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From Old Rome to the New West

The Early Middle Ages, AD 500 to 1000

The collapse of the western half of the Roman Empire during the fifth century
AD marked the end of “ancient” history and the beginning of “medieval”
history (see timeline B). The intellectuals after the fifteenth century who

coined the term Middle Ages (whose Latin form provides medieval) saw the thou-
sand years of history between classical antiquity and their own (early modern) day
as one horrible detour for civilization. For the intellectuals of the so-called Renais-
sance (see chapter 9), the previous thousand years seemed simply barbaric when
compared to the glories of Greece and Rome. Even today, “medieval” describes
something backward, vicious, or stupid. These meanings do not actually reflect the
historical truth. Rather, much improved over the course of the Middle Ages. Modern
historians divide the thousand years between AD 500 and 1500 into three periods
(early, high or central, and later), hence the use of the plural “ages.” First came the
early Middle Ages (about 450–1050), during which Europe rebuilt after the col-
lapse of Rome (see map 7.1).1 During these centuries, three cultures (Græco-
Roman, Christian, and Germanic) wove together to give birth to and nurture the
childhood of Western civilization.

GOTHS IN THE GARDEN

The Germans or Goths destroyed the western half of the Roman Empire by settling
amid the remnants of its Christianized Græco-Roman civilization. As the new politi-
cal masters, they oversaw the formation of a new culture. At the end of the Middle
Ages, humanist admirers of classical antiquity applied the term Gothic as an insult
describing the medieval period. Likewise, art historians denigrated the art and
architecture of the High and later Middle Ages with the term Gothic. They preferred
the svelte Corinthian columns and bleached-white calm nudes of antiquity to

1. If you noticed that the dates differ between the chapter headline and this sentence, good
for you! Historians disagree about when exactly these time periods began or ended—there is no
easily identifiable big event (like a war or a leader’s death) to mark them.

PAGE 145

145

................. 19249$ $CH7 12-18-18 09:19:44 PS



146 C H A PT E R 7

Map 7.1. Dark Ages Europe.
How was the former Roman cultural area divided up?

pointed arches and the polychrome tortured crucifixions of late medieval art. Those
educated medieval people who saw the difference between their own times and the
ancient world often saw themselves much as we refer to ourselves: “we moderns.”

Many people view the Middle Ages as unmodern, as lacking in sophistication
and enlightenment, because “barbarians” ruined Roman civilization. The illiterate
Germanic leaders of the so-called barbarian kingdoms who replaced the officials of
imperial Rome left few written records. Thus, the first few centuries after the fall of
Rome might justifiably be called the Dark Ages, for we are indeed in the dark about
much that happened. Sadly, the term Dark Ages too often insults the entire Middle
Ages as being full of ignorance, cruelty, and superstition.

Although the Germans were uncivilized, they had not intended to destroy all
the benefits of civilization. Rome’s wealth and comforts were attractive. German
regimes clumsily tried to continue the Roman system, but barbarians simply did
not know how to manage urban life. They feared and avoided cities. Thus, towns
lost populations, sports stadiums sat empty, libraries crumbled, and forums gave
way to farmland. Much was lost, unintentionally, from neglect. Ancient technology,
such as water mills and glassmaking, went forgotten. Until the new ruling elites
learned the ways of civilization, the West lapsed into primitive rural conditions.
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The barbarian conquest ended with two large groups living side by side, the
ruling Germans and the former Romans. The German kings took the best land
for themselves. They preferred woodland and field, as they enjoyed hunting, and
agriculture became the mainstay of the new economy and shaped society. Germanic
lords lived in manor halls (large structures that housed warriors and dependents)
and small villages throughout the countryside. The conquered Roman population
often became servile dependents, working for the German warriors in charge.
Actual slavery slowly declined, since the uncivilized Germans neither appreciated
nor knew how to manage that system of oppression.

The Germans themselves were diverse, as shown by the numerous names of
the tribes: Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Alans, Alemanni, Vandals, Suebi, Franks, Angles,
Saxons, Jutes, Gepids, Lombards, Frisians, Rugians, Burgundians, Bavarians, and
Thuringians. Some were not even Germans, as other peoples entering Europe from
Asia attached themselves to successful leaders. Constant warfare left some groups
so weak that they either quickly joined a new ethnic conglomeration or disappeared
altogether. The various tribes spoke in many different dialects and accents, each
almost incomprehensible to the other. In western Europe they separated into many
petty realms, regularly trying to conquer one another.

Within the borders of the old empire (except in Britain and near the Rhine
and Danube Rivers), the Germans were actually an ethnic minority. Gradually, they
stopped speaking their German language and adopted the ever-evolving language
of the Romans. Thus, Latin slowly turned into vernacular “Romance” languages:
Spanish and Italian (named after Roman geography) and French (named after the
Germanic Franks). Over centuries, the distinctive German character of the ruling
class also disappeared as they intermarried with the Roman peoples.

The Germans did not comprehend the Roman government with its ideas of
laws, citizenship, and the concept that only the government could use violence.
Instead Germanic rule was based on blood and oath. They thought of justice as
personal rather than state controlled. Instead of loyalty to some distant ruler,
impersonal regime, or abstract deity (whether the gods of Rome or the person of
the emperor), Germans saw themselves connected to one another through ties of
kinship. These bonds ranged from the nuclear family of parents and children to
extended families, clans, tribes, “folk,” and, finally, to the king as father of all. Kings
as war leaders bound their warriors with oaths to dedicate their lives to fight for
him. A government built on an impersonal system of laws fell to kinship of blood
relations and personal oaths. Families, meanwhile, preferred to take justice into
their own hands, avenging wrongs by punishing wrongdoers themselves. So if one
family member was robbed, other family members hunted down the robber and
exacted punishment (usually death, of course).

Thus, the tendency to use personal punishment soon escalated into larger con-
frontations. For example, a robber killed in vengeance probably had a family of his
own who did not take kindly to his death, perhaps seeing it as murder rather than
justice. His family members might then go on to kill one of the killers, and soon
reciprocal vengeance might bring on vendettas or feuds. Families became trapped
in escalating cycles of violence against one another. The German kings and lords
tried to prevent feuds through wergild (having guilty parties pay families money in
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compensation for injuries or robberies). When guilt or innocence was still in doubt,
the barbarians resorted to trials by ordeal instead of Roman criminal court proce-
dures. Trial by combat pitted accuser and accused, or their champions, against one
another. A more typical ordeal, that of hot iron, required the accused to carry a red
hot metal bar for nine paces without dropping it. The burned hands would then be
wrapped. If after three days the wounds were healing, the accused was innocent; if
they festered with infection, the accused was guilty and subsequently hanged. The
Germans believed that their Christian God guaranteed a just outcome.

