official language of  the Empire. As well as this Greek influence, Eastern 
culture had a strong presence as it was mixed with Greek culture from the time of  
Alexander the Great.

• However, the most important tradition, both in the culture and society of  Byzantium, 
was Christianity. Because of  this importance, and given the power of  the Church in the 
Empire, Byzantine art was mainly religious. Therefore, the main buildings were churches, 
which were decorated with and mosaics with mostly religious themes, or political themes, 
with paintings in which the emperor was exalted

https://youtu.be/UpGsouOnxOU


BYZANTINE 
ARCHITECTURE

• The main features of  

this style can be seen in 

its most important 

building, the Hagia 

Sophia in 

Constantinople.

http://www.360degree.org/?panorama=hagia-sophia


• The inside of  the building is organised into three naves: one in the centre and two at the 
sides. This type of floor plan is called a basilica.

• Other Byzantine churches are in the shape of  a cross in which the two arms are the same 
length. This type of floor plan is called a Greek cross.

• A large dome is built in the centre of  the building. The weight of  this dome is supported by 
a system of buttresses and half  domes on the outside and pendentives on the inside.

• The interior is decorated with marble columns and ornate mosaics.

• The exterior is not decorated, so its main construction material, brick, is visible.



BYZANTINE 
MOSAICS

• The walls and ceilings 

of  Byzantine buildings 

were decorated with 

mosaics. They were 

made with small stones 

called tesserae, which 

were baked and glazed 

clay.



BYZANTINE MOSAICS

• Themes were religious, but could also be political if  they showed the emperor 
making offerings.

• Mosaics were usually polychrome, meaning that they were in several colours. They 
were distinguished by their gold backgrounds.

• Faces were always shown from the front and in the hieratic attitude, or in other 
words, without expressing feelings.

• The representation was two-dimensional, as there was no depth in the scene. 
Therefore, the figures were adjusted to fit the space and the background was 
completed with inscriptions and architectural elements.

https://youtu.be/fvX1vorZgF4


BYZANTINE 
PAINTINGS

• The theme of  the paintings was 
primarily religious. Frescoes were 
made on walls and ceilings, but very 
few are preserved.

• Most of  the paintings were done on 
boards and showed religious images. 
These representations are 
called icons.

https://youtu.be/Cej4Ggq5nQI


ACTIVITIES

• What happened to the Roman Empire in the 3rd century?

• What processes did not affect the Byzantine Empire during the Middle Ages?

• What were the main economic activities in the Byzantine Empire?

• What was the main characteristic of  Byzantine art?



GERMANIC 

KINGDOMS

The Western Roman Empire followed a different evolution to 

the Byzantine Empire, as the lands of  Western Europe were 

occupied by peoples of Germanic origin.

https://youtu.be/npt_Jtn4zxU


THE GERMANIC TRIBES

• The Germanic people came from Central Asia and settled for 
centuries near the borders of  the Roman Empire. They 
were nomadic people who did not build cities, as they mainly lived 
in villages and camps. They mainly worked in farming and were 
organised into tribes, led by a tribal chief  who was elected by 
an assembly of  free men. The leader was the military chief  and 
ruled with the help of  warriors, with whom he established pacts of  
loyalty.

• An increase in population and the need to seek pastures for cattle 
caused the Germanic people to move to western Europe.



INVASIONS

• Some of  the Germanic tribes that pushed the boundaries of  the Roman 
Empire during the 3rd century took advantage of  its weakness to settle there. 
These tribes settled in the territory of  the Western Roman Empire through 
force or through pacts and treaties.

• Some held posts in the army and the Roman administration. Therefore, there 
were Germanic tribes that were quite Romanised, such as 
the Visigoths and Ostrogoths, and others that were very hostile, such as 
the Huns and the Vandals.



THE FALL OF THE WESTERN ROMAN 

EMPIRE

• Despite the Germanic invasions, the Western Roman Empire managed to 

stay in place, although in a very weakened form, until the German chieftain 

Odoacer deposed the last emperor of  Rome, Romulus Augustus, in ad 476.

• After his overthrow, the western half  of  the empire disappeared and a series 

of kingdoms was formed in its place.

https://youtu.be/JDz-z92Qc4Q


CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GERMANIC 

KINGDOMS

• They were monarchies. At first, kings were elected but over time the position 
became hereditary. Kings were weak and had little power as they were in the hands 
of  an increasingly powerful warrior aristocracy.

• Society was comprised of  a majority Romanised population and a dominant 
minority Germanic population. Germanic laws were gradually introduced, so 
Roman law ceased to be used, even though it was much more advanced.

• Some features of  Roman culture were imposed. This was the case with the 
language, Latin, which remained but was adapted to different regional 
characteristics. Likewise, Christianity, which had spread throughout the Roman 
Empire, also spread among the Germanic tribes.



