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Medieval Period
Overview

The Middle Ages (500 C.E.—

1300C.E.)

Geographic Areas:

• Europe

• China

• Mesopotamia

• India

Themes:

• Feudalism

• The Church and the Crusades

• Emergence of Strong Monarchs

• The Black Death

Standards and 

Benchmarks:

3.1.1 Describe and explain 

the circumstances under 

which past and current 

societies changed resulting 

in cultural diffusion.

5.4.1 Describe the 

relationships among 

political entities in

the past.

6.1.3 Trace the history of 

how principle world 

religions and belief systems

developed and spread.

6.1.4 Explain how, 

throughout history, the 

power of the state has been 

both derived from

religious authority and/or

conflict within it.

• The period known as the “Middle Ages” begins after 

the fall of the Western Roman Empire.

• Population decline meant fewer food producers, 

therefore less food surplus.

• Urban life went into decline in many regions.

• Centralized authority collapsed.

• Long distance trade nearly vanished.

• Arts and sciences went into decline in most areas of 

Western Europe.  Eastern Europe, under the 

Byzantine Empire, continued to prosper.

• Epidemics were frequent but became less virulent as 

humans adapted.

• Eventually, new political and economic systems 

develop—feudalism and strong monarchs.

• The Roman Catholic Church began to gain 

substantial power and influence.

INTRODUCTION:

Europe in the Early Middle Ages
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• With the weakening of central authority throughout Europe, a new highly 

decentralized form of government developed called feudalism.

• Feudalism—A hierarchical system based on landholding – vassals held 

land from lords in return for services.

• Under feudalism, ruling power was held by lords who owned the land.

• Vassals were granted land by a lord, called a fief, according to a 

contract.

• In a solemn ceremony called homage, the vassal pledged certain 

duties to the lord: providing knights, serving in the lord’s court, and 

paying ransom if a lord got captured in battle.

• Knights served under vassals and provided protection to the lords.

• serfs were slaves (to a land parcel.)

• villeins were free but did not own land, rented it instead.
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• Manors were estates (areas of land) with a lord's 
manor house (castle) and demesne (lord's barns, 
stables, etc.) at the center. 
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Lords often had help:

• 1. stewards were legal advisers who 

reviewed accounts and held court.

• 2. bailiffs supervised peasants (serfs) and 

farm work, collected rents, dues, and 

fines.

• 3. reeves helped bailiffs, but also reported 

peasant complaints (about manor officials) 

to the lord.

• As the head of the manor, the lord (or nobleman) had almost total authority.  
He collected rents in goods from peasants and settled disputes between his 
vassals.

• By contrast, the lady (or noblewoman) had few rights.

• Marriages were usually "arranged" and a dowry was expected. A 
noblewoman could be expected to marry as early as 12 years old!

• Noblewomen were expected to take care of the household, raise the children, 
and take care of the estate while the lord was away.
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A Knight’s Life
A knight (the root of the French 

word for knight, chevalier, is the 

French word for horse, cheval) is a 

mounted warrior in the service of his 

liege-lord. 

Using the speed and momentum of a 

charge, the horse could trample his 

rider's enemies; the rider could use 

the long lance to injure his foes while 

he remained out of reach of their 

weapons.  

The duties of a knight included 

fighting in his lord's army, jousting in 

tournaments (mock battles), 

guarding his castle, giving him 

financial aid, acting as his messenger 

or ambassador, and serving on his 

council. The knight was under his 

lord's protection, both legally and 

militarily. 

A Knight’s Code of Honor

The behavior of the knight was governed by a code 

of chivalry, which required knights:

To be brave

To fight fairly

To keep promises

To defend the Church

To treat women of noble birth in a courteous 

manner.
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ASSIGNMENTS ON 

FEUDALISM:

• COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING:

• 1) ―The Poor Peasant.‖

• 2) ―Foul Food.‖

• 3) Document Packet— ―Feudalism‖ 

• 4) Document Packet-- ―Medieval Feudal 

Society‖

• 5) Culminating Activity—Socratic Seminar: 

―Feudalism: Creating a More Stable Europe?‖

• Tickets for entry into Seminar--Complete: 1)  

Seminar document packet and 2) ―HOH Discussion 

Sheet.‖
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Required Perquisite:  Complete Document Packet— ―Feudalism‖ and ―Medieval Feudal Society.‖
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• Feudal manor houses 

(castles) usually had  

big stone towers, called 

keeps, to provide safety 

during an attack.
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 High walls with walkways near 

the top and moats that could 

be crossed only by using the 

drawbridge also protected the 

manor house.