Indeed, the Christian church itself was the greatest survivor of Rome’s collapse
in western Europe. Its institutions and beliefs helped to sustain whatever civiliza-
tion survived. By the time the Germans invaded Rome, many of them had already
been converted to Christianity by missionaries. The invaders were usually respectful
of holy places. The network of Christian bishops in the dioceses that had coexisted
with Roman imperial provinces continued uninterrupted in many places. The Chris-
tian order, however, was somewhat complicated by the heretical Arian form of
Christianity held by many of the ruling Germans. The church managed only slowly
to bring many Germans back into catholic orthodoxy.

This new society built on the ruins of the Roman Empire often defined itself as
the universal realm of Christians, or Christendom. Serious divisions throughout
the Middle Ages, however, prevented Christendom from ever becoming more than
an idea. Secular rivalries remained more powerful than cooperation toward a Chris-
tian commonwealth. Religious unity also suffered as a rift grew between western,
or Latin-speaking, Christians in western Europe and Eastern, or Greek-speaking,
Christians in the Byzantine Empire. The concept of Christendom soon excluded
the orthodox Christians in Byzantium. In addition, kings would soon be fighting
with their own bishops and with the bishop of Rome over leadership. The idea of
Christendom during the Middle Ages remained attractive but unrealized.

The political problems clashed with the importance of faith and led some Chris-
tians to withdraw from worldly cares so that they could better concentrate on God.
This new way of life, called monasticism, organized a few people to devote them-
selves to strict Christianity. The monastic movement had already begun in the late
Roman Empire, as some Christians in the East imitated Jesus’s wanderings in the
wilderness and isolated themselves to live as hermits. As this isolationist ideology
migrated to the West, religious leaders promoted instead cenobitic, or group,
monasticism. Its participants, communities of monks led by an abbot (or, for
females, nuns under an abbess), gathered together apart from the bustling world
to dedicate their life to prayer and meditation.

In the 520s, Benedict of Nursia became the most influential abbot when he set
up the monastery of Monte Cassino in southern Italy. To guide his flock of monks,
Benedict wrote down a set of rules or regulations for this special lifestyle. While life
under the Benedictine Rule was not unduly harsh, it was not particularly comfort-
able, either. The abbot (or abbess) exercised parental authority in leading monks
(or nuns) in a life of work and prayer. Their basic principle was asceticism, choos-
ing to avoid material comforts and sensual pleasures. Monks or nuns were to have
few changes of clothing. Unless they fell ill, they ate as vegetarians. The brothers
slept together in common dormitories, chastely, in separate beds. They spent their
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days farming the land and came together to sing psalms eight times from before
dawn to long after sunset. Perhaps most important for the future of civilization,
they read books. Under the Benedictine Rule, monks and nuns read the pagan
classics of Greece and Rome in addition to the Bible and spiritual writings of the
church fathers. They laboriously copied these texts by hand onto parchment bound
into books, thus preserving much of the literature of the ancients in their small
libraries. For a while, monasteries were isolated islands of learning in a sea of bar-
baric illiteracy. In time, these islands would provide fertilizer and seed for the later
regrowth of civilization.

The rise of monasticism divided the ministers of the church into two groups:
first, the monks, known as “regular” clergy (abbots and monks guided by regula-
tions and separated from lay communities), and second, the “secular” clergy (bish-
ops and priests involved in the world). Of the two, the monks were the role models
of the early Middle Ages for the laity as well as the rest of the population of lords
and peasants. Cloisters seemed to create a heavenly community here on earth. The
lay magnates and lords who wanted to support monastic work donated land to
them or sent their extra children (whose inheritance or dowry might weaken the
family landholdings) to join the monastic communities. Even the roughest sinner,
when he felt death’s hand upon his neck, might join a monastery, renounce the
world, and partake in a blessed community that seemed a sure path toward para-
dise.

The Christian monks and bishops did much to educate the uncivilized Ger-
mans, but they could not easily reduce their warrior habits. Some bishops even
retained their customs from the noble families from which they came. Kingdoms
also remained fragile and temporary because of rivalry among the fluctuating Ger-
manic tribes and the desire to attain political supremacy in western Europe. The
Ostrogoths seized the Italian Peninsula; the Lombards soon replaced them. The
Visigoths grabbed the Iberian Peninsula only to fall to the Muslims, as did the Van-
dals who took North Africa. Most German kingdoms briefly rose in power, only to
soon vanish into history.

Ethnic differences, though, left traces in the regionalism that still flourishes in
many provinces of Europe today. European regions inherited their diversity both
from the peoples, such as Gauls and Celts, romanized to varying degrees after
Roman conquest, and from germanization following the new German conquer-
ors. The Jews remained a barely tolerated minority. They lived scattered through
the decaying cities, keeping their culture relatively segregated and intact, as usual.
The integration and assimilation of former Roman citizens and enslaved workers
with the new German warriors progressed slowly over a few centuries. The unified
regime of Rome with its culture of Christian and Græco-Roman citizens under an
emperor had been replaced by numerous kings who saw themselves and their peo-
ples more divided than united by their German ancestries.

Despite this diversity of kingdoms, only two large groups of Germans survived
these early medieval centuries to dominate and provide the political and social
framework for Western civilization: the Anglo-Saxons and the Franks. Interestingly,
both of these German peoples had entered the Roman Empire as pagans (not as
heretics, like many other Germans).
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The name of the Anglo-Saxons reflects members of several different tribes,
mostly Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, who invaded the island of Great Britain from
across the North Sea, beginning around 450. Since the Roman military had largely
withdrawn decades earlier, the Romano-Britons were easily overrun (although
some trace of native resistance may be seen in the myths of King Arthur). By the
sixth century, the Germans ruled most of the formerly Roman areas of Britain,
except for the fringes of Cornwall and Wales. The Picts who dwelt in the northern
third of the island, beyond Hadrian’s Wall, fought off the Anglo-Saxons, just as they
had the Romans. These people soon became the Scots of Scotland, closely tied to
the Irish of Ireland (who had likewise never been conquered by Rome, although
they had been converted to Christianity by Saint Patrick and others). In the south-
ern two-thirds of Great Britain, though, the Anglo-Saxons soon so outnumbered
the Romano-Britons that the latter’s Celtic and Latin languages disappeared. These
Germanic conquerors established numerous small kingdoms, such as those of the
Angles (Anglia), the West Saxons (Wessex), the East Saxons (Essex), Mercia (people
of the marshes), and the lands in the north around the Humber River (Northum-
bria).

