The Middle Ages

I.  Fall of the Western Roman Empire 400AD-500 AD

A. The Breakdown of Roman Civilization

1. Christian influence undermined the Roman military virtues and patriotism.

2. Roman values declined as non-Italians gained influence.

3. Lead poisoning through lead pipes and drinking cups caused mental decay.

4. Rome did not advance technologically due to its reliance on slavery.

5. A series of poor emperors left the empire weak and poorly defended.

6. A period of global cooling reduced crop yields.

B. Germanic (Barbarian) Invaders

1. Visigoths—They settled along the Danube in 400 AD.  They sacked Rome in 410, then migrated throughout southern Europe.

2. Vandals—invaded the empire in 406.  In 409 they began to establish a Vandal kingdom in Spain.  In 429 they moved into Roman North Africa; and in 455 the Vandals sacked Rome.

3. Franks—moved into modern France in around 450.  They came from modern Poland.

4. Angles—invaded and settled in northern Britain around 450.  They came from the area that is now Denmark.

5. Saxons—invaded and settled in southern Britain around 450.  They also came from Denmark.

6. Ostrogoths—Invaded Italian peninsula in 489 and took up residence there.

C. The Legacy of Roman Civilization.

1. The Roman Empire was the largest in ancient history.

2. Achievements in law, government, language, and engineering were left for the future.

3. They preserved the intellectual knowledge of the ancient world.  (Much of what we know about ancient history comes from Roman works.)

4. The Empire also had a dark side.

a. There was a huge gulf between rich and poor.

b. They depended upon slaves for most of their labor.

c. The bloodthirsty spectacles in the amphitheaters 

d. They used terror to maintain the order (Pax Romana) that they are so highly praised for.

5. Christianity, with its ideas of spiritual equality and respect for human life slowly transformed the Empire.

6. The Germanic invasions accelerated this transformation.

7. The result was that a new civilization was emerging.

II. The Dark Ages 500 AD—750 AD

A. The period in western Europe between 500 and 750 AD is commonly referred to as the Dark Ages.

1. This is largely because there was very little intellectual 

     activity going on at the time.

2. Bathing went out of style.

3. The number of people who could read and write decreased significantly.

4. Germanic tribes were warring between one another.

B. There were however some very important developments in western Europe.

1. The Roman Catholic Church developed

2. Monks began to convert the pagan peoples of Germanic Europe.

3. Monks began to copy Latin works, thus preserving them for the future.

4. Pope Gregory I 

a. Created the Papal States.

b. Extended Papal authority over the Christian church in the west.

c. In his book Dialogues , which was a documentation of the lives of many saints, he put forth the idea which dominated the Medieval world—spiritual forces intervened in everyday life.

d. In his efforts to convert the pagans he gave pagan feasts new names and incorporated them into the Christian calendar.

1) Luercalia Day (a roman fertility celebration in February) was changed to St. Valentines Day).

2) The Feast of Christmas was held on December 25, the day of the pagan celebration of the winter solstice.

III.  The Byzantine Empire 500 AD—750 AD

A. As the western portion of the empire fell into the hands of the barbarians, the eastern Roman empire centered on Constantinople continued to exist and prosper.

B. Justinian was emperor from 527-565 and was probably the finest military general of the Eastern Roman empire. 

C. Justinian was determined to reestablish the Roman empire in the west.  

D. Justinian’s armies destroyed the Ostrogoths  in Italy by 552 .

E. At the time of Justinian’s death he ruled an empire that included Italy, Spain, North Africa, Asia Minor, Palestine, and Syria.

F. Although Justinian’s conquests were not held long, he made a lasting impression on the world by codifying Roman law.  

1. Roman law had become a vast quantity of material that included laws passed by the senate, legal writings of jurists, decisions of praetors, and edicts of emperors.

2. Justinian decided to simplify and standardize this conglomeration of law.

3. The result was the Code of Law.

4. This became the basis of the law for the Byzantine empire until its end in 1453 and was eventually used as a basis for all western legal systems.

