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‘Preface

W are often reminded how important it is to un-
derstand today’s world if we are to deal with our growing
number of challenges. And yet that understanding will be
incomplete if we in the Western world do not compre-
hend the meaning of Western civilization and the role
Western civilization has played in the world. For all of our
modern progress, we still greatly reflect our religious tra-
ditions, our political systems and theories, our economic
and social structures, and our cultural heritage. | have writ-
ten this brief history of Western civilization to assist a new
generation of students in learning more about the past that
has helped create them and the world in which they live.

[ began this project with two primary goals. First, 1
wanted to write a well-balanced work in which the polit-
ical, economic, social, religious, intellectual, cultural, and
military aspects of Western civilization would be inte-
grated into a chronologically ordered synthesis. Second, 1
wanted to avoid the approach that is quite common in
other brief histories of Western civilization—an approach
that makes them collections of facts with little continu-
ity from section to section. Instead, I sought to keep the
story in history. Narrative history effectively transmits the
knowledge of the past and is the form that best enables
students to remember and understand the past. At the
same time, | have not overlooked the need for the kind of
historical analysis that makes students aware that histori-
ans often disagree in their interpretations of the past.

To enliven the past and let readers see for themselves
the materials that historians use to create their pictures of
the past, | have included in each chapter primary sources
(boxed documents) that are keyed to the discussion in the
text. The documents include examples of the religious,
artistic, intellectual, social, economic, and political as-
pects of Western life. Such varied sources as a Roman
banquet menu, advice from a Carolingian mother to her
son, marriage negotiations in Renaissance Italy, the diary
of a German soldier at Stalingrad, and a debate in the Re-
formation era all reveal in a vivid fashion what Western
civilization meant to the individual men and women who
shaped it by their activities.

Each chapter has a lengthy introduction and conclu-
sion to help maintain the continuity of the narrative and

to provide a synthesis of important themes. Anecdotes in
the chapter introductions convey more dramatically the
major theme or themes of each chapter. Detailed
chronologies reinforce the events discussed in the text
while timelines at the beginning of each chapter enable
students to see at a glance the major developments of an
era. An annotated bibliography at the end of each chap-
ter reviews the most recent literature on each period and
also gives references to some of the older, “classic” works
in each field. Extensive maps and illustrations serve to
deepen the reader’s understanding of the text. To facili-
tate understanding of cultural movements, illustrations of
artistic works discussed in the text are placed next to the
discussions.

Because courses in Western civilization at American
and Canadian colleges and universities follow different
chronological divisions, a one-volume edition and a two-
volume edition of this text are being made available to fit
the needs of instructors. Teaching and learning ancillar-
ies include the following:

For Instructors: Instructor’s Manual/Test Bank—
contains chapter outlines, suggested lecture topics, dis-
cussion questions for the primary documents, map and
art discussion questions. Suggested films, music, and
readings are included to spice up lectures. Examination
questions include essay, identification, multiple choice,
and true/false questions. By Kevin Robbins, Indiana
University-Purdue University Indianapolis, available
in one volume only.
Thomson World Class Testing Tools—is a fully-
integrated suite of test creation, delivery and classroom
management tools. The package includes: World Class
Test, Test Online, and World Class Manager software.
Western Civilization Map Acetates—this extensive
four color acetate package includes maps from the text
and from other sources and includes map commentary
prepared by James Harrison, Siena College. The ac-
etates and commentary are packaged in a three ring
binder.

Western Civilization Powerpoint—contains all the

four color maps from the map acetate package, de-

scribed above.
XVvil
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Color Map Slides—approximately 100 full color slides
feature all the texts maps as well as images from other
sources. Commentary is also provided.

Sights and Sounds of History Videodisk—contains
short, focused video clips, photos, artwork, anima-
tions, music and dramatic readings that bring history
to life. Video segments averaging four minutes in
length are available on VHS. These segments make
excellent lecture launchers.

Western Civilization Video Library—ask your local
sales representative for details and qualifications.

For Students: Study Guide—prepared by James
Baker, Western Kentucky University, contains chapter
outlines, chapter summaries, and seven different types
of exercises for each chapter. The exercises include:
words to identify, words to match with their defini-
tions, multiple choice questions, sentences to com-
plete, chronological arrangements, questions for criti-
cal thought, and analysis of primary source documents.
Map exercises appear at the end of many chapters.
Available in volumes I and II that correspond with
volumes I and II of the text.