Christian missionaries from Ireland soon targeted the pagan Anglo-Saxons for
conversion. Irish monk-missionaries arrived to preach throughout the northern
realms. Meanwhile, other missionaries from the bishop of Rome succeeded in con-
verting the king of Kent in the south by 600. Forced to choose between the Irish
and Roman versions of Christianity, the majority of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms accepted
unity with Rome at the Council of Whitby in 663. Energized with faith, Anglo-
Saxon missionaries were soon both enforcing church discipline and evangelizing
other Germans on the Continent. The Irish joined them and slowly accepted obedi-
ence to Rome.

While the Anglo-Saxons gained religious unity, political divisiveness almost led
to their downfall. Beginning in 835, the Vikings began raiding the British Isles. The
Vikings, Norsemen, or Northmen were a new wave of Germanic peoples who had
settled in Scandinavia (modern Denmark, Norway, and Sweden) outside the orbit
of ancient Rome or the moderating influence of Christianity. At first, the Vikings
plundered ruthlessly. Soon, however, they conquered in order to settle down and
farm. Viking emigrants succeed in occupying most of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
(as well as key portions of what would become Ireland, northern France, Russia,
and southern Italy). In all those places they soon assimilated into the culture of the
local populations.

Only the Kingdom of Wessex barely survived and came back to defy the invaders
under King Alfred “the Great” (r. 871–901). As a younger son of a king, Alfred
originally wanted to take the vows of a monk. After the deaths of his brothers made
him king, Alfred instead found himself at war. He led his armies to fight the Vikings
to a standstill, restricting them to a portion of the kingdom called the Danelaw.
Secure from conquest, Alfred then tried to promote culture and literacy, especially
with his translation of part of the Bible into Old English. Alfred’s success established
the unified Kingdom of England (taking its name from the Angles). Descendants of
ancient Celtic conquerors, Roman victors, Anglo-Saxon invaders, and now Viking
colonizers all blended together to become the English. In the 990s, another wave
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of Viking invasions again almost destroyed the kingdom. The Danish king Canute,
who had converted to Christianity, managed to seize the English crown. As King
Canute of England (r. 1016–1035), he preserved the realm, briefly uniting it with
his other possessions around the North Sea. After his death, England once more
gained a dynasty separate from Denmark. Despite this shaky, vulnerable start, the
English melded together from this diverse Celtic/Roman/Anglo-Saxon/Viking heri-
tage. Another invasion and ethnic clash shortly after Canute’s death would force
England into the High Middle Ages and to a central role in the development of
Western civilization.

Meanwhile, on the Continent, the Franks had asserted themselves as the sec-
ond enduring group of Germans. They started out more united than the English by
having a royal dynasty called the Merovingians, named after a legendary founder,
Merovech. By the end of the fifth century, the Franks had expanded from their base
across the northern Rhine into northern Gaul. King Clovis (r. 481–511) won the
support of the local Roman population and elites when he (and therefore his peo-
ple) converted directly to orthodox catholic Christianity. He then used his blessing
from the clergy to conquer many of his neighboring Germans, such as the Aquitaini-
ans, the Burgundians, and the Suebi, heretical Arian Christians who rejected the
Nicene Creed. The kingdom that Clovis established was ethnically diverse. It com-
bined the various German tribes with the large population of Roman Gauls.
Although Clovis and his successors committed murders, betrayals, and various
atrocities, the clerics who wrote histories thought that God specially blessed the
Merovingian kings because they championed orthodox catholic Christianity and
political unity. In such uncertain times, it seemed possible to honor God through
the brutality of warfare.

Like the Anglo-Saxons, the Franks came close to vanishing into history: in 710
they were nearly conquered by Muslims. A combined Arab and Berber army invaded
Europe by landing near the southern tip of the Iberian Peninsula, which then
became known as Gibraltar (or “Rock of Tarik,” named after the Muslim com-
mander). The Muslim army quickly crushed most of the Visigothic kingdom. Then
it crossed the Pyrenees Mountains and attacked the Franks. In October 732, at the
Battle of Tours or Poitiers (there has been some dispute about the location), a
Frankish army led by Charles Martel (“the Hammer”) stopped and turned back the
Muslim invaders. The Muslims (who soon were called the Moors or the Saracens

by the western Europeans) retreated into the Iberian Peninsula, most of which they
continued to control for several centuries. The Franks had halted the Muslim
advance into Europe, at least for the moment.

The Franks had been able to stand strong only by dispensing with their other
political danger: dividing up kingdoms among numerous heirs. Since the time of
Clovis, if the king died with more than one son as heir, his realm was split up
among the male survivors. Before long, royal brothers and cousins, aided by some
of their queens, were fighting against one another over the divisions of the fractured
Frankish kingdoms. These kings grew weaker as they handed out lands and authori-
ties to the aristocrats and nobles who did their fighting for them. Within a few
decades, the Merovingian dynasts gained the nickname of “do-nothing kings.” They
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gloried in their semidivine royal authority, but did little to govern for the benefit of
the people.

Fortunately for the future of the Franks, ambitious royal servants kept Frankish
power intact. Managers of the king’s household soon seized the important reins of
rulership. These mayors (from the Latin word major, meaning “greater”) of the
various royal palaces soon became the powers behind the thrones. One of them,
the above-mentioned Charles Martel, managed by 720 to reunify the splintered
kingdoms in the name of his Merovingian king. The successes of Mayor Charles
Martel helped Western civilization to develop in western Europe.

Review: How did German rule combine with the Roman heritage in the West?

Response:

PRIMARY SOURCE PROJECT 7: BAD BISHOPS VERSUS
BENEDICT ABOUT MORAL RULES

Some people in the Dark Ages could choose between religious and secular life-

styles. The first source, written by a bishop, illustrates the corrupt condition of

some leaders of the church who were supposed to be role models of Christian

behavior. Instead, these bad bishops imitated the worst of the aristocracy. In con-

trast, Benedict of Nursia offered another way of life suitable for Christians. His

rule for his monastic community in Monte Cassino provided structure for monks

and nuns from then until today.