G. In 542 A terrible plague swept through all of Europe (both east and west) killing off massive numbers of people

H. Beginning in 610  the Byzantines fought a series of wars with the Persians.  The Byzantines finally defeated the Persians in 646.

I. The Byzantine empire became a Greek state. By 700 Latin had ceased to be used and Greek became the official language of the empire.

J. The greatest invention of the early Byzantines was a substance called Greek fire.  Greek fire was a petroleum compound which contained sulfur.  This substance would burn underwater.  It was used in naval combats.  The Byzantines would shoot the stuff from tubes at the wooden enemy ships.  This made the Byzantine navy invinceable.  The secret was so closely guarded that the exact recipe for Greek fire remains under debate even today.

IV.  The Middle Ages 750 AD-1000 AD

A. Population and Environment

1. The number of people in Europe is not known.

2. There were a number of plagues that devastated the population in the sixth and seventh centuries.

3. Historians believe that Europe in 750—800 was sparsely populated with small villages and groups of villages filled mostly with farmers and warriors.

4. People were separated by forests, swamps, and mountains. Consequently there was very little communication.

5. Germanic tribes had considered trees sacred and therefore, very little forest was cleared and put into cultivation

6. Hunting and fishing were necessary to feed the people.

7. The soil of Northern Europe was heavy and not easily plowed.

8. By 750 the wetter and colder climate of the past three centuries had begun to improve; but it was years before crop yields rose again.

9. This was a period of short life expectancy.  30-40 years on average. 

10. The study of graves finds that of every five skeletons there is one below the age of one, two were children between two and fourteen, more than one in five was a woman under the age of twenty.

B. The World of the Carolingians (750—850)

1. Pepin

a. Took control of the Kingdom of the Franks in about 750 AD.

b. A representative of the Pope crowned Pepin king and anointed him with holy oils in the same way as a priest was.  This symbolized that the king was a holy office.

c. Pepin made several expeditions to Italy and defeated the Lombards.  He then officially granted the papacy the conquered lands. (The Donation of Pepin)

2. Charlemagne 

a. When Pepin died in 768 the throne passed to a ruler who is known as Charles the Great or Charlemagne.

b. Charlemagne was determined, intelligent, inquisitive, a fierce warrior, and a patron of learning.

c. He ruled from 768—814

3. Return of Empire.

a. Charlemagne undertook 54 military campaigns.

b. His army was rather small (8,000 men).  These men were mostly infantry armed with swords and some cavalry armed with spears.

c. He conquered a portion of Spain.

d. He conquered vast lands in Italy.

e. He conquered Germany to the Elba River (an area known as Saxony.)

f. He conquered the lands of Bavaria.

4. Administration of the Empire

a. There were no taxes

b. Charlemagne had to grant large estates to nobles who had assisted him.

c. These nobles were called Counts and ruled Counties.

d. Counts within their county were Judges, military leaders and agents on the king.

e. The empire was largely held together not by Christianity which was the common religion, but by loyalty to a single ruler who was strong enough to ensure loyalty by force when necessary.

f. In 800 AD Charlemagne was crowned Emperor of the Romans by Pope Leo III.

g. This coronation demonstrated the allure of the Roman Empire even 300 years after its fall.

5. The Carolingian Intellectual Renewal

a. A revival of the studies of Greece and  Rome took the form of an attempt to preserve Latin and early Christian culture.

b. The monasteries established scriptoria or writing rooms for copying early texts.

c. They developed parchment which was made out of sheepskin to replace papyrus. 

d. Parchment was very expensive.  It could take an entire herd of sheep to produce enough parchment for one Bible. 

e. The illuminated manuscripts created in monasteries were crucial to preserving the Roman heritage.  About 8,000 manuscripts survive from the time of Charlemagne.

f. Approximately 90% of the Roman works that we have today exist because they were copied by Carolingian monks.

g. Charlemagne established a palace school and encouraged scholars from all over Europe to study at his school.

h. His school taught Latin and adopted the sevenfold division of knowledge known as the liberal arts.