Study Tips—prepared by James Baker, Western Ken-
tucky University, contains brief chapter outlines, key
terms, questions for critical thought and questions on
primary documents for each chapter. Available in vol-
umes | and II that correspond with volumes I and II of
the text.

Document Exercises Workbook—prepared by Donna
Van Raaphorst, Cuyahoga Community College, is a
two-volume collection of exercises based around pri-
mary sources, teaching students how to use documents
and historiographic methods.

Map Exercise Workbook—prepared by CynthiaKosso,
Northern Arizona University, is a two-volume work-
book, each featuring over 20 map exercises. The exer-
cises are designed to help students understand the re-
lationship between places and people through time. All
map exercises incorporate three parts: an introduction,
alocations section where students are asked to correctly
place a city, site, or boundary, and a question section.
Western Civilization Canadian Supplement—pre-
pared by Maryann Farkus, Dawson College, Montreal,
isa 30 page supplement for students that discusses Cana-
dian history and culture in the context of Western civ-
ilization. Material is linked to chapters of Spielvogel.
Journey of Civilization CD-Rom: This exciting Win-
dows CD-Rom takes the student on 18 interactive
journeys through history. Enhanced with Quicktime
movies, animations, sound clips, maps, and more, the
journeys allow students to engage in history as active
participants rather than as readers of past events.
Archer, Documents of Western Civilization, Volume

I: To 1715

Archer, Documents of Western Civilization, Volume
11: Since 1300

For Both: Internet Guide for History—prepared by
Daniel Kurland and John Soares. Section One intro-
duces students to the internet including tips for
searching on the Web. Section Two introduces stu-
dents to how history research can be done and lists
URL sites by topic.

Web Page
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Tneroduction to Students
of Western Civilization

Civilization, as historians define it, first emerged be-
tween 5,000 and 6,000 years ago when people began to
live in organized communities with distinct political, mil-
itary, economic, and social structures. Religious, intellec-
tual, and artistic activities also assumed important roles
in these early societies. The focus of this book is on West-
ern civilization, a civilization that for most of its history
has been identified with the continent of Europe. Its ori-
gins, however, go back to the Mediterranean basin, in-
cluding lands in North Africa, and the Near East as well
as Europe itself. Moreover, the spread of Europeans
abroad led to the development of offshoots of Western
civilization in other parts of the world.

Because civilized life includes all the deeds and expe-
riences of people organized in communities, the history of
a civilization must encompass a series of studies. An ex-
amination of Western civilization requires us to study the
political, economic, social, military, cultural, intellectual,
and religious aspects that make up the life of that civi-
lization and show how they are interrelated. In so doing,
we need also at times to focus on some of the unique fea-
tures of Western civilization. Certainly, science played a
crucial role in the development of modern Western civi-
lization. Although such societies as those of the Greeks,
the Romans, and medieval Europeans were based largely
on a belief in the existence of a spiritual order, Western
civilization experienced a dramatic departure to a natural
or material view of the universe in the seventeenth-
century Scientific Revolution. Science and technology
have been important in the growth of a modern and
largely secular Western civilization, although an-
tecedents to scientific development also existed in Greek,
Islamic, and medieval thought and practice.

Many historians have also viewed the concept of polit-
ical liberty, the fundamental value of every individual, and
the creation of a rational outlook, based on a system of log-

ical, analytical thought, as unique aspects of Western civ-
ilization. Of course, Western civilization has also witnessed
the frightening negation of liberty, individualism, and rea-
son. Racism, violence, world wars, totalitarianism—these,
too, must form part of the story. Finally, regardless of our
concentration on Western civilization and its character-
istics, we need to take into account that other civilizations
have influenced Western civilization and it, in turn, has
affected the development of other civilizations.

In our examination of Western civilization, we need
also to be aware of the dating of time. In recording the
past, historians try to determine the exact time when
events occurred. World War Il in Europe, for example,
began on September 1, 1939, when Hitler sent German
troops into Poland, and ended on May 7, 1945, when
Germany surrendered. By using dates, historians can
place events in order and try to determine the develop-
ment of patterns over periods of time.