Source 1: The History of the Franks by Gregory of Tours (ca. 590)

An uproar arose against the bishops Salunius and Sagittarius. They . . . became their
own masters and in a mad way began to seize property, wound, kill, commit adul-
tery, and various other crimes. . . . When king Gunthram [r. 561–592] learned of it
he ordered a synod to meet in Lyons. The bishops assembled . . . and after examin-
ing the case found that they were absolutely convicted of the crimes charged to
them, and they ordered that men guilty of such acts should be removed from the
office of bishop.
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But since Salunius and Sagittarius knew that the king was still favorable to them,
they went to him complaining that they were unjustly removed and asking for per-
mission to go to the pope of the city of Rome. . . . And [the pope] sent letters to
the king in which he directed that they should be restored to their places. This
the king did without delay, first rebuking them at length. But, what is worse, no
improvement followed. . . . [T]hese men daily engaged in greater crimes and, as we
have stated before, they armed themselves like laymen, and killed many with their
own hands in the battles which Mummolus [Count of Auxerre] fought with the
Lombards. And among their fellow citizens they were carried away by animosity and
beat a number with clubs and let their fury carry them as far as the shedding of
blood. Because of this the outcry of the people again reached the king. . . .

[T]he king was greatly aroused and took away from them horses, slaves, and
whatever they had, and ordered them to be taken and shut up in distant monaster-
ies to do penance there. . . .

Now the king’s sons were living at this time, and the older of them began to be
sick. And the king’s friends went to him and said: . . . “Beware lest perhaps these
bishops be condemned to exile though innocent, and the king’s sin be increased
somewhat, and because of it the son of our master perish.” . . . [T]he bishops were
released and . . . were so penitent that they apparently never ceased from psalm
singing, fasting, almsgiving, reading the book of the songs of David through the
day, and spending the night in singing hymns and meditating on the readings.

But this absolute piety did not last long, and they fell a second time and gener-
ally spent the nights in feasting and drinking, so that when the clergy were singing
the matins in the church these were calling for cups and drinking wine. There was
no mention at all of God, no services were observed. When morning came, they
arose from dinner and covered themselves with soft coverings; and buried in
drunken sleep they would lie till the third hour of the day. And there were women
with whom they polluted themselves. And then they would rise and bathe and lie
down to eat; in the evening they arose and later they devoted themselves greedily
to dinner until the dawn. . . .

Source 2: Benedictine Rule by Benedict of Nursia (ca. 530)

33. Whether the Monks Should Have Anything of Their Own
More than anything else is this special vice to be cut off root and branch from

the monastery, that one should presume to give or receive anything without the
order of the abbot, or should have anything of his own. He should have absolutely
nothing: neither a book, nor tablets, nor a pen—nothing at all. For indeed it is not
allowed to the monks to have their own bodies or wills in their own power. But all
things necessary they must expect from the abbot of the monastery; nor may they
have anything which the abbot did not give or permit. . . .

39. Concerning the Amount of Food
We believe, moreover, that . . . two cooked dishes . . . are enough for all tables:

so that whoever, perchance, can not eat of one may partake of the other. . . . [I]f it
is possible to obtain apples or growing vegetables, a third may be added. One full
pound of bread shall suffice for a day. . . . But the eating of the flesh of quadrupeds
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shall be abstained from altogether by everyone, excepting alone the weak and the
sick. . . .

40. Concerning the Amount of Drink
Each one has his own gift from God, the one in this way, the other in that.

Therefore it is with some hesitation that we assign the amount of daily sustenance
for others. Nevertheless, in view of the weakness of the infirm we believe that
[about sixteen ounces] of wine a day is enough for each one. Those moreover to
whom God gives the ability of bearing abstinence shall know that they will have
their own reward. But the prior shall judge if either the needs of the place, or
labor, or the heat of summer, requires more; considering in all things, lest satiety
or drunkenness creep in. Indeed, we read that wine is not suitable for monks at all.
But because, in our day, it is impossible to persuade the monks of this, let us at
least agree that we should not drink until we are sated, but sparingly. For wine can
make even the wise to go astray. . . .

48. Concerning the Daily Manual Labor
Idleness is the enemy of the soul. And therefore, at fixed times, the brothers

ought to be occupied in manual labor; and again, at fixed times, in sacred
reading. . . .

55. Concerning Clothes and Shoes
Vestments shall be given to the brothers according to the nature of the places

where they dwell, or the temperature of the air. For in cold regions more is
required; but in warm, less. This is for the abbot to decide. We nevertheless con-
sider that for ordinary places there suffices for the monks a cowl and a gown
apiece—the cowl, in winter hairy, in summer plain or old—and a working garment,
on account of their labor.

Questions:

• How does the structure of each source serve to carry its message?
• How did the bishops fail to meet expectations of Christian leaders?
• What rules did Benedict fashion to better regulate virtuous behavior?

Responses:

Citations
Gregory of Tours. History of the Franks (extended selections). Translated by Ernest

Brehaut. Records of Civilization. Vol. 2. New York: Columbia University Press,
1916, pp. 125–27.
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“The Rule of St. Benedict.” Select Historical Documents of the Middle Ages, edited
and translated by Ernest F. Henderson. London: George Bell and Sons, 1905,
pp. 289–301.

For more on these sources, go to http://www.concisewesternciv.com/sources/psc7
.html.

SOURCES ON FAMILIES: TACITUS, GERMANIA (AD 98)

Although the historian Tacitus wrote his Germania during the height of the Roman

Empire, many scholars consider it to be a reasonable view of Goths or early Ger-

mans. Others note that Tacitus may have been writing more to comment on

Roman mores rather than Germanic customs. Either way, this selection portrays

Gothic marriage and family as Tacitus admired it.

XVII . . . The women have the same dress as the men, except that they generally
wrap themselves in linen garments, which they embroider with purple, and do not
lengthen out the upper part of their clothing into sleeves. The upper and lower
arm is thus bare, and the nearest part of the bosom is also exposed.

XVIII Their marriage code, however, is strict, and indeed no part of their man-
ners is more praiseworthy. Almost alone among barbarians they are content with
one wife, except a very few among them, and these not from sensuality, but because
their noble birth procures for them many offers of alliance. The wife does not bring
a dower to the husband but the husband to the wife. The parents and relatives are
present, and pass judgment on the marriage-gifts, gifts not meant to suit a woman’s
taste, nor such as a bride would deck herself with, but oxen, a caparisoned steed, a
shield, a lance, and a sword. With these presents the wife is espoused, and she
herself in her turn brings her husband a gift of arms. This they count their strongest
bond of union, these their sacred mysteries, these their gods of marriage. Lest the
woman should think herself to stand apart from aspirations after noble deeds and
from the perils of war, she is reminded by the ceremony which inaugurates mar-
riage that she is her husband’s partner in toil and danger, destined to suffer and to
dare with him alike both in peace and in war. The yoked oxen, the harnessed steed,
the gift of arms, proclaim this fact. She must live and die with the feeling that she is
receiving what she must hand down to her children neither tarnished nor depreci-
ated, what future daughters-in-law may receive, and may be so passed on to her
grand-children.