6. Family and Marriage

a. Marriages were arrainged by fathers or Uncles to meet the needs of the extended family.

b. Women were expected to remain faithful to their husbands but the man often kept mistresses.

c. Marriage was a civil agreement in 750 and the church tried to change this by making it a religious sacrament.  This was a slow process not achieved until the 1100’s.

d. The church tried to eliminate sexual license.

e. In 789 the church began to stress monogamy and permanence in marriage by stating that marriage was an “indissoluble sacrament.”

f. In the 820’s the church established the right to prohibit divorce except for cases of a wife’s adultery or the impotence of the husband.

g. Over time this view on in permanence of marriage led to the development of the nuclear family at the expense of the extended family.

h. Young couples began to establish their own household. 

i. In an extended family the eldest female controlled all other females.  In the nuclear family a wife was still dominated by her husband, but she now had control over her own house and children.

7. Christianity and Sexuality.

a. Early church leaders stressed celibacy and complete abstinence from sexual activity as an ideal state which was superior to marriage.

b. Since few people had the self-discipline to be celibate the church viewed marriage as an acceptable alternative.  

c. In the early church it was agreed that marriage gave people the right to indulge in intercourse as long as it was for the purpose of having children and not for pleasure

d. The church therefore condemned all forms of contraception.

e. The church also had condemned all forms of abortion. The condemnation  failed to stop the practice.  Various herbal potions, whose formulas were included n writings from Roman and Byzantine doctors, were available to prevent conception or cause abortion.

f. The church accepted only one way to limit children and that was periodic or total abstinence.

g. Homosexuality also was condemned.  The Romans did not differentiate between Homosexual and Heterosexual sexual behavior.  Sex was sex.  However, the emperor Justinian outlawed homosexual sex in the Byzantine empire in 538 AD.

h. In the early middle ages people who were practicing homosexuality were treated less harsh than married couples who used birth control.

i. The Catholic church’s policy toward homosexuality remained rather tolerant until the eleventh century.

8. Children

a. The church also had an impact on the life of children.

b. Romans limited their family size through infanticide which was accepted in Classical society.

c. The church condemned infanticide and priests encouraged people to leave their children in churches instead of exposing them.

d. These children were taken to monasteries and raised.

9. Travel

a. Monasteries served another important function by providing travelers with a place to stay.

b. Most of the travelers were missionaries.

c. It was considered a sacred duty for nobles to provide hospitality to travelers.

10. Diet

a. The foundation for everyone’s diet—rich and poor—was bread.

b. Nobles ate pork as their meat

c. They ate very little beef because cows were kept for dairy products.

d. Milk was turned in to cheese and butter to preserve it.

e. Chickens were kept for eggs.

f. Vegetables were a staple for both rich and poor.

g. This diet was supplemented by fishing and hunting.

h. Gluttony and drunkenness were universal in Carolingian society.  Monks got a daily allotment of 3.7 pounds of bread, 1 and ½ quarts of wine or ale, 2—3 ounces of cheese and 8 ounces of vegetables. This constituted a 6,000 calorie a day diet

i. Malnutrition was still a problem for common people.

j. Taverns were found everywhere: in marketplaces, pilgrimage centers, royal estates, monasteries, and churches.  Drinking contests were common.

C.  The Fall of the Carolingian Empire.

1. When Charlemagne died in 814 he was survived by his son Louis the Pious who ruled from 814—840.

2. Louis was a good man; but he was not a strong man like Charlemagne.

3. He was not able to control the nobles or his four sons.

4. Upon his death in 840 his three surviving sons split the empire.

5. Charles the Bald got the west Frankish lands.

6. Louis the German took the eastern lands which became Germany.

7. Lothar received the Middle Kingdom which included Italy, the Netherlands, and Rhineland

8. Control of the lands of the Middle Kingdom became the source of wars between Germany and the Frankish people for over 1000 years.

9. The kingdoms of France and Germany would not come into existence for hundreds of years but there was two separate cultures emerging.  The Franks spoke a language that derived from Latin and later became French.  The Germans spoke a Germanic dialect which was derived from the barbarian tribes.