If someone asked you when you were born, you would
reply with a number, such as 1980. In the United States,
we would all accept that number without question be-
cause it is part of the dating system followed in the
Western world (Europe and the Western Hemisphere).
In this system, events are dated by counting backward or
forward from the birth of Christ (assumed to be the
year 1). An event that took place 400 years before the
birth of Christ would be dated 400 B.C. (before Christ).
Dates after the birth of Christ are labeled A.D. These
letters stand for the Latin words anno Domini, which
mean “in the year of the lord.” Thus, an event that took
place 250 years after the birth of Christ is written
A.D. 250, or in the year of the lord 250. It can also be
written as 250, just as you would not give your birth year
as A.D. 1980, but simply 1980.

Historians also make use of other terms to refer to
time. A decade is 10 years; a century is 100 years; and a
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XX Introduction to Students of Western Civilization

millennium is 1,000 years. The phrase fourth century B.C.
refers to the fourth period of 100 years counting backward
from 1, the assumed date of the birth of Christ. Since the
first century B.C. would be the years 100 B.C. to 1 B.C., the
fourth century B.C. would be the years 400 B.C. to 301
B.C. We could say, then, that an event in 350 B.C. took
place in the fourth century B.C.

The phrase fourth century A.D. refers to the fourth pe-
riod of 100 years after the birth of Christ. Since the first
period of 100 years would be the years 1 to 100, the fourth
period or fourth century would be the years 301 to 400.
We could say, then, for example, that an event in 350
took place in the fourth century. Likewise, the first mil-
lennium B.C. refers to the years 1000 B.C. to 1 B.C.; the
second millennium A.D. refers to the years 1001 to 2000.

Some historians now prefer to use the abbreviations
B.C.E. (“before the common era”) and C.E. (“common
era”) instead of B.C. and A.D. This is especially true of

world historians who prefer to use symbols that are not so
Western or Christian oriented. The dates, of course, re-
main the same. Thus, 1950 B.C.E. and 1950 B.C. would be
the same year. In keeping with current usage by many his-
torians of Western civilization, this book will use the
terms B.C. and A.D.

The dating of events can also vary from people to peo-
ple. Most people in the Western world use the Western
calendar, also known as the Gregorian calendar after
Pope Gregory XIII who refined it in 1582. The Hebrew
calendar, on the other hand, uses a different system in
which the year 1 is the equivalent of the Western year
3760 B.C., considered by Jews to be the date of the cre-
ation of the world. Thus, the Western year 2000 will be
the year 5760 on the Jewish calendar. The Islamic calen-
dar begins year 1 on the day Muhammad fled Mecca,
which is the year 622 on the Western calendar.



"Western Civilization to 1300

2 he beginnings of Western civilization can be traced
back to the ancient Near East, where people in
Mesopotamia and Egypt developed organized societies
and created the ideas and institutions that we associate
with civilization. The later Greeks and Romans, who
played such a crucial role in the development of Western
civilization, were themselves nourished and influenced
by these older societies in the Near East. Around 3000
B.C., people in Mesopotamia and Egypt began to develop
cities and wrestle with the problems of organized states.
They developed writing to keep records and created liter-
ature. They constructed
monumental  architec-
ture to please their gods,
symbolize their power,
and preserve their cul-
ture for all time. They
developed new political,
military, social, and reli-
gious structures to deal
with the basic problems of human existence and organi-
zation. These first literate civilizations left detailed
records that allow us to view how they grappled with
three of the fundamental problems that humans have
pondered: the nature of human relationships, the nature
of the universe, and the role of divine forces in that cos-
mos. Although later peoples in Western civilization
would provide different answers from those of the
Mesopotamians and Egyptians, it was they who first posed
the questions, gave answers, and wrote them down. Hu-
man memory begins with these two civilizations.

By 1500 B.C., much of the creative impulse of the
Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations was beginning
to wane. The entry of new peoples known as IndoEuro-
peans who moved into Asia Minor and Anatolia (mod-
ern Turkey) led to the creation of a Hittite Kingdom that
entered into conflict with the Egyptians. The invasion of
the Sea Peoples around 1200 B.C., however, destroyed the
Hittites, severely weakened the Egyptians, and created a