Germanic tribes on the 
Iberian Peninsula



Invasions

• The Germanic tribes that had entered the Roman Empire in 406 reached the 
Iberian Peninsula in 409. These peoples were the Suebi, Vandals and Alans. 
The Roman army, which was very weak, could not defeat them. Therefore, in 
418 they signed a treaty with another Germanic tribe that was already inside 
the Empire as an ally of  Rome: the Visigoths. This pact stipulated that the 
Visigoths should aim to reduce the influence of  the other Germanic tribes in 
the area in exchange for being allowed to settle in certain Hispanic 
territories.

https://youtu.be/STOJftffOqs


• Therefore, the Visigoths, who were one of  the most Romanised peoples amongst 

the Germanic peoples expelled the Vandals and Alans from Hispania. The Suebi, 

however, resisted and formed a kingdom in the northwestern part of  the peninsula.

• After the fall of  Rome in 476, the Visigoths formed the kingdom that covered 

Gaul and Hispania. Its capital was Tolosa, known today as Toulouse in France. 

However, they were defeated by the Franks in 507, abandoning almost all of  Gaul 

and forming a kingdom in Spain. The Visigothic Kingdom controlled almost all 

the territories of  the Iberian Peninsula.

https://youtu.be/5QlrpWDW-y8


• The Suebi maintained their 
kingdom, with its capital in 
Bracara Augusta (today 
known as Braga), until the 
Visigoths occupied this 
kingdom in 585 under the 
reign of  Leovigildo.

• The Cantabrian area, 
inhabited by less Romanised
peoples such as 
the Cantabri and 
the Vascones, could not be 
occupied by the Visigoths.



Visigothic Hispania

• The society of  the Visigothic Kingdom of  Toledo was the 
result of  the partial fusion of  the Hispano-
Roman and Visigothic communities. Initially, the 
Visigoths, with far fewer people, were kept separate. They 
occupied leadership positions and the best land. Over 
time, the two groups were mixed and the result was 
the overlapping of  Germanic elements over Roman 
culture. The best proof  of  this was the survival of  the 
Roman language, Latin, to which very few Germanic 
contributions were added.



• The dominant group was the warrior nobility. They owned latifundios, which was the name given to large 
farms dedicated to agriculture and livestock rearing. Furthermore, they held positions in the army and took 
part in the political institutions of  the kingdom.

• The nobles were linked by ties of  personal dependence, so that the less important became fideles (the 
faithful) of  the most important.

• Peasants, serfs and slaves were the largest group. They usually worked the land of  the nobles.

• Land, the main source of  wealth, was left in the hands of  large landowners. Agricultural activity focused 
on growing cereals, although rearing livestock later became more important, especially sheep.



THE VISIGOTHIC 
CITY

• Although the Visigoths mainly 
lived in the countryside, some 
cities remained important. They 
included the city of  Recópolis (in 
the modern province of  
Guadalajara), founded by the 
Visigoths and King Leovigildo in 
particular in 578. Excavation work 
has found the remains of  a walled 
city that had a commercial street 
with important religious and 
administrative buildings, such as 
the palace and the Palatine church.

https://youtu.be/AIWbxViAeBg


Culture in Visigothic Hispania

• The culture of  the Visigoths was fundamentally religious. Their most 
important figure was Isidoro de Sevilla, the author of  several historical and 
theological compendia, most notably his work Etymologiae.

• Few works of art have remained, as there was much less artistic activity than 
in Roman times. However, we can highlight 
Visigothic jewellery and architecture. Some small churches have been 
preserved, including those of  San Juan de Baños (Palencia), Quintanilla de 
las Viñas (Burgos) and San Pedro de la Nave (Zamora).



ARCHITECTURE

• Visigothic churches were built with large 

finely worked stones called ashlars. The 

most interesting architectural element is 

the use of  the horseshoe arch.



SCULPTURE

• Churches were decorated 

with reliefs, which are 

found on the capitals of  

columns or in horizontal 

bands on the walls. These 

reliefs have 

interlaced geometric or p

lant motifs, 

although biblical 

scenes are depicted in 

some cases.



METALWORK

• Crosses and votive 

crowns, which kings 

offered to churches, were 

one of  the best examples 

of  the Visigoths’ skill in 

metalwork. The most 

typical materials used 

were gold and precious 

stones. Some of  the finest 

pieces are those found in 

Guarrazar (Toledo) and 

Torredonjimeno (Jaén).



EXERCISES

• What Germanic tribes entered the Iberian Peninsula at the beginning of  the 5th 
century? Which ones came violently and which were there through a pact?

• Which Germanic tribes were defeated by the Visigoths?

• Why do you think the Visigoths could not occupy the Cantabrian area?

• What distinct social groups existed in the Visigothic period? Explain the major 
features of  each one.

• What were latifundios?