10. Because of the constant fighting between the sons of Louis the Pious nobles became increasingly more powerful.

11. Then in the empire was invaded from the outside.

D. Viking, Magyar, and Muslim Invaders.

1. Muslims

a. The Muslims built up a number of sea bases in Northern Africa and Spain.

b. The invaded and occupied the island of Sicily in 827.

c. They raided the coasts of Southern Europe in 843.

d. Muslim forces destroyed Carolingian forces in Spain and made raids into southern France.

2. The Magyars

a. The Magyars came from central Asia and established themselves on the plains of Hungary.

b. Between 898 and 920 they made frequent raids into Germany, France and Italy.

c. The Magyars were finally defeated at the Battle of Lechfeld in Germany in 955.

d. At the end of the 900’s they were converted to Christianity and settled down to establish the Kingdom of Hungary.

3. The Vikings

a. The most devastating and far reaching attacks of the time came from the Norsemen of Scandinavia who were known as the Vikings.

b. The Vikings were fierce warriors.

c. The Vikings were expert ship-builders and sailors.

d. Viking dragon ships carried about 50 men.

e. Their ships had flat bottoms and could sail up rivers.

f. They sacked villages and towns.  They destroyed churches.

g. When they were faced with a superior fighting force they fled.  

h. By 850 the Vikings were beginning to settle in the lands that they conquered. Normandy is an example.

i. The Viking settlers were welcomed and converted to Christianity.

j. These new inhabitants were a great protection against additional Norse attacks.

k. The Vikings were great explorers too.

l. In 874 they settled Iceland

m. In 985 Erik the Red discovered Greenland.

n. The Viking explorers even reached North America.  There is a Viking site in New Foundland.

o. By the time of 950, the Vikings stopped raiding.

1)  The Scandinavian kings had gained greater    

    control over their people.

3) The Scandinavian countries had become increasingly Christian.

4) By the time 1000 came around the Vikings had become completely assimilated into European civilization

E.  Feudalism

1. Because of the invasions and the disintegration of the Carolingian world a new type of relationship developed between free people.

2. Government ceased to be able to protect its citizens.

3. People began to sign contracts with powerful lords who would offer protection in exchange for service.

4. These contracts form the basis of the system known as Feudalism.

5. The lord-vassal relationship

a. The lord would grant a vassal a piece of land called a fief.

b. The vassal would promise to provide the lord with military service.

c. This system became quite complex as the vassals of a King might have their own vassals who would in turn have vassals of their own down to the point of the individual knight who would barely control enough land to provide himself with armor.

d. Kings had very little success in controlling the Great Lords of the realm.  Counts often paid little attention to the wishes of the king.

F. Economic Structure: Manorialism and Trade.

1. Feudalism was closely tied to the economic system of Manorialism.

2. So that nobles and knights could pursue the arts of war, they needed a system that would provide them with the leisure time they needed.

3. Between the 5th and 8th century the large estates freed most of their slaves.

4. With the invasions of the 8th and 9th centuries these free farmers were forced to give up their freedom in return for protection from a lord.  These people became serfs who would get a small plot of land to farm and feed their family with in return the serf had to farm some of the Lords land.  Furthermore serfs were forbidden to move from their land.  There was no place to move to anyway.

5. The difference between slaves and serfs is that serfs cannot be bought or sold.

6. At this time approximately 90% of the people were farmers.

7. This period witnessed a dramatic decline in trade.

8. Few coins were in circulation.

9. In the late 800’s trade in luxuries was conducted with the Byzantine empire.

10. Traders were often Jews who dealt in slaves, spices, cloth and swords.

F.  Art and Literature

1. Beowulf

a. Written down in about the year 1000, the poem Beowulf was composed around 700.

b. It is the story of how a dragon named Grendel constantly harasses the Danish people and how a young warrior named Beowulf defeats this monster.

2. Sculpture was greatly influenced by the east. Mosaics were very popular.

3. The Vikings were the best metal-workers of the time creating very ornate decorations.

