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Seven Wonders of the
Medieval World

Reading Comprehension History Unit

There are seven reading comprehension lessons in this unit, all based on the Seven Wonders of the
Medieval World. You will learn about:

e Stonehenge

e Colosseum

e Catacombs of Kom el Shogafa
e Hagia Sophia

e Leaning Tower of Pisa

e Great Wall of China

e Porcelain Tower of Nanjing

Each lesson will have short, informative text followed by comprehension questions based on what was
read. It is suggested that a parent/teacher read the selection and ask the questions orally; answers can
be given orally or written on notebook paper.

You can also use this unit as a guide for a notebooking journal. The student can read the lesson text (or a
parent/teacher can read it aloud) and use a notebooking page for written narration, using the questions
as writing prompts. This often works better for students who struggle with reading comprehension
questions.

Suggested vocabulary words are bolded. You can have your student look up the definitions to add to
their history notebook.

The Seven Wonders of the Medieval World History Unit is intended to be a supplement to your study of
history and is geared for grades 4-8.

You will find answer keys in the index for each lesson.
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Introduction:

In this unit, we're going to look at seven wonders of the world that would have been known to many
people during the Middle Ages. Several of them were built hundreds of years earlier, and some were
built during the Middle Ages. Not everyone agrees on what years medieval times, or the Middle Ages,
should include. For this unit, we’'re going to consider the Middle Ages as starting when the Roman
Empire fell in AD 476 and ending when Christopher Columbus discovered the New World in 1492.

Lesson One: Stonehenge

Our first wonder takes us much farther back in time than the fall of Rome to a place and time that is still
covered in mystery. In Wiltshire, England, on the Salisbury Plain, sits a huge stone structure called
Stonehenge. Even today, historians aren’t sure who built it or why it was built, but let’s look at what we
can.

Stonehenge is called megalithic because it was built a very long time ago using stones. Scientists think
that Stonehenge was worked on in several phases, ending around 1500 BC. A henge is just a ditch and a
bank in the shape of a circle. There are many other smaller henges in England. The stones at Stonehenge
form a circle. Some of the stones weigh up to 4 tons (3.6 metric tons) and are thought to have been
moved to the site from 245 miles (395 kilometers) away. Other stones, like the gray sandstones called
sarsens, weigh up to 25 tons (23 metric tons), are up to 13.5 feet (4.1 meters) tall, and were probably
moved from about 20 miles (32 kilometers) away.

Archaeologists still aren’t sure why Stonehenge was built. It might have been built for scientific research
or observation. For example, some astronomers think it was used to predict eclipses. Others think the
arrangement of stones has something to do with the solstices. It could have been used for religious
ceremonies, community meetings, scientific study, or many other things. One of the things that makes
Stonehenge incredible to us today is that it has been standing for more than 3,500 years and still holds
SO many secrets.

Lesson One: Comprehension Questions

1. Where is Stonehenge located?
2. Why is it called megalithic?
3. When do scientists think Stonehenge was completed?

4. How heavy are the gray sandstones used in Stonehenge?
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Lesson Two: Colosseum

We're going to move forward in time a little over 1,500 years from the completion of Stonehenge to AD
70 to 72. Our next stop is Rome, and Emperor Vespasian has had an idea. With the horrible tyrant Nero
now dead, he would take what used to be part of Nero’s private palace and turn it into an amphitheater
the public can enjoy. Everyone would be able to attend the events there free, but women and slaves
would get the worst seats. He had plenty of men and building material. In addition to all the wealth
Rome had already accumulated, he had brought tens of thousands of slaves to Rome from the province
of Judea, which he had just crushed. The ruins of their temple in Jerusalem provided some of the
materials he needed for his amphitheater.

Because Vespasian’s full original name was Titus Flavius Vespasianus, the new building was called the
Flavian Amphitheatre. Today, we usually refer to the building as the Colosseum. It took around ten years
to build, and it was the site of mock naval battles, gladiator games, fights between men and wild beasts,
and other bloody events like the execution of criminals, Christians, and others whom Rome ordered
killed.

The Colosseum could hold 50,000 spectators in four tiers of seats surrounding an oval arena floor. A
labyrinth of passages and chambers beneath the Colosseum held gladiators, animals, and prisoners who
were headed to the arena. Over the last nearly two thousand years, the Colosseum has been damaged
by fire, earthquakes, and looting. Though it is largely in ruins, it is now protected, maintained, and one
of the busiest tourist attractions in the world.

