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READING ESSENTIALS AND STUDY GUIDE 9-3

The Byzantine Empire For use with pages 327–334

Drawing From Experience
Think about your school and town. Are there people

from different cultures? Do these people share different
types of food, stories, and holidays with your commu-
nity? 

Constantinople had people from many different 
cultures, too. In the previous section, you learned the rea-
sons the Roman Empire fell. In this section you will learn
about Constantinople and the Byzantine Empire. You will
also learn about Emperor Justinian.
Organizing Your Thoughts

Constantinople was one of the greatest cities in the
world. Use the text to help you name three reasons that
Constantinople grew rich and strong.

Key Terms
mosaic: picture made from bits of colored glass and stone (page 333)

saint: Christian holy person (page 333)

regent: a person who acts as a ruler when the real ruler is too young or sick
(page 334)

1.

2.

3.



The Rise of the Byzantines (pages 328–329)

The Eastern Roman Empire grew rich and powerful as the Western
Roman Empire fell.

The Eastern Roman Empire was called the Byzantine
Empire. In the A.D. 500s the empire stretched west to Italy,
south to Egypt, and east to Arabia. Many of the people in
the empire were Greeks, but Egyptians, Syrians, Arabs,
Armenians, Jews, Persians, Slavs, and Turks lived in the
empire, too.
Why Is Constantinople Important? You already learned that 
Constantine moved the capital of the Roman Empire to
Constantinople. After the western empire fell, Constan-
tinople became the capital of the Byzantine Empire. By
the A.D. 500s, Constantinople was one of the world’s great
cities.

One reason for Constantinople’s success was its loca-
tion. It had good harbors near the Black Sea and the
Aegean Sea. Constantinople was also a major stop on the
trade routes between Europe and Asia. The trade routes
made the city rich.

Constantinople was also easy to protect. It was on a
peninsula. Seas protected it on three sides. A huge wall
guarded the city on the fourth side. 
Influence of Greek Culture At first, some Byzantines kept Roman
ways. Constantinople was known as the “New Rome.” Its
public buildings and palaces were built in the Roman
style. The city even had an oval arena called the Hippo-
drome. Chariot races and other events were held there.

Emperors spoke Latin and enforced Roman laws. The
empire’s poor people received free bread and shows.
Wealthy people lived in town or on large farming estates.
Many of them had lived in Rome. 

But many other people spoke Greek and had Greek
habits. Soon Byzantine rulers began to speak Greek. The
Byzantines also copied ideas from the Egyptians, the
Slavs, and the Persians. All of these cultures blended
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together. This led to new ideas in learning and the arts.
Between A.D. 500 and A.D. 1200, the Byzantines had one of
the world’s greatest empires.

4. What cultures blended together in the Byzantine
Empire?

Emperor Justinian (pages 329–330)

The policies and reforms of Emperor Justinian and Empress Theodora
helped make the Byzantine Empire strong.

Justinian became emperor of the Byzantine Empire in
A.D. 527. He ruled until A.D. 565. Justinian was a strong
leader. He controlled the military, made laws, and was
supreme judge. His order could not be questioned. 

Justinian’s wife was the empress Theodora. She 
helped Justinian make decisions and choose govern-
ment officials. 

Theodora was a former actress. She was intelligent and
strong-willed. Theodora convinced Justinian that women
should have some rights. For the first time, a Byzantine
wife could own land. That way, if she became a widow
she could still take care of her children.

In A.D. 532 Theodora helped save Justinian’s throne.
Angry taxpayers threatened to overthrow Justinian. They
stormed the palace. Justinian’s advisors urged him to
leave the city. Theodora told him to stay and fight. Justin-
ian stayed and crushed the uprising.
Justinian’s Conquests Justinian wanted to reunite the Roman
Empire. To do this, he had to conquer Western Europe
and northern Africa. He ordered General Belisarius to
lead the Byzantine army.

Belisarius added a lot of cavalry to the army. Cavalry
are soldiers on horses. Byzantine cavalry wore armor.
They carried bows and lances, which were long spears.
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Justinian’s army conquered most of Italy and northern
Africa. It also beat the Persians in the east. But it was too
much too quickly. When Justinian died, the empire could
not keep all of the land in the west.
Justinian’s Law Code Justinian thought that the empire’s laws
were too difficult to understand. He put together a group
of legal scholars headed by Tribonian. He ordered the
scholars to reform the law code.

The new code became known as the Justinian Code.
Common people could understand the empire’s new
laws. The Justinian Code influenced the laws of almost
every country in Europe.

5. What did Justinian accomplish during his reign?

Byzantine Civilization (pages 332–334)

The Byzantines developed a rich culture based on Roman, Greek, and
Christian ideas.

The Byzantine Empire lasted about 1,000 years. Con-
stantinople was the largest and richest city in Europe. The
Byzantines were educated and creative. They shared
Greek and Roman ideas with other cultures. They
invented new types of art. They spread Christianity to
Eastern Europe.
The Importance of Trade From the A.D. 500s to the A.D. 1100s, the
Byzantine Empire was the center of trade between Europe
and Asia. There were trade goods from present-day Rus-
sia, the Mediterranean, Europe in the west, and Persia
and China in the east. People traded spices, gems, metals,
cloth, farm goods, furs, honey, and enslaved people.
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All this trade made the Byzantine Empire very rich.
However, most Byzantines were not merchants. Most
people were farmers, herders, laborers, or artisans. A
major Byzantine industry was weaving silk. It developed
around A.D. 550. It started when Byzantine travelers
smuggled silkworm eggs out of China. They raised the
silkworms. The silkworms made silk threads. Weavers
used the threads to make silk cloth.
Byzantine Art and Architecture Justinian and other Byzantine
emperors had many churches, forts, and public buildings
built. Constantinople alone had hundreds of churches and
palaces. One of Justinian’s greatest achievements was
building the huge church called Hagia Sophia. Hagia
Sophia means “Holy Wisdom.” It was completed in A.D.
537. It was the religious center of the Byzantine Empire. It
still stands today in Istanbul.

The walls of the Hagia Sophia are lined with beautiful
marble and mosaics. Mosaics are pictures made from
many bits of colored glass or stone. They were an impor-
tant type of Byzantine art. Mosaics often showed saints,
or Christian holy people.
Byzantine Women The family was the center of social life.
Religion and the government said that marriage and fam-
ily life were important. It was hard to get a divorce.

Most Byzantine women did not lead independent
lives. They had to stay home and take care of their fami-
lies. However, women did gain some important rights,
thanks to Empress Theodora. Some Byzantine women
became well educated. They got involved in politics. Sev-
eral royal women served as regents. A regent is a person
who stands in for a ruler who is too young or too ill to
govern. A few ruled the empire on their own.
Byzantine Education Learning was highly respected. The gov-
ernment paid for the training of scholars and government
workers. Boys studied religion, medicine, law, arithmetic,
grammar, and other subjects. Wealthy Byzantines some-
times hired tutors to teach their children. Girls usually
were taught at home.
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Most Byzantine authors wrote about religion. They
said that people needed to obey God. They wrote about
the lives of saints. Byzantine writers also copied and
shared ancient Greek and Roman writings. Without
Byzantine copies, we would not have many important
works from the ancient world.

6. Which church is one of Justinian’s greatest achieve-
ments?
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