power vacuum that allowed a patchwork of petty king-
doms and city-states to emerge, especially in the area of
Syria and Palestine. These small states did not last, how-
ever. Ever since the first city-states had arisen in the Near
East around 3000 B.C., there had been an ongoing move-
ment toward the creation of larger territorial states with
more sophisticated systems of control. This process
reached a high point in the first millennium B.C., with
the appearance of empires that embraced the entire Near
East. Between 1000 and 500 B.C., the Assyrians,
Chaldeans, and Persians all created empires that encom-
passed either large areas or all of the ancient Near East.
The Assyrian Empire was the first to unite almost all of
the ancient Near East. Even larger, however, was the em-
pire of the Great Kings of Persia. Although it owed much
to the administrative organization
created by the Assyrians, the Per-
sian Empire had its own peculiar
strengths. Persian rule was tolerant
as well as efficient. Conquered
peoples were allowed to keep their
own religions, customs, and meth-
ods of doing business. The many
years of peace that the Persian Em-
pire brought to the Near East facil-
itated trade and the general well-being of its peoples. It is
no wonder that many Near Eastern peoples expressed
their gratitude for being subjects of the Great Kings of
Persia.

The Hebrews were one of these peoples. They created
no empire and were dominated by the Assyrians,
Chaldeans, and Persians in turn. Nevertheless, they left a
spiritual legacy that influenced much of the later devel-
opment of Western civilization. The evolution of Hebrew
monotheism (belief in a single god) created in Judaism
one of the world’s greatest religions; it influenced the de-
velopment of both Christianity and Islam. When we
speak of the Judaeo-Christian heritage of Western civi-
lization, we refer not only to the concept of monotheism,
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xxii Western Civilization to 1300

but also to ideas of law, morality, and social justice that
have become important parts of Western culture.

On the western fringes of the Persian Empire, another
relatively small group of people, the Greeks, were creat-
ing cultural and political ideals that would also have an
important impact on Western civilization. The first Greek
civilization, known as Mycenaean civilization, took shape
around 1600 B.C. and fell to new Greek-speaking invaders
around 1100 B.C. The ensuing so-called Dark Age
(c. 1100-c. 750 B.C.) did witness the creation of a system
of writing and the work of Homer, whose ideals formed
the basis of Greek education for hundreds of years. By the
eighth century B.C., the polis or city-state had become the
chief focus of Greek life. Loyalty to the polis created a
close-knit community, but also divided Greece into a host
of independent states. Two of them, Sparta and Athens,
became the most important. They were very different,
however. Sparta created a closed, highly disciplined soci-
ety while Athens moved toward an open, democratic
civilization.

Theclassical age in Greece
(c. 500-338 B.C.) began with
a mighty confrontation be-
tween the Greeks and the
Persian Empire. After their
victory over the Persians, the
Greeks began to divide into
two large alliances, one
headed by Sparta and the
other by Athens. Athens cre-
ated a naval empire and flourished during the age of Per-
icles, but fear of Athens led to the Great Peloponnesian
War between Sparta and Athens and their allies. For all
of their brilliant accomplishments, the Greeks were un-
able to rise above the divisions and rivalries that caused
them to fight each other and undermine their own civi-
lization.

The accomplishments of the Greeks formed the foun-
tainhead of Western culture. Socrates, Plato, and Aristo-
tle established the foundations of Western philosophy.
Herodotus and Thucydides created the discipline of his-
tory. Our literary forms are largely derived from Greek po-
etry and drama. Greek notions of harmony, proportion,
and beauty have remained the touchstones for all subse-
quent Western art. A rational method of inquiry, so im-
portant to modern science, was conceived in ancient
Greece. Many of our political terms are Greek in origin,
and so too are our concepts of the rights and duties of cit-
izenship, especially as they were conceived in Athens, the
first great democracy the world had seen. Especially dur-

ing their classical period, the Greeks raised and debated
the fundamental questions about the purpose of human
existence, the structure of human society, and the nature
of the universe that have concerned Western thinkers
ever since.

While the Greek city-states were continuing to fight
each other, to their north a new and powerful kingdom—
Macedonia—emerged in its own right. Under King Philip
11, the Macedonians defeated a Greek allied army in 338
B.C. and then consolidated their control over the Greek
peninsula. Although the independent Greek city-states
lost their freedom when they were conquered by the
Macedonians, Greek culture did not die. Under the lead-
ership of Alexander the Great, son of Philip 11, both Mace-
donians and Greeks invaded and conquered the Persian
Empire. In the conquered lands, Greeks and non-Greeks
established a series of kingdoms (known as the Hellenis-
tic kingdoms) and inaugurated the Hellenistic era.