Lesson Two: Comprehension Questions

1. Which Roman emperor was responsible for building the Colosseum?
2. What was the original name for the Colosseum?
3. What were some of the events that took place at the Colosseum?

4. How many spectators could the Colosseum hold?
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Lesson Three: Catacombs of Kom el Shogafa

For our next wonder, we’re going to move to Alexandria, Egypt, though we will not have to move
forward much in time. The catacombs of Kom el Shoqgafa were built in the 100s-200s. They were used as
tombs until the fourth century. When they were rediscovered around 1900, they were found mostly in
exceptional condition because they had been buried and hidden.

The catacombs have three levels. It is thought the catacombs actually started out as just a single-family
tomb but then were enlarged and expanded until they served as a burial site for a large number of
people. Tunnels were built into the rock and richly decorated with all sorts of artwork. Some of the
artwork shows the mix of Egyptian, Roman, and Greek cultures that were part of Alexandria at the time.

There is a spiral staircase of 99 stairs, a vestibule, and a rotunda. There is also a shaft on the first level
that was used to lower the bodies of the deceased. The vestibule was used for visitors to rest in, and the
rotunda was a hall people used to reach the second story. The catacombs included a banquet hall called
a triclinium where visitors could rest, eat, and enjoy the artistry of the mosaic floor and decorated
ceiling. The third layer of the catacombs is underwater today.

Lesson Three: Comprehension Questions

1. Why were the catacombs found in such excellent condition?
2. How many levels do the catacombs have?
3. What cultures are represented in the catacombs?

4. What is the banquet hall called?
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Lesson Four: Hagia Sophia

Our next wonder of the medieval world takes us into the time period of the Middle Ages to the city of
Istanbul, Turkey. When Hagia Sophia was built between 532 and 537, the city was called Constantinople
and was part of the Byzantine Empire. When a Christian church there was destroyed by a fire, Emperor
Justinian | ordered Hagia Sophia built. It was an exceptionally grand cathedral with a tremendous 105-
foot (32-meter) dome on top and ornate decorations everywhere you can imagine inside. It was
designed by Anthemius of Tralles and Isidorus of Miletus, who were both known for their skill in math
and design.

For nearly 1,000 years, Hagia Sophia served as the largest Christian cathedral in the world. The mosaics
on its walls teach us much about the art and styles of that time period. When the Ottoman ruler Sultan
Mehmed Il conquered Constantinople in 1453, he ordered the cathedral be converted to a mosque.
Pieces of Muslim architecture were added, and the Christian mosaics were hidden. In 1934, the
president of Turkey ordered that the building no longer serve as a religious structure, and in 1935, it
became a museum.

Hagia Sophia includes columns and marble from places throughout the region including Ephesus,
Baalbeek, Tarsa, and North Africa. The mosaics are made from gold, silver, glass, terra cotta, and many
different kinds of colorful stones. Mosaics include pictures of Jesus, His mother Mary, angels, bishops,
and rulers.

Lesson Four: Comprehension Questions

1. What empire was Constantinople a part of?
2. Who designed Hagia Sophia?
3. When was Constantinople conquered?

4, \What are the mosaics made of?
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Lesson Five: Leaning Tower of Pisa

Our next medieval wonder of the world takes us to Pisa, Italy, the site of a tower famous for its tilt to
one side. The tower was begun in 1173 and completed sometime between 1360 and 1370. It is actually
one of three buildings that together make the Cathedral of Pisa. The other two buildings are a
baptistery and a church. The tower is a campanile, or bell tower.

The building has many beautiful arches, which is part of its Romanesque design. The Romanesque
period of architecture came after the Roman style and before Gothic architecture was popular. The
Romanesque period in western Europe was between 800 and the 1100s. There are fifteen arches
around the ground floor of the tower and thirty arches around each of the six floors above it. The final
floor, where the bells are housed, is surrounded by twelve arches. A series of 294 steps takes visitors to
the top level of the tower.

So, what causes the lean? The ground the tower was built on was unstable. As weight was added to the
tower and it reached its third level, the tower began to sink. Before the lean could be taken care of or
the tower finished, war broke out. This war may have ultimately saved the tower from collapsing
hundreds of years ago because it allowed the ground time to settle. When work resumed, the ground
was better able to support the tower. Engineers tried to compensate for the lean, but in the end, their
efforts only made the leaning worse. Over the hundreds of years since, the leaning threatened to topple
the tower. Work has been done throughout the years to try to stabilize the tower, including major work
from 1990-2001. Engineers now think the tower is stable and should stand for at least another 200
years.

