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His lectures get a 5-star iTunes rating
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On the verdant 55-acre campus of the private Stony Brook School, Lars Brownworth is a history teacher with dozens of students.

In the vast cyberworld of the Internet, Brownworth is a history teacher, too, with tens of thousands of devoted listeners.

Brownworth's very specialized podcast series, "12 Byzantine Rulers" - 12 lectures so far, and he's only on the 8th emperor - is a big hit, with a 5 (out of 5) star rating from listeners at iTunes, where his lectures often top the Higher Educational list as most popular. (The podcast has more than 175,000 downloads per month, according to Brownworth's brother, Anders.) Wired magazine wrote that Brownworth exhibits "an infectious passion for his subject."

For the uninitiated: A podcast is a recorded program that can be listened to on a computer or downloaded to an MP3 player such as an iPod. The most popular distribution site is Apple's iTunes. Most podcasts, including Brownworth's, are free.

"I was always interested in history, always reading books about the Roman Empire," says Brownworth, 30, who grew up at the private high school where he now teaches. His father, Thom, who still works there, teaches math. Brownworth heads one of the boys' dorms, where he also lives. He majored in history at Houghton College in Houghton, N.Y.

"In school, we were taught that the Roman Empire ended in 476. . . . I always wondered what would have happened if the Roman Empire had continued," Brownworth says. "Then I discovered that, in the East, it hadn't fallen."

It became what we call the Byzantine Empire, an era often filled with chaos and bloody coups that had a tremendous impact on world history until it ended in 1453. Its citizens considered themselves Romans, Brownworth says, though they no longer controlled Rome. 

Diocletian, the first emperor Brownworth profiles, divided the empire into East and West before retiring to become a cabbage farmer. Next up is Constantine, who founded Constantinople, also known as Byzantium and now Istanbul. If it weren't for Constantinople's sturdy walls, which stopped Muslim armies in the 7th century, Brownworth says, Europe would almost certainly have become Muslim. 

"The consequences are too many to calculate," he says. "We owe this incredible debt to Constantinople, and we sort of ignore it." His favorite emperor, he says, is Justinian, who built the Hagia Sofia church, "the most beautiful building in the world," Brownworth says, where "you can see the spot where emperors were crowned . . . and get a glimpse of what Byzantium was." During a 2001 visit, he says, he "fell in love" with the era he had already been reading a lot about.

In 2004, he says, he was "yakking" to his brother Anders about Byzantine history, and Anders suggested he record a summary. In June 2005, when Apple began its podcast directory - and Lars was in Jordan - Anders posted the lecture.

"I had completely forgotten about it," Lars says. "As soon as I got back home, we recorded another, and it took off from there." Anders, an officer of North Carolina-based tech company bandwidth.com, does the recording and posting when they're together, Lars says. They plan to complete two more during the Christmas break. He'd like to collect the lectures into a book, Lars Brownworth says. "I'm in the dreaming phase." 

Though most listeners go through iTunes, "12 Byzantine Rulers" is also posted, with additional commentary, at anders.com/lectures/lars _brownworth/12_byzantine _rulers.