The Hellenistic period was, in its own way, a vibrant
one. New cities arose and flourished. New philosophical
ideas captured the minds of many. Significant achieve-
ments occurred in art, literature, and science. Greek cul-
ture spread throughout the Near East and made an impact
wherever it was carried. In some areas of the Hellenistic
world, queens played an active role in political life, and
many upper-class women found new avenues for express-
ing themselves.

But serious problems remained. Hellenistic kings con-
tinued to engage in inconclusive wars. The gulf between
rich and poor was indeed great. Much of the formal cul-
ture was the special preserve of the Greek conquerors
whose attitude of superiority kept them largely separated
from the native masses of the Hellenistic kingdoms. Al-
though the Hellenistic world achieved a degree of politi-
cal stability, by the late third century B.C., signs of decline
were beginning to multiply. Some of the more farsighted
perhaps realized the danger presented to the Hellenistic
world by the growing power of Rome.

Sometime in the eighth century B.C., a group of Latin-
speaking people built a small community called Rome on
the Tiber River in Italy. Between 509 and 264 B.C., this
city expanded and united almost all of Italy under its con-
trol. Even more dramatically, between 264 and 133 B.C.,
Rome expanded to the west and east and became master
of the Mediterranean Sea.

Atfter 133 B.C., however, Rome’s republican institu-
tions proved inadequate for the task of ruling an empire.
In the breakdown that ensued, ambitious individuals saw
opportunities for power unparalleled in Roman history
and succumbed to the temptations. After a series of



bloody civil wars, peace was
finally achieved when Octa-
vian defeated Antony and
Cleopatra. Octavian’s real
task was at hand: to create a
new system of government
that seemed to preserve the
Republic while establishing
the basis for a new system
that would rule the empire in
an orderly fashion. Octavian, who came to be known by
the title of Augustus, proved equal to the task.

After a century of internal upheaval, Augustus estab-
lished a new order that began the Roman Empire, which
experienced a lengthy period of peace and prosperity be-
tween 14 and 180. During this era, trade flourished and
the provinces were governed efficiently. In the course of
the third century, however, the Roman Empire came near
to collapse due to invasions, civil wars, and economic de-
cline. Although the emperors Diocletian and Constan-
tine brought new life to the so-called Late Empire at the
beginning of the fourth century, their efforts only shored
up the empire temporarily. In the course of the fifth cen-
tury, the empire divided into western and eastern parts,
and in 476, the Roman Empire in the west came to an end
with the ouster of Emperor Romulus Augustulus.

The Roman Empire was the largest empire in antiq-
uity. Using their practical skills, the Romans made
achievements in language, law, engineering, and govern-
ment that were bequeathed to the future. The Romance
languages of today (French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese,
and Romanian) are based on Latin. Western practices of
impartial justice and trial by jury owe much to Roman
law. As great builders, the Romans left monuments to
their skills throughout Europe, some of which, such as
aqueducts and roads, are still in use today. Aspects of Ro-
man administrative practices survived in the Western
world for centuries. The Romans also preserved the intel-
lectual heritage of the ancient world.

During its last two hundred years, a slow transforma-
tion of the Roman world took place with the spread of
Christianity. The rise of Christianity marked an impor-
tant break with the dominant values of the Roman world.
Christianity began as a small Jewish sect, but under the
guidance of Paul of Tarsus it became a world religion that
appealed to both Jews and non-Jews. Despite persecution
by Roman authorities, Christianity grew and became
widely accepted by the fourth century. At the end of that
century, it was made the official state religion of the Ro-
man Empire.

Western Civilization to 1300 XXiii

The period that saw the disintegration of the western
part of the Roman Empire also witnessed the emergence
of a new European civilization in the Early Middle Ages.
The early medieval civilization that arose out of the col-
lapse of the Western Roman Empire was formed by the
coalescence of three major ele-
ments: the Germanic peoples who
moved into the western part of the
empire and established new king-
doms; the continuing attraction of
the Greco-Roman cultural legacy;
and the Christian church. Politi-
cally, a new series of Germanic
kingdoms emerged in western Eu-
rope. Each fused Roman and Ger-
manic elements to create a new so-
ciety. The Christian church (or Roman Catholic church
as it came to be called in the west) played a crucial role in
the growth of the new European civilization. The church
developed an organized government under the leadership
of the pope. It also assimilated the classical tradition and
through its clergy brought Christianized civilization to
the Germanic tribes. Especially important were the
monks and nuns who led the way in converting the Ger-
manic peoples in Europe to Christianity.