MOATS!
Watch out!
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 The castles themselves were 

filthy, dark, and cold.

 Dungeons were typically found 

in the castle‟s keep, a square 

tower.

Eltz Castle is one of the most 

beautiful and best preserved 

castles in Germany.
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Medieval castle in Nürnberg in the German state of Bavaria. The city dates back to the year 

1050 and for around 500 years, it was the unofficial capitol of the Holy Roman Empire of the 

German Nation, sometimes referred to as the First Reich or first German empire.

The National Socialists made Nürnberg the unofficial capital of their empire, which became 

known as the Third Reich . (The Second Reich was the unification of the German states in 1871.) 

It was at the Zeppelin Field, just outside the city of Nürnberg, that the National Socialists staged 

huge annual party rallies in the 1930’s.

Sully-sur-Loire, France, a 

medieval castle visited by (among 

others) Joan of Arc, Louis XIV, 

and Voltaire
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Illustration of a typical 

Norman Castle, found all 

around England, Ireland 

and Wales.

Rendering of a Norman castle

using computer graphics
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ASSIGNMENTS ON CASTLES:

• COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING:

• 1) ―Castles and Fortifications: Fortifications 

before the Norman Conquest.‖

• 2) ―Castles and Fortifications: Fortifications 

after the Norman Conquest.‖
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 The Christian Church provided the only 
unifying force, during the Middle Ages, for 
Europe. It bound believers together.

• European Christians believed only the 
Church could give eternal salvation
through the seven sacraments: the 
Church rituals of baptism, penance, 
eucharist, confirmation, matrimony, 
annointing of the sick, and holy orders.
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• The Christian Church crossed feudal boundary lines. 
• The church owned a lot of land, tax-free.

• It provided government services where no non-religious 
government existed. 

• The Church had become rich through 

tithes, gifts, and feudal inheritance.
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The church Notre-Dame in Orleans.

The Christian Monk Benedict

• In 529 C.E., the Roman official 
named Benedict founded a 
monastery at Monte Cassino, Italy.  
His monastery became a model for 
all monks.

• Benedict’s rules included: manual 
work, meditation, and prayer.  
Monks could not own property, 
must never marry, and were bound 
to obey monastic laws.
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Monastic Life and Mission

Nuns lived in a convent under the direction of an abbes.

Although monks and nuns lived apart from society, they contributed to medieval I

intellectual and social life by copying books by hand into Latin.

Monasteries and convents provided schools for young people, hospitals for the sick, 

food for the needy, and guest houses for weary travelers.

Beginning with Pope Gregory I in 597 C.E., he ordered monks and nuns to conduct

missionary work, which facilitated the spread of Christianity throughout Europe.

• The Roman papacy 
proclaimed heresy (holding 
religious beliefs contrary to 
established church 
doctrine) was punishable 
by excommunication (out 
of the church, no 
sacraments, no salvation) 
or burned at the stake.

• Pope Innocent III declared 
himself above any other 
secular human ruler around 

1200 and said the word of 

the Church was final.



10/25/2009

22

The Inquisition

• In order to punish people 
suspected of heresy, the 
Church set up a court in 
1232 C.E. known as the 
Inquisition.

• Sometimes Church officials 
would use torture in order 
to secure a confession.

• The Church offered 
offenders the chance to 
repent; those who refused 
were either imprisoned or 
executed!

Anti-Semitism during the Middle 

Ages
• By the 1000’s C.E., many 

Christians unfairly blamed Jews 
for plagues, famines, and other 
societal problems.

• Anti-Semitism, or racial hatred 
of the Jews, largely developed 
from Church leaders and laity 
whose interpretation of the Bible 
placed blame for Jesus’ death on 
Jews. Many Church leaders also 
resented Jews for refusing to 
convert to Christianity.