XIX Thus with their virtue protected they live uncorrupted by the allurements
of public shows or the stimulant of feastings. Clandestine correspondence is equally
unknown to men and women. Very rare for so numerous a population is adultery,
the punishment for which is prompt, and in the husband’s power. Having cut off
the hair of the adulteress and stripped her naked, he expels her from the house in
the presence of her kinsfolk, and then flogs her through the whole village. The loss
of chastity meets with no indulgence; neither beauty, youth, nor wealth will procure
the culprit a husband. No one in Germany laughs at this vice, nor do they call it the
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fashion to corrupt and to be corrupted. Still better is the condition of those states
in which only maidens are given in marriage, and where the hopes and expectations
of a bride are then finally terminated. They receive one husband, as having one
body and one life, that they may have no thoughts beyond, no further-reaching
desires, that they may love not so much the husband as the married state. To limit
the number of their children or to destroy any of their subsequent offspring is
accounted infamous, and good habits are here more effectual than good laws else-
where.

XX In every household the children, naked and filthy, grow up with those stout
frames and limbs which we so much admire. Every mother suckles her own off-
spring, and never entrusts it to servants and nurses. The master is not distinguished
from the slave by being brought up with greater delicacy. Both live amid the same
flocks and lie on the same ground till the freeborn are distinguished by age and
recognized by merit. The young men marry late, and their vigor is thus unimpaired.
Nor are the maidens hurried into marriage; the same age and a similar stature is
required; well-matched and vigorous they wed, and the offspring reproduce the
strength of the parents. Sister’s sons are held in as much esteem by their uncles as
by their fathers; indeed, some regard the relation as even more sacred and binding,
and prefer it in receiving hostages, thinking thus to secure a stronger hold on the
affections and a wider bond for the family. But every man’s own children are his
heirs and successors, and there are no wills. Should there be no issue, the next in
succession to the property are his brothers and his uncles on either side. The more
relatives he has, the more numerous his connections, the more honored is his old
age; nor are there any advantages in childlessness.

Questions:

• What is the role of property in these German marriages and families?
• Compared to the problems of marriage in the Augustan Age (the previous chap-

ter), how does Tacitus contrast those with German marriages?
• What specific characteristics do German wives have?

Responses:

Citation
Tacitus. “Translation of The Germany.” The Agricola and Germany of Tacitus, trans-

lated by Alfred John Church and William Jackson Brodribb. London: Macmillan,
1868, pp. 13–15.
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For more on this source, go to http://www.concisewesternciv.com/sources/sof�
.html.

CHARLES IN CHARGE

Charles Martel, who won at Tours/Poitiers, belonged to one of the most important
families in Western history. Historians call that dynasty the Carolingians, from Car-
olus, the Latin version of the name Charles. Members of this family rescued the
Franks from infighting and made them a powerful force again. Having beaten back
the Moors, Charles handed his power to his two sons (although one quickly gave
up and retired to a monastery). The remaining sole heir, Pepin or Pippin “the

Short” (r. 741–768), soon grew dissatisfied with ruling as mayor in the name of the
officially crowned King Childeric III of the Merovingian dynasty. Pippin appealed to
the person whom he considered to have the best connection to the divine, the
bishop of Rome, better known as the pope.

The institution of the popes, called the papacy, played a key role in the rise of
the Carolingians and Western civilization. The name pope comes from papa, or
“father,” a title also often used for bishops. A number of bishops called either popes
or patriarchs had risen to preeminence by the fifth century in Rome, Alexandria,
Antioch, Jerusalem, and Constantinople. Together, in church councils, bishops and
other Christians had declared doctrine and settled controversies. With the division
of the Roman Empire into two halves and the collapse of Roman authority in the
West, four patriarchs remained under the growing authority of the Byzantine
emperors in the east. Meanwhile, the bishops of Rome adopted the title of pope for
themselves alone and claimed a superior place (primacy) among the other bishops
and patriarchs. These other patriarchs might have granted the bishops of Rome a
primacy of honor, but not actual authority over them and their churches. In any
case, the popes lived too far away to change developments in the Byzantine Empire.
In western Europe, though, religious and political circumstances favored a unique
role for the bishops of Rome.

The figure who first embodied the early papacy was Gregory I “the Great” (r.
590–604). The growing importance of the monastic movement is reflected in his
being the first pope who had previously been a monk. Much more important,
though, were Gregory’s three areas of activity, which defined what later popes did.
First, the pope provided spiritual leadership for the West. Since the West lacked a
literate population in comparison to the East, Gregory’s manuals (models of ser-
mons for preachers and advice on being a good pastor) filled a practical need. His
theological writings were so significant that he was later counted as one of the
four great church fathers, alongside Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine, even though
Gregory lived nearly two centuries after them. Second, Gregory acted to secure
orthodox catholic Christianity all over the West, far outside his diocese in central
Italy. Gregory sent missionaries to the Visigoths in the Iberian Peninsula, to Ger-
many, and, most famously, to the British Isles. Third, the pope was a political leader.
He helped organize and defend the lands around Rome from the invading Lombard
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Germans, helping to found the political power of the popes, which endures to this
day in the Vatican City.

The necessity for papal political leadership increased when later popes dis-
agreed with some Byzantine emperors in the eighth century. The eastern Christians
were caught up in the Iconoclastic Controversy, which interpreted literally the
Old Testament commandment against having graven images. Iconoclasts were
those who physically sought to shatter religious pictures and sculptures. (Today
the word figuratively refers to those seeking to overturn traditional ways). Eastern
patriarchs and bishops increasingly began to support iconoclasm and actually
destroyed art in churches. When the western popes refused to go along, the Byzan-
tine emperor confiscated lands in southern Italy that had been used to support the
papal troops. At the same time, the Germanic Lombard invaders from the north
threatened Rome.

At this pivotal moment, when the pope needed a new ally in the West, a letter
came from the Frankish mayor of the palace, Pippin “the Short,” son and heir of
Charles Martel. In the letter, Pippin coolly inquired of the pope whether the one
who had the power of a king should actually be the king. Needing Pippin’s army,
the pope agreed. So the last Merovingian king was shaved of his regal long hair and
bundled off to a monastery in 751. Then Pippin became the first Carolingian king.
In return for the papal favor, Pippin marched to Italy and defeated the Lombards in
754 and 756. His victories gave him control of the northern half of the Italian Penin-
sula (while the southern part remained under nominal Byzantine authority for the
next few centuries). In his gratitude, Pippin donated a large chunk of territory in
central Italy to the pope. This Donation of Pippin eventually became known as
the Papal States. These lands provided the basis for a papal principality that lasted
for more than a thousand years. The arrangement also began a mutually supportive
relationship, profitable to both the pope and Pippin, which historians call the
Frankish-Papal Alliance.