At the end of the eighth century, a new kingdom—the
Carolingian Empire—came to control much of western
and central Europe, especially during the reign of Charle-
magne. The pope’s coronation of Charlemagne, descen-
dant of a Germanic tribe that had converted to Chris-
tianity, as Roman emperor in 800 symbolized the fusion
of the three chief components of the new European civi-
lization: the German tribes, the classical tradition, and
Christianity. In the long run, the creation of a western em-
pire fostered the idea of a distinct European identity and
marked the shift of power from the south to the north.
Italy and the Mediterranean had been the center of the
Roman Empire. The lands north of the Alps now became
the political center of Europe, and increasingly, Europe
emerged as the focus and center of Western civilization.

Building upon a fusion of Ger-
manic, classical, and Christian ele-
ments, the medieval European world
first became visible in the Carolingian
Empire of Charlemagne. His empire
was well governed, but was ultimately
held together by personal loyalty to a
strong king. The economy of the
eighth and ninth centuries was based
almost entirely on farming, however,
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and this proved inadequate to maintain a large monar-
chical system. As a result, a new political and military or-
der—known as feudalism—subsequently evolved to be-
come an integral part of the political world of the Middle
Ages. The feudal system was characterized by a decen-
tralization of political power, in which lords exercised le-
gal, administrative, and military power. The practice of
feudalism transferred public power into many private
hands and seemed to provide the security sorely lacking
in a time of weak central government.

European civilization began on a shaky and uncertain
foundation, however. In the ninth century, Vikings, Mag-
yars, and Muslims posed threats that could easily have sti-
fled the new society, but the new European civilization
managed to meet these challenges. The Vikings and Mag-
yars were assimilated, and recovery slowly began to set in.
By 1000, European civilization was ready to embark upon
a period of dazzling vitality and expansion.

The new European civilization that had emerged in
the ninth and tenth centuries began to come into its
own in the eleventh and twelfth centuries as Europeans
established new patterns that reached their high point
in the thirteenth century. The High Middle Ages
(1000-1300) was a period of recovery and growth for
Western civilization, characterized by a greater sense of
security and a burst of energy and enthusiasm. Climatic
improvements that produced better growing conditions,
an expansion of cultivated land, and technological
changes combined to enable Europe’s food supply to in-
crease significantly after 1000. This increase in agricul-
tural production helped sustain a dramatic rise in popu-
lation that was physically apparent in the expansion of
towns and cities.

The development of trade and
the rise of cities added a dynamic
new element to the civilization of
the High Middle Ages. Trading
activities flourished first in north-
ern Italy and Flanders and then
spread outward from these cen-
ters. In the late tenth and
eleventh centuries, this renewal
of commercial life led to a revival
of cities. Old Roman sites came
back to life while new towns arose at major crossroads or
natural harbors favorable to trading activities. By the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, both the urban centers
and the urban population of Europe were experiencing a
dramatic expansion. The revival of trade, the expansion
of towns and cities, and the development of a money

economy did not mean the end of a predominantly rural
European society, but they did open the door to new ways
to make a living and new opportunities for people to ex-
pand and enrich their lives. Eventually, they created the
foundations for the development of a predominantly ur-
ban industrial society. Commerce, cities, and a money
economy also helped to undermine feudal institutions
while strengthening monarchical authority.

During the High Middle Ages, European society was
dominated by a landed aristocracy whose primary func-
tion was to fight. These nobles built innumerable castles
that gave a distinctive look to the countryside. Al-
though lords and vassals seemed forever mired in endless
petty conflicts, over time medieval kings began to exert
a centralizing authority and inaugurated the process of
developing new kinds of monarchical states. By the thir-
teenth century, European monarchs were solidifying
their governmental institutions in pursuit of greater
power. The nobles, whose warlike attitudes were ration-
alized by labeling them the defenders of Christian soci-
ety, continued to dominate the medieval world politi-
cally, economically, and socially. But quietly and surely,
within this world of castles and private power, kings
gradually began to extend their public powers and devel-
oped the machinery of government that would enable
them to become the cen-
ters of political authority
in Europe. Although they
could not know it then,
the actions of these me-
dieval monarchs laid the
foundation for the Euro-
pean kingdoms that in
one form or another have
dominated the European
political scene ever since.

