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The double-headed eagle was a prominent symbol in the Byzantine Empire, representing 
the empire’s claim to dual authority—often interpreted as its dominion over both the 
eastern (Constantinople) and western (Rome) halves of the former Roman Empire, or its 
secular and spiritual power. The reference to Empress Tzitzak (a Khazar princess who 
married into the Byzantine imperial family) and the gold solidus coins of Leo IV and 
Constantine VI (c. 741–750 CE) highlights a period when this symbol was notably used. 
The solidus coins, a key Byzantine currency, often depicted imperial imagery, including the 
double-headed eagle, to signify the empire’s legitimacy and continuity with Roman 
tradition.

“Dual authority”: This refers to the Byzantine Empire’s ideological claim to rule both 
the eastern and western territories of the old Roman Empire, as well as its blend of 
imperial (political) and religious (Christian) authority. The two heads of the eagle 
symbolized this duality, looking both east and west, or representing the unity of 
church and state under the emperor’s rule.

Empress Tzitzak’s lineage: Tzitzak, a Khazar princess, married Constantine V and 
was the mother of Leo IV. Her connection to the Khazars (who may have had their 
own dragon or eagle-like symbols) could tie into your earlier question about 
Khazarian dragon symbolism, though the double-headed eagle is more specifically a 
Byzantine motif.

Gold solidus coins: These coins, issued during the reigns of Leo IV and Constantine 
VI, often featured imperial portraits or symbols like the double-headed eagle to 
project the empire’s power and continuity.

Were the Byzantine and Holy Roman Empires Separate?

Yes, the Byzantine Empire and the Holy Roman Empire were distinct entities, but the 
quote’s reference to “dual authority” can create confusion, so let’s clarify:

Byzantine Empire (Eastern Roman Empire):
The Byzantine Empire was the continuation of the Eastern Roman Empire, 
centered in Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul). After the Western Roman 
Empire fell in 476 CE, the Eastern Roman Empire survived and evolved into 
what we call the Byzantine Empire.
The Byzantines saw themselves as the legitimate heirs of the Roman Empire, 
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claiming authority over both the eastern and western territories, even if they 
didn’t control the West after 476 CE. The double-headed eagle symbolized 
this ideological claim to universal rule, not actual control over Rome.

Holy Roman Empire:
The Holy Roman Empire emerged later, when Charlemagne was crowned 
“Emperor of the Romans” by Pope Leo III in 800 CE. This was a deliberate 
revival of the Western Roman imperial title, centered in Western Europe 
(primarily modern-day Germany, France, and Italy).
The Holy Roman Empire was a separate political entity from the Byzantine 
Empire, with its own emperors, institutions, and territories. It was not a direct 
continuation of the Western Roman Empire but rather a new construct under 
Frankish and later Germanic leadership.

Why the Confusion?
The Byzantine Empire and the Holy Roman Empire both claimed to be the 
legitimate successors of the Roman Empire, leading to rivalry and competing 
claims to “Roman” authority. The Byzantines viewed the Holy Roman Empire’s 
title as illegitimate, while the West often saw the Byzantine emperors as rulers 
of a distinct, eastern realm.
The “dual authority” in the quote refers to the Byzantine Empire’s own 
ideology, not a literal union with the Holy Roman Empire. The double-headed 
eagle symbolized Constantinople’s claim to both eastern and western Roman 
heritage, not a merger with the later Holy Roman Empire.
By the time the Holy Roman Empire was established (800 CE), the Byzantine 
Empire had already been using the double-headed eagle, and the two empires 
operated independently, with different cultures, languages (Greek in 
Byzantium, Latin in the West), and religious practices (Orthodox Christianity 
vs. Roman Catholicism).

Connection to Khazarian Dragon Symbolism

The Khazars, a Turkic people, used dragon or animal motifs in their art, as seen in artifacts 
like the Shilovka horn plates. While the double-headed eagle is distinct from dragon 
imagery, both could reflect shared steppe or Central Asian influences, where powerful 
animals (eagles, dragons) symbolized strength or divine favor. However, there’s no direct 
evidence that Khazarian dragon symbols influenced the Byzantine double-headed eagle, 
which likely derived from earlier Roman or Hellenistic traditions.

Summary
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Summary

“Dual authority”: The double-headed eagle symbolized the Byzantine Empire’s 
claim to rule both the eastern and western Roman world, as well as its unified 
secular and religious power, not a literal connection to the Holy Roman Empire.

Byzantine vs. Holy Roman Empire: They were separate entities with competing 
claims to Roman legitimacy. The Byzantine Empire (Eastern Roman Empire) 
predated and operated independently of the Holy Roman Empire, which began in 
800 CE.

Khazarian link: Empress Tzitzak’s Khazar heritage might hint at shared symbolic 
traditions, but the double-headed eagle is primarily a Byzantine symbol, not directly 
tied to Khazarian dragons.

Context and Influences

•  The double-headed eagle wasn’t unique to Byzantium and likely drew from 
earlier traditions:

•  Hittite and Mesopotamian Art: Double-headed eagles appear in 
ancient Near Eastern reliefs (c. 2nd millennium BCE), possibly 
influencing later cultures.

•  Sassanid Persia: The Sasanian Empire (224–651 CE) used similar 
dual-headed motifs, which Byzantium encountered through trade and 
war.

•  Roman and Hellenistic Traditions: Single-headed eagles were 
Roman imperial symbols, and the double-headed version may have 
evolved to signify Byzantium’s claim to both eastern and western 
Roman territories.

•  In Byzantium, the symbol gained prominence as the empire sought to assert 
its universal authority, especially after the rise of the Holy Roman Empire in 
800 CE, which challenged Byzantine claims to Roman legitimacy.