Lesson Five: Comprehension Questions

1. What is another name for a bell tower?
2. When was Romanesque design popular?
3. How many arches are part of the tower?

4, What makes the tower tilt?
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Lesson Six;: Great Wall of China

The Great Wall of China is one of the world’s most recognizable landmarks and is the next wonder we're
going to visit. Through much of its history, China was divided into states that were often at war with
each other. As these states tried to defend themselves, walls and other fortifications were built. During
the Qin dynasty, in the 3" century BC, an emperor started to connect some of the walls that had been
built into one system. But when the Qin dynasty fell, the work on the wall ended.

During the next dynasties, work was done intermittently. From 1279 to 1368, the Mongols ruled in
China and did little with the wall. But when the Ming dynasty came to power in 1368, they went to work
on the wall, hoping to prevent the Mongols from ever successfully invading again. The Ming dynasty did
a tremendous amount of work on the wall and is largely responsible for the wall we see today. After the
Ming dynasty fell, however, the wall also fell into decay and ruin. In the 1980s, the government went to
work renovating and restoring parts of the Great Wall, and it remains a popular destination people flock
to from all over the world to see.

The Great Wall is the longest structure in world and is about 5,500 miles (8,850 kilometers) long. It
stretches from the western part of China to the shore of the Bo Gulf in the east. One of the most visited
sections lies outside of Beijing.

Lesson Six: Comprehension Questions

1. What dynasty started to connect the walls?
2. Who ruled in China from 1279 to 1368?
3. What dynasty did most of the work on the wall as it stands today?

4. How long is the Great Wall?
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Lesson Seven: Porcelain Tower of Nanjing

Of all the wonders we’ve discovered in this unit, only one is no longer standing. It’s the Porcelain Tower
of Nanjing. The tower was a pagoda, which is a type of Buddhist temple. Pagodas usually have three to
fifteen stories that get smaller as they stack higher. They are often supported by beautifully carved
wooden beams. It was built along the Yangtze River in the city of Nanjing in eastern China.

Its builders used porcelain bricks that made the sun seem even brighter. It reached 259 feet (79 meters)
high. It was lit by about 140 porcelain lamps that burned oil. A climb through all nine levels to the top
required 190 stairs. It was ordered to be built by Emperor Yongle of the Ming dynasty in 1412.

A bolt of lightning damaged the tower in 1801, but it was repaired and rebuilt, and it stood strong and
beautiful until the 1850s. However, political turmoil in the 1850s and 1860s was the beginning of the
end for the tower. Today, all that remains are the pictures and records that explorers and visitors kept
about the incredible sites found in China. In 2010, a Chinese businessman donated more than $150
million dollars to have it rebuilt, and stories say the Chinese government is planning to rebuild it.

Lesson Seven: Comprehension Questions

1. Along what river was the Porcelain Tower of Nanjing built?
2. How high did the tower stand?
3. How many lamps were used to light the tower?

4. Who ordered the tower built?
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Answer Key

Lesson One: Stonehenge

1. Wiltshire, England, on the Salisbury Plain

2. because it was built a very long time ago using stones
3. around 1500 BC

4. up to 25 tons (23 metric tons)

Lesson Two: Colosseum
1. Emperor Vespasian (Titus Flavius Vespasianus)
2. the Flavian Amphitheatre

3. mock naval battles, gladiator games, fights between men and wild beasts, and other bloody events
like the execution of criminals, Christians, and others

4. 50,000

Lesson Three: Catacombs of Kom el Shoqgafa
1. they had been buried and hidden

2. three

3. Egyptian, Roman, and Greek

4. triclinium

Lesson Four: Hagia Sophia

1. the Byzantine Empire

2. Anthemius of Tralles and Isidorus of Miletus
3.1453

4. gold, silver, glass, terra cotta, and many different kinds of colorful stones
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Lesson Five: Leaning Tower of Pisa
1. campanile

2. after the Roman style and before Gothic architecture was popular; the Romanesque period in western
Europe was between 800 and the 1100s

3.207

4. unstable ground

Lesson Six: Great Wall of China
1. the Qin dynasty

2. Mongols

3. the Ming dynasty

4. 5,500 miles (8,850 kilometers)

Lesson Seven: Porcelain Tower of Nanjing
1. the Yangtze River

2. 259 feet (79 meters)

3.140

4. Emperor Yongle of the Ming dynasty
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