During the High Middle Ages, the power of both no-
bles and kings was often overshadowed by the authority
of the Catholic church, perhaps the dominant institution
of the High Middle Ages. In the Early Middle Ages, the
Catholic church had shared in the challenge of new growth
by reforming itselfand striking out on a path toward greater
papal power, both within the church and over European
society. The High Middle Ages witnessed a spiritual re-
newal that led to numerous and even divergent paths: re-
vived papal leadership, the development of centralized ad-
ministrative machinery that buttressed papal authority,
and new dimensions to the religious life of the clergy and
laity. A wave of religious enthusiasm in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries led to the formation of new religious




orders that worked to pro-
vide for the needs of the peo-
ple, especially their concern
for achieving salvation.

The economic, political,
and religious growth of the
High Middle Ages also gave
European society a new
confidence that enabled it
to look beyond its borders to the lands and empires of
the east. Only a confident Europe could have under-
taken the crusades, the military effort to recover the
Holy Land of the Near East from the Muslims. The cru-
sades gave the revived papacy of the High Middle Ages
yet another opportunity to demonstrate its influence
over European society.

Western assurance and energy, so crucial to the cru-
sades, were also evident in a burst of intellectual and artis-
tic activity. New educational institutions known as uni-
versities came into being in the twelfth century. New
literature, written in the vernacular language, appealed to
the growing number of people in cities or at courts who
could read. The study of theology, “queen of the sci-
ences,” reached a high point in the work of Thomas
Aquinas. At the same time, a religious building spree—
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especially evident in the great Ro-
manesque and Gothic cathedrals
of the age—left the landscape be-
decked with churches that were
the visible symbols of Christian
Europe’s vitality.

Growth and optimism seemed
to characterize the High Middle
Ages, but underneath the calm ex-
terior lay seeds of discontent and
change. Dissent from church
teaching and practices grew in the thirteenth century,
leading to a climate of fear and intolerance as the church
responded with inquisitorial instruments to enforce con-
formity to its teachings. Minorities of all kinds suffered in-
tolerance and, worse still, persecution at the hands of peo-
ple who worked to maintain the image of an ideal
Christian society. The breakdown of the old agricultural
system and the creation of new relationships between
lords and peasants led to local peasant uprisings in the late
thirteenth century. The crusades ended ignominiously
with the fall of the last crusading foothold in the east in
1291. By that time, more and more signs of ominous trou-
bles were appearing. The fourteenth century would prove
to be a time of crisis for European civilization.




CHAPTER

12

The Late Middle
Ages: Crisis and
Disintegration in the
Fourteenth Century

The High Middle Ages of the eleventh, twelfth, and
thirteenth centuries had been a period of great
innovation, as evidenced by significant economic,
social, political, religious, intellectual, and cultural
changes. And yet, by the end of the thirteenth century,
certain tensions had begun to creep into European
society. In the course of the next century, these tensions
became a torrent of troubles. At mid-century, one of
the most destructive natural disasters in history
erupted—the Black Death. One contemporary observer
named Henry Knighton, a canon of Saint Mary-of-the-
Meadow Abbey in Leicester, England, was simply
overwhelmed by the magnitude of the catastrophe.
Knighton began his account of the great plague with
these words, “In this year [1348] and in the following
one there was a general mortality of people throughout
the whole world.” Few were left untouched; the plague
struck even isolated monasteries: “At Montpellier,
there remained out of a hundred and forty friars only
seven.” Animals, too, were devastated: “During this
same year, there was a great mortality of sheep
everywhere in the kingdom; in one place and in one
pasture, more than five thousand sheep died and
became so putrefied that neither beast nor bird wanted
to touch them.” Knighton was also stunned by the
economic and social consequences of the Black Death.
Prices dropped: “And the price of everything was
cheap, because of the fear of death; there were very few
who took any care for their wealth, or for anything
else.” Meanwhile laborers were scarce, so their wages
increased: “In the following autumn, one could not hire
a reaper at a lower wage than eight pence with food, or
a mower at less than twelve pence with food. Because
of this, much grain rotted in the fields for lack of
harvesting.” So many people died that some towns were

deserted and some willages disappeared altogether:

“Many small villages and hamlets were completely
deserted; there was not one house left in them, but all
those who had lived in them were dead.” Some people
thought the end of the world was at hand.
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