The cooperation between the papacy and the Carolingians culminated under
Pippin’s son, Charles. He is known to history as Charlemagne (r. 768–814), which
means “Charles the Great.” As his father had before him, Charlemagne at first inher-
ited the throne jointly with his brother, but the latter soon found himself deposited
in a monastery. As sole ruler, Charles continued to support the popes. First, he
invaded Italy, utterly breaking the power of the Lombards. A few years later, after
political rivals had roughed up the pope, Charlemagne marched to Rome to restore
papal dignity.

On Christmas Day AD 800, the grateful pope crowned Charlemagne as emperor
of the Romans. The circumstances surrounding this act have remained unclear.
People then and historians since have argued about the coronation’s significance.
Did it merely recognize Charlemagne’s actual authority or give it a new dimension?
Was the pope, by placing the crown on Charlemagne’s brow, trying to control the
ceremony and the office? Did it insult the Byzantine emperor, who was, after all,
the real Roman emperor (even if some alleged at the time that the eastern throne
was vacant, since a mere woman, Empress Irene, ruled after deposing and blinding
her son)? In any case, the coronation resulted in a brief enthusiasm for imitating
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ancient Rome. An emperor once again ruled the West in the name of Rome’s civiliza-
tion (see map 7.2).

In most ways, though, Charlemagne resembled his barbaric German ancestors
more than a Roman Caesar Augustus. He dressed in Frankish clothing and enjoyed
beer and beef (instead of wine and fish as the Romans had). A man of action, he led
a military campaign almost every year to one portion of his empire or another.
Thus, he expanded his rulership and conquered the heartland of Europe, which
became the core of the European Community more than a millennium afterward.
He deposed the Bavarian duke and took over his duchy. He smashed rebellious
Lombards as his father had. He also fought the Saxons in northern Germany (cous-
ins of long-since-Christianized Anglo-Saxons in Britain). The Christian king tried for
thirty years to convert the pagan Saxons to both religious and political obedience.
These Saxons faced two choices: either be washed in the water of holy baptism or
be slaughtered in their own blood. Many died; survivors converted, then were forc-
ibly migrated to other parts of the empire, where they assimilated. Charlemagne
wiped out the Avars (Asian raiders who had settled along the Danube). The emperor
successfully defended his empire’s borders against Danes in the north and Moors
in the south. Charlemagne’s empire became bigger than any other political struc-
ture in the West since Emperor Romulus Augustulus lost his throne in AD 476.

Map 7.2. Europe, 800.
What were the strengths and limits of Charlemagne’s empire?
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Charlemagne was more than a bloodthirsty barbarian king. He consciously tried
to revive the Roman Empire and its civilization. The government still heavily
depended on his person, but he continued the efforts of his predecessors to expand
governance into an institution centered on the palace. He had administrators, such
as a chamberlain to help manage finances. He collected and wrote down laws for
his various peoples. He set up powerful counts and bishops as missi dominici
(messengers from his household) to check up on local government and enforce
those laws. In the law that inaugurated their mission in 802, Charlemagne called
on everyone (bishops, abbots, nuns, priests, counts, officials, men, widows,
orphans, and more) to follow the right path of law and justice in this world so that
everyone could gain eternal life in the next. Charlemagne’s government was the
most ambitious one that western Europe had experienced in three hundred years.

To improve upon his government, Charlemagne and his international advisors,
like Paul the Deacon from Lombardy and Alcuin Albinus from Northumbria, con-
sciously sought to revive civilization. Aachen, or Aix-la-Chapelle (today located in
northwestern Germany near Belgium), was built as a new capital city, as another
Rome, the first western city built in stone since the barbarians had trampled
through the forums. Aachen’s centerpiece was an octagonal church, small but
splendid and harmonious with its high walls capped by a dome. Aachen soon
became an intellectual center. Scribes fashioned a new, legible script called Carol-
ingian minuscule, which standardized the use of lowercase letters, like the ones
you are reading right now.2 Every work of history and literature that scholars could
find was recopied in this new style, helping to preserve much of the legacy of
Greece and Rome.

Charlemagne’s selected scholars also revived the Roman educational curricu-
lum of the fifth century: the seven liberal arts. The trivium of grammar, rhetoric,
and logic with the quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy were
taught once more, this time in schools attached to monasteries and cathedrals. This
so-called Carolingian Renaissance (780–850) hoped to use education to revitalize
a way of life that had disappeared in western Europe since the Germans had swept
away Roman rule. The Frankish/German Charlemagne used the liberal learning of
Greece and Rome to consolidate the new culture of Western civilization.

Regrettably for the cause of civilization, Charlemagne’s revitalization attempt
failed. The empire was too large and primitive for the weak institutions of govern-
ment he was able to cobble together. First, he faced the difficulty of paying for art,
literature, architecture, and schools with a poor agricultural economy that offered
no functional taxation. Second, Frankish aristocrats saw little value in book learn-
ing. Third, Charlemagne’s own codifications of laws, written for the Alemanni, Bur-
gundians, or Saxons, preserved ethnic differences rather than binding together a
new common imperial unity. A final difficulty for Charlemagne was his own mortal-
ity. He drove the system along by force of will and sword, but death was certain.
His successors lacked his abilities.

2. Everything before had mostly been written ONLY IN CAPITAL LETTERS. People who write
that way nowadays are interpreted as shouting. When the printing presses started in the fifteenth
century, they used Carolingian minuscule, as rediscovered by the humanists of the Renaissance,
as the model for new typefaces or fonts.
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Fortunately for imperial unity, Charlemagne’s vast empire managed to hold
together for a few years after his death because only one son survived him to inherit
it all. Under Emperor Louis “the Pious” (r. 814–840), the Carolingian Renaissance
peaked. Then Louis prematurely divided up his empire among his own three sons
and invested them with authority during his own lifetime. Not surprisingly, they
soon bickered with him and with one another. When Louis tried to carve out a
share for a fourth son by another wife, civil war broke out. The ensuing hard-fought
peace agreement shattered the political unity of western Europe for more than a
thousand years.

