#115
The Byzantine Empire

A.D. 330-1453


Last class we began our 5th unit of study in Global History and Geography.  You were introduced to the 5 different Empires (or sets of Empires) that we will cover during this unit.  They include: 1) Byzantine Empire, 2) The Arab Empires and Islamic Civilization, 3) The Maurya and Gupta Empires in India, 4) The Tang and Song Empires in China, and 5) The Mongols in China.  We explored the geography of each.  All of these empires grew and thrived on the eastern hemisphere (the eastern half of the world that includes the continents of Europe, Africa, and Asia).  


We learned how the Byzantine Empire grew out of the eastern half the Roman Empire.  We learned that the capital of the Byzantine Empire was Constantinople (today called Istanbul in current-day Turkey), and that it was named after the Roman Emperor Constantine.  Constantine was the Roman Emperor between 306 CE and 337 CE.   He issued the Edict of Milan, which outlawed the persecution of Christians.  He also founded the city of Constantinople, the future capital of the Byzantine Empire.  The Byzantine Empire, with Constantinople as its capital, adopted Christianity and its official religion and helped to spread Christianity throughout the world.  The Byzantine Empire blended Roman, Greek, and Christian culture.  For example, the Byzantine Empire adopted Roman Laws, and a Roman social organization, but they adopted Greek as their official language (instead of Latin).  Today, we will learn more about the Byzantine Empire, its culture, and its achievements.

Achievements of the Byzantine Empire


The Byzantine Empire reached its peak (or highest point) under the emperor Justinian, who became Emperor in AD 527 and ruled until 565.  Like every other Byzantine ruler, Justinian was an autocrat, meaning a single ruler with complete power.  What are some other synonyms (words that have the same meaning) for autocrat?

Justinian wanted to expand the Byzantine Empire.  His Byzantine armies did conquer parts of North Africa, Italy, southern Spain, Asia Minor (Turkey), and Syria.  However, these conquests were expensive and did not remain under the control of the Byzantine Empire for too long.  Justinian's major achievement as the Emperor of the Byzantine Empire was creating a code of laws, known as Justinian's Code of Law.  What other codes of law have we studied about during Global History?
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I. Justinian's Code:


Emperor Justinian is probably best known for his code of laws.  As soon after he became emperor, he set up a team of scholars to gather, organize, and modify the ancient laws of Rome.  Do you remember what these Ancient Roman Laws were called? ____________________________

Justinian's collection of laws became known as "Justinian's Code of Law" or "The Body of Civil Law." His code of laws included Roman laws, legal writings, and even a student handbook.  Later, emperors continued to update the code of laws.  By the 1100s, it had reached Western Europe, where it became the basis of laws in the west.  Even today, international law is influenced by Justinian's Code.  


Justinian's Code of Law made Christianity the official religion of the Byzantine Empire.  The laws also encouraged prejudice against Jews.  The laws did not outlaw Judaism but it did state that Jews would have certain disadvantages.  For example, according to these laws, Jews could not hold public office, and could not testify against Christians in a court of law.  


Justinian’s wife, Theodora, also made many changes under Justinian's rule. She participated in government and was especially concerned with improving the status of women.  She helped to create laws to make Byzantine women more equal.  Some of these include: 1) Laws against husbands beating their wives, 2) Allowing women the right to divorce their husbands, 3) Allowing women the right to own property, 4) Allowing widows to keep their children (before this law, they had to surrender their children to a male relative upon death of their husband), and 5) Allowing women the right to take out of marriage the value of wealth ($) she brought in.  

II. Engineering and Architecture:


The Byzantine Empire extended Roman knowledge of engineering, especially in area of architecture (buildings).  Justinian launched an impressive building program designed to make Constantinople a dazzling city.  The best known of the things he built in Constantinople was the Church of Hagia Sophia, whose name means "holy wisdom."  Instead of hiring architects to design the Church of Hagia Sophia, Justinian chose two mathematicians to design the church.  He wanted the Hagia Sophia to be the best building in the world.  The building included a huge dome and combined Greek balance and proportion with Roman engineering skills.  The Church of Hagia Sophia remains an architectural masterpiece even today, 1,500 years later.  
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III. Art:


Byzantine artists made great contributions to religious art that influenced styles for many years.  The key purpose of most Byzantine art was to glorify G-d and Jesus.  Unlike Roman art, which tried to show people looking realistic, Byzantine art focused on glorifying religious subjects.  Byzantine art was large done in the form of icons, mosaics, and church decorations.  Icons were holy images of Jesus, the Virgin Mary, or saints of the Orthodox Christian Church.  Icons were more than just paintings; they were supposed to create a sense that the sacred person was actually present.  Mosaics were pictures or designs formed by pieces of stone or other materials.  Byzantine mosaics often showed biblical scenes and were used to decorate the inside of churches, including the Hagia Sophia.  
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IV. The Eastern Orthodox Christian Church:

The Byzantine Empire became the center of religious, social, cultural, and commercial life for the Christian world.  A branch of Christianity developed in the Byzantine Empire, after its split from the Roman Empire. They called this branch of Christianity the Eastern Orthodox Christian Church.  We will learn more about the Byzantine Eastern Orthodox Christian Church next class, but it is important to note that it had a huge affect on the world, and that it spread throughout the eastern Mediterranean and Russia.
Summarizing the Big Ideas

* The Byzantine Empire had a strong government and a code of laws under Justinian

* The Byzantine Empire cannot be separated from the Eastern Orthodox Christian Church

* The Byzantine Empire made contributions in art, architecture, and engineering 

* The Byzantine Empire affected the later development of Russia and other nations of Eastern Europe.







