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At its height in 565 CE 
 

    In 330 CE, the Emperor Constantine moved his capital city from Rome to 
Byzantium, which he renamed Constantinople, in the eastern part of his 
empire. Although the Western Roman Empire was overrun by Germanic 
tribes and its capital was sacked in 476, the eastern portion that came to be 
called the Byzantine Empire after the old city continued and thrived for nearly 
1,000 years more.  
   After Rome’s fall the Byzantine emperors hoped to one day recapture their 
lost city. In fact the Emperor Justinian, who greatly expanded the empire 
during his reign, succeeded in reclaiming Rome and Italy for a time. However 
the war with the Ostrogoths drained Justinian’s coffers so that only three 
years after his death in 565, Italy fell to another Germanic tribe, the 
Lombards.  
   The Byzantine Empire experienced its ups and downs over the centuries 
until its final defeat by the Ottoman Turks in 1453. Still despite wars and other 
crises, the empire developed a unique and beautiful culture that still impacts 
the world today.    
 

According to the passage, ___ ruled ___ at the height of its power. 
 A.  Constantine ... Rome 
 B.  Justinian ... the Byzantine Empire 
 C.  the Ostragoths ... Italy 

D.  the Lombards ... the Roman Empire 
 

Which word is a synonym for “coffers” in the second paragraph? 
 A.  glasses  B.  reservoir          C.  emotions           D.  treasury  
 

Which people were MOST LIKELY responsible for sacking Rome in 476? 
 A.  Germans  B.  Byzantines      C.  Ostrogoths         D.  Lombards   
 

The approximate distance the Germanic tribe traveled from their lands to 
capture Rome in 568 CE was 

 

     
 

                                 
 

 

                                          I 
 500 miles 

 

 

 

                               Adriatic  

                Sea 

        A.  200 km.         B.  450 km.        C.  750 km.         D.  1000 km.      
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DIRECTIONS: Analyze the two slanted versions of the history of Emperor 
Justinian to identify facts about the ruler’s life and his reign. 
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   I, Procopius, have been asked by the Emperor Justinian to 
compile for posterity a history of His Grace’s accomplishments. 
The point at which to begin, as it should be, is with the august 
ruler’s rise to power.  
   Flavius Julianus Justinianus was nephew to the last Roman 
emperor, Justin, and advanced to consul of the Eastern Empire 
during his uncle’s reign. Upon Justin’s death in April of 527 the 
year of our Lord, Justinian received the crown. From the outset 
the emperor set as a goal the recovery of Roman lands which had 
been lost to conquerors. This he achieved with the expansion of 
eastern lands across North Africa and southern Europe. 

   In 533 a fleet of five hundred ships set sail for Africa and in but two major battles       
re-established Roman rule along the North African coast and southward up the Nile River. 
Victories at the Mediterranean island of Sicily, in Dalmatia on the Adriatic Sea, in Naples, 
Rome, and elsewhere secured control of Italy and the Balkans. The emperor’s armies also 
gained much of southern Spain and even seized land from Persia to the east.        
   Ruling with the help of his lovely wife, the Empress Theodora whom he married two 
years before taking the throne, Justinian achieved far more than military triumphs. 
Byzantine government, laws, literature, art, architecture, and religion all reflect the hand of 
Emperor Justinian’s capable rule.  
   Governmentally the emperor strengthened a land divided by disagreements among people 
and groups within. In doing so his most important contribution has been the Justinian 
Code in which he organized the laws and decrees of past emperors, adding many of his 
own. This orderly and complete set of laws insures that every Roman citizen can easily 
understand the laws that govern the empire. In fact the emperor devised a manual for 
students which no doubt will serve as a model for legal study in other lands and times. 
    This ruler has also encouraged the arts and architecture. While he considers the empire 
thoroughly Roman and speaks mainly Latin himself, Justinian also holds great love and 
appreciation for all that is Greek, including the language which has become widely spoken. 
During his reign Byzantine writers have produced many works in the Greek style but 
influenced by Christianity, which is so important to all. Many artists have created 
magnificent mosaics which, I am certain, will have a lasting influence on artistic styles here 
and abroad. Still his interest in architecture has overshadowed other art forms as the 
emperor has seen to the building of aqueducts, bridges, and many magnificent buildings 
including twenty-five churches. Hagia Sophia, the great domed church in Constantinople 
called a “wonder of the world,” is truly a masterpiece and a credit to the emperor. 
    It is in his love for Christ and the Church where Justinian’s greatest impact is felt. As 
leader of both the empire and the Orthodox Church, the eastern branch of the Roman 
Catholic Church from which it is separated, Justinian has worked to rid his church and 
land of heretics. By preventing Jews and non - Christians from living in Constantinople and 
by barring them from holding public offices and teaching positions, the emperor has 
strengthened the Church and kept its practice pure.             
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    I, Procopius, have been asked by the Emperor Justinian, to 
compile for posterity a history of his rule. Though I have agreed 
to the task, I feel the need to record my own true feelings about 
this devil of an emperor as well. To that end I have decided to 
compose a parallel “secret” history of Justinian’s life and reign to 
be made public at a time after his death. Yet this history must 
begin prior to this foolish ruler’s rise to power. 
    Even before taking the throne, Flavius Julianus Justinianus was 
known for having poor judgment. Though of a powerful and 
respected family, the young Justinian befriended the daughter of a 
circus bear trainer, an actress with a reputation for giving and 

attending wild parties. Against the wishes of his uncle, the Emperor Justin, and against the 
laws of the Eastern Roman Empire itself, Justinian wed Theodora and made her empress to 
rule at his side when he was crowned after his uncle’s death. 
   Despite her lowly background Theodora actually proved more able than her useless 
husband in handling matters of state. In January of 532 the year of our Lord, during a 
chariot race in the Hippodrome in Constantinople, two rival religious groups started a riot. 
They set afire a number of buildings in the area and even crowned a new emperor. By all 
accounts Justinian, the coward, wanted to flee, but Theodora spoke with great courage to 
her husband and his advisors, convincing them to defend their positions. The emperor then 
put down this Nika Revolt by ordering in troops who killed more than 30,000 people. 
Though it was necessary for the government to crush the rebellion, I cannot but think the 
action could have been accomplished with far less bloodshed. 
   Yet shedding blood has been Justinian’s way throughout his reign, both in defending 
Orthodox Christianity and in expanding the empire. A fierce believer in the Word of God 
in the Holy Bible and a lover of the traditions and rituals of the Orthodox Church, the 
emperor has worked to strengthen and spread the faith. Yet to do this he has persecuted 
people who hold differing beliefs. Were it not for the fact that his wife belonged to a rival 
Christian sect, I suspect that all persons disagreeing with this wicked emperor might have 
been killed rather than the many thousands who actually were. 
    Now I must address the emperor’s wars. While in fact he succeeded in gaining land for 
the empire, he did so at much too high a cost. The expense of the wars and Justinian’s 
tremendous building projects has left the empire’s treasury bare, such that his successor will 
have little with which to proceed forward. The Germanic tribes in Europe and our enemies 
elsewhere hold a strong desire for revenge against the Eastern Romans for the conquests. It 
is my belief that without proper funds it will be impossible for the Byzantine armies to 
maintain control of the empire that Justinian has built.  
    Looking further to the future, it seems quite likely that the lasting effects of Justinian’s 
wars will in fact prove harmful to the very lands he sought to “save” from the Germanics. 
Badly damaged by the many wars fought there, the Western people have suffered terribly 
and their lands have yet to be fully repaired to a state of normal living. I fear there is little 
hope for the people there to find comfort or peace in the coming years.      
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