The Treaty of Verdun in 843 broke apart Charlemagne’s empire into three
sections, each under its own Carolingian dynasty. The actual treaty was written in
both early French and German, showing that a linguistic division matched the polit-
ical one. The treaty established a kingdom of the West Franks, out of which grew
France; a kingdom of the East Franks, out of which rose Germany; and a middle
realm, Lotharingia (named after Louis’s grandson, Lothar). At the time, Lotharingia
was the heart of the empire, including not only today’s small province of Lorraine

on the border of France and Germany but also the Lowlands (modern Belgium, the
Netherlands, and Luxembourg), south through Switzerland and over the Alps into
northern Italy. This mixed ethnic and linguistic middle realm had no cohesion
except its prosperity and its dynasty. Both the West Franks and the East Franks
targeted Lorraine after its Carolingian dynasty died out. For the next eleven hun-
dred years, the French and the Germans fought over possession of this middle
territory.

As if all of these political divisions were not bad enough, foreign invaders killed
any hope for a reunified and coherent empire. From the north, the Vikings or
Norsemen sailed in on longships; from the east, the pagan/polytheist Magyars or
Hungarians swept out of the steppes of Asia on swift ponies; and from the south,
from North Africa and the Iberian Peninsula, Muslim Moors or Saracens raided by
land and by sea. None of these invaders was Christian. Only the Saracens were
civilized. They all plundered, raped, and burned at will. The feuding Carolingian
kings could do little to stop these marauders. The fragile and young western Chris-
tendom nearly ended under these attacks.

Thus, Charlemagne’s brief success at reviving civilization crashed. His quarrel-
ing descendents, resentful aristocrats, invading barbarians, and hostile non-
Christians almost destroyed everything the Germanic kingdoms had achieved. Few
empires could have survived such an assault from both within and without. The
popes were of little help, either, as petty Roman nobles fought over the papal
throne. In 897, a vengeful pope, Stephen VI, even put on trial the corpse of his
predecessor Pope Formosus. Such postmortem vengeance did little good, since
Stephen was himself soon deposed and strangled.

Even as the Carolingian Empire died, its corpse became the fertilizer for the
future. The empire left a dream of reunification, reinforcing the longing for the
onetime unity and cultural greatness of the Roman Empire. The political reality that
followed did divide West Franks and East Franks into France and Germany. These
two realms, together with England, formed the core of the West. Despite limited
resources, these westerners fought off the assaults from without and established a
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new order and hierarchy from within. The result was the blossoming of medieval
Western civilization.

Review: How did the Carolingian family rise and fall?

Response:

THE CAVALRY TO THE RESCUE

Without a central government, the peoples of the collapsing Carolingian Empire
needed to defend themselves. New leaders inspired others to follow them, whether
through their own achievements or claims of dynastic succession. To defend against
the Viking attacks, they built military fortresses called castles (see figure 7.1). These
fortifications were not simply army bases with walls; they were family homes. The
quaint saying “A man’s home is his castle” quite literally came from this period.
Castles were originally primitive stockades or wooden forts on hills. A castle became
the home of a local leader who convinced others to build it and help defend it.

Figure 7.1. The square block of an early castle dominates the town of
Loches in France.
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These castles became new centers of authority from which lords ruled over small
areas, usually no larger than a day’s ride.

Hiding out in castles was not a long-term solution, however. “The best defense
is a good offense” is another saying appropriate to the time period. Fortunately for
Western civilization, knights rode to the rescue before all could be lost in the
onslaughts of Vikings, Magyars, and Saracens. The new stirrups imported from Asia
fixed these warriors firmly in the saddles of their warhorses. Their armor for
defense and lance and sword for offense made knights effective heavy cavalry when
riding together in a charge. A large group of knights and horses, made up of several
tons of flesh and iron, overpowered all opponents.

Already by 1050, knights had won Europe a respite from foreign invasions. The
three external enemies of Christendom ceased to be threats. The Norsemen
stopped raiding, converted to Christianity, and set up the Scandinavian kingdoms
of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, along with the Icelandic Commonwealth. The
adventurous spirit of the Norse was redirected to carry some of them across the
Atlantic Ocean to settle in Greenland and even, briefly, North America. The Magyars,
meanwhile, became Hungarians. Their successful migration settled them in the Pan-
nonian Basin, a great plain along the middle Danube. Their King Stephen consoli-
dated both his rule and the structure of the Kingdom of Hungary with his
conversion and that of his people to Christianity in 1000. Only the Saracens
remained hostile and unconverted. Rather than continuing to conquer their Chris-
tian neighbors, they concentrated their efforts on developing their own civilization
in the Iberian Peninsula, called Andalusia. There the descendents of Phoenicians,
Celts, Romans, Jews, Visigoths, Arabs, and Berbers lived in relative peace.

Knights won in their own part of Europe because they were the best military
technology of the age. Armored heavy cavalry dominated battlefields for the next
five hundred years, long after the threats of Vikings, Magyars, and Saracens had
dissipated. As we have seen before, a group with a monopoly on the military can
rule the rest of society. In the Middle Ages, knights began to claim authority in the
name of the public good and elevated themselves above the masses as a closed
social caste of nobles. Their ethos of nobility meant that they lived the good life
because they risked their lives to defend the women, children, clerics, and peasants
of Christendom. They lived in the nicest homes, ate the most delicious food, and
wore the most fashionable clothing. Meanwhile, the peasants paid for these com-
forts.

During the political chaos of the invasions, whoever commanded the loyalty of
others became noble. Over time, though, nobles closed their ranks and limited the
status of nobility to those who inherited it. After 1100, usually only those who could
prove noble ancestry were allowed access to knighthood (with the rare exceptions
of kings ennobling talented warriors). This closed social group of the nobility rein-
forced itself through chivalry, the code of the knights. The ceremonies for initiation
to knighthood were surrounded with elaborate rituals. In their castles and courts,
knights practiced courtesy and refined manners with one another and courtly
ladies, such as using “please,” “thank you,” and napkins. At tournaments, they
practiced fighting as a form of sport, entertaining crowds and winning prizes. On
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the battlefield, they applied rules to fight one another fairly, not attacking an
unarmed knight, for example.

While there were many regional variations, the organization of these knights
required new structures, or feudal politics.3 A vassal (a subordinate knight) prom-
ised fealty (loyalty) and homage (personal service on the battlefield or in the politi-
cal courts) to a lord (a superior knight) in return for a fief (usually agricultural land
sufficiently productive for the knight to live from). A lord was as powerful as the
number of vassals he could call on. Lords began to take on new titles that reflected
the number of vassals each could bind to himself with fiefs. Above the simple knight
at the bottom of the hierarchy were, in ascending order, barons, counts (or earls in
England), dukes, and, ultimately, the king. Rather than the kingdoms, however, the
most important political units in the eleventh and twelfth centuries were baronies,
counties, and duchies.

A network of mutual promises of fidelity provided the glue for feudal politics.
While governments are ultimately based on whether or not people uphold the
rules, feudal politics was about keeping personal promises to one’s lord rather than
about obeying public authority. Originally, a fief, being a lord’s gift, was supposed
to revert to the feudal lord upon a vassal’s death. The powerful drive of family,
however, where parents provided for their children, soon compelled fiefs to
become virtually hereditary. Sometimes, lords and vassals broke their pledges of
service and loyalty, probably as often as many modern married people break their
vows. When vassals defied their lords, only fights among the knights could conclu-
sively settle the dispute. Thus, the feudal age has been renowned for its constant
warfare. Yet enough lords and vassals did maintain oaths so that medieval society
largely remained stable. The web of mutual promises of loyalty, the gathering at
court to give advice and pronounce judgments, the socializing at tournaments, and
the shared risks of battle all forged a ruling class that held on to power for centuries.

Even the church could not avoid being drawn into the feudal network, since
dioceses and abbeys possessed a great deal of land. Various lords demanded that
the church contribute to the common defense. Rather than share their wealth or
have knights seize control and turn church-owned farms into fiefs, bishops and
abbots became feudal lords themselves. Thus, clerics became responsible for build-
ing castles, commanding knights in battle, and presiding over courts. Some bishops
and abbots became prince-bishops and prince-abbots who ruled in the same way as
feudal dukes and counts. These political obligations recognized the church’s real
power but often clashed with its spiritual aims.

To compensate somewhat for its involvement in feudal politics, the church tried
to suggest that divinely inspired morality was part of the code of chivalry and the
rules of war (see figure 7.2). In some regions, bishops and princes proclaimed the
Peace of God, which both classified clergy, women, and children as noncombatants
and limited the reasons for going to war. Church leaders also tried to assert the

3. The term feudalism carries too many different meanings to be useful as a historical con-
cept anymore; it is best avoided. Likewise, the phrase feudal system makes these arrangements
sound more organized than they were. Finally, do not confuse “feudal” politics with feuds or
vendettas.
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Figure 7.2. This sculpture in Magdeburg Cathedral of the ancient martyr
and saint Maurice portrays him as a black African in twelfth-century armor.
Thus Christian values identify with knighthood, regardless of ethnicity.

Truce of God, which was supposed to limit how often warfare could be conducted,
especially banning it on Sundays, holidays, and during planting and harvesting. Too
often, though, fighting went unchecked.

Those who worked the fields—namely, the vast majority of the population—did
not share in the same political relationships as the knights. Instead, the peasants
participated in similar yet separate, private, sociopolitical arrangements called
manorial or seigneurial economics. The term comes from manor, which
referred to the medieval economic unit of a village and its fields, or the French
word seigneur for the lord of that manor. The harsh conditions of the early Middle
Ages had forced many manors into self-sufficiency. Trade had nearly vanished since
the roads were too dangerous to travel. The peasants cooperated in their local
communities to produce much of what everyone needed to survive, such as food,
clothing, and tools.

Most of these peasants who worked on medieval manors for manorial lords
were serfs. Medieval serfs had servile status, but not as low as that of slaves. They
were legally connected or bound to the land of their lords. Serfs had few rights to
make decisions about their own lives (such as choice of marriage partners or where
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to live). They owed obedience, some work (on the lord’s land or on roads or cas-
tles), and dues (usually payments in the form of portions of their crops) to the
seigneurs who legally possessed the land. Peasants thus paid for knights’ expensive
armor, horses, and castles. These burdens kept them poor from generation to gen-
eration. Nevertheless, serfs did benefit from having use of the land. Parents and
their children lived in the same villages and farmed the same lands, season after
season, according to law and custom. These arrangements provided livelihoods,
some security, and continuity, since the seigneurs could not throw serfs off the land
as long as they fulfilled their customary obligations. Serfs depended on their lords
for justice and defense and relied on the parish church for salvation.

The practices of feudal politics and manorial economics intersected where the
manorial seigneurs were likewise feudal lords and vassals. Knights as lords of fiefs
also acted as lords of manors. The political oaths they made with their noble and
free equals as fief holders were distinct from their rule of the inferior serfs as mano-
rial workers.

Soon a simple agricultural innovation on these manors helped Europe prosper
as never before. Beginning in the dark times after the fall of the Carolingian Empire,
someone came up with the idea of three-field planting. Previously, the custom in
European farming had been a two-field system, which left half the farmland fallow
(without crops) every year to recover its fertility. The new method involved planting
one-third with one kind of crop in the spring (such as beans or oats), another third
with another crop in the fall (such as wheat or rye), and letting only a third lie
fallow. The following year they rotated which crop they planted in each part of the
field. This crop rotation resulted in larger harvests for less work and an improved
diet for everyone.

New technology, much of which had spread to Europe after being invented in
Asia, further enlarged what the manorial peasants could accomplish. The horse
collar enabled horses to pull plows without strangling. Windmills ground grain into
flour more easily than human or animal labor. These and other agricultural and
technological advancements added to the wealth of Europe. The craft and farmwork
of the peasants continued to produce wealth at the lord’s behest. The rule of the
knights defended the fragile kingdoms of France, England, Germany, and the rest.
The prayers and labors of the clergy made Christianity the supreme religion of the
West. Western civilization appeared secure.

The fall of Rome in the West in the fifth century had initiated a troubled time
about which much remains in the dark for historians. In those difficult times, little
energy was spent on learning and intellectual endeavors. As most people struggled
to survive, only a few could create culture that survived long term, such as the
rituals of the church or the epic songs of the Germans. Over the next few centuries
after the chaos of the invasions, powerful rulers such as Alfred in England or Charles
Martel among the Franks consolidated numerous small barbarian kingdoms into
great realms. For a while, it looked as if the Carolingian Empire might unify the
West as a revived Roman Empire. Its failure nonetheless left the kingdoms of France
and Germany strong enough to hold out against new invasions. A thousand years
after Christ’s birth, Western civilization was strong and stable. The successful,
ordered medieval society of catholic clergy, feudal knights, and manorial peasants
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(with some of the Jews still living among them) seemed settled forever as God’s
plan for humanity. The success of Christendom soon led to change, however. More
sophisticated political and social structures, together with new ideas, shook up
accepted assumptions. As a result, the West passed from the early Middle Ages into
the High or Central Middle Ages in the eleventh century between 1000 and 1100.

Review: How did feudal politics and manorial economics help the West recover?

Response:

Make your own timeline.
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