• In the 1200’s, rulers in England, 
France, and other European 
countries began to expel Jewish 
subjects. Many expelled Jews 
settled in Eastern Europe and 
developed their own religious 
traditions.

In this 15th century woodcut, Jews are 

depicted as murdering the child Simon of 

Trent. This "murder" is one of the sources 

of the medieval blood libel: the allegation 

that Jews used Christian children's blood to 

make matzoh (unleavened bread) during 

Passover. The Jews can be recognized by 

the circular patches sewn on their clothing 

and by the money bags they carry. 
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Friars Inspire Reform

• During the Middle Ages, Church 
leaders were often criticized for 
their love of wealth and power.

• Beginning in the 1200’s C.E. 
traveling preachers, called friars, 
attempted to inspire reform of the 
Church

• While they followed monastic 
rules, friars depended on gifts of 
food and shelter to survive.

• In 1210 C.E., St. Francis of Assisi 
founded the Franciscan friars and 
taught his followers to follow the 
simple life of Jesus’ followers.

• In 1215 C.E., a Spanish priest 
named Dominic organized the 
Dominic friars, who lived a life of 
poverty, simplicity, and service.
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THE MEDIEVAL CATHOLIC 

CHURCH ASSIGNMENTS:

• 1) Read and complete Document Packet: 

―The Medieval Church.‖ 

• 2) ―Highway to Hell.‖

• 3) ―Stairway to Heaven.‖

• 4) ―What Should I Avoid Doing?  The 

Seven Deadly Sins.‖

• 5) St. Francis of Assisi.‖
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• 1) Review Renaissance project 

requirements.

• 2) Understand how decentralized 

authority gave way to nation-states 

under strong monarchies.

• 3) Learn the origins of England’s long 

tradition of limited monarchies.

• 4) Understand the origins of the 

Christian-Muslim conflict, with a focus 

on Islamic conquest and the Crusades.

TODAY’S OBJECTIVES:

•After the decline of Rome, 

central authority in Western 

Europe collapsed.

•With the exception of 

Charlemagne during the 700’s 

C.E., kings had lost most of 

their power to wealthy nobles.

•By the 1100’s C.E., however, 

many European monarchs 

began to build strong states.
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3. Country?

5. Country?

7. Country?

11. Country?

14. Country?

FINAL GEOGRAPHY

EXECISE! Q. Can you

identify all of the 

numbered countries? 

Rise of the 

Franks

• The Franks were a West Germanic tribal confederation first 

attested in the 3rd century as living north and east of the Lower 

Rhine River. Under the Merovingian dynasty, they founded one of 

the Germanic monarchies which replaced the Western Roman 

Empire from the 5th century. The Frankish state consolidated its 

hold over large parts of western Europe by the end of the eighth 

century, developing into the Carolingian Empire and its successor 

states.

• Merovingians Dynasty establishes  the principles of the Divine 

Right of Kings

• A.D. 732: Charles Martel ―the hammer‖ and the Battle of Tours

• Stopped the seemingly unstoppable Muslim invasion from the south 

via Spain

• A.D. 754: Pope Stephen makes Pepin the Short king of the Franks
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Charlemagne: A Strong Monarch

• In 768 C.E., Charlemagne
became the new Frankish king.

• He nearly doubled borders of his 
kingdom to include Germany, 
France, northern Spain, and most 
of Italy.

• In 800 C.E., Pope Leo III 
crowned Charlemagne the new 
Holy Roman Emperor.

• Charlemagne united his 
territories under one faith—
Christianity—thereby increasing 
the power of the Church.

• Hellenistic dream of the unity of 
the civilized world
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Charlemagne on the 

World Stage

• Diplomatic but delicate 

relations with Byzantine court

• Equal relations with Islamic 

leaders

• Protector of Christian holy 

places

• European pilgrims had full 

access to sites in Palestine

The Carolingian Renaissance

• In addition to the rebirth of the political concept of 

empire, Charlemagne also encouraged the rebirth 

of learning and culture
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A Renaissance of Letters:

Alcuin and the revival of learning

• Charlemagne needed bureaucrats to 

administer his

• empire

• Alcuin, a student of Bede, came 

from England to establish 

Charlemagne’s palace school (A.D. 

782–96)

• Promising students were brought to 

Aachen, Charlemagne’s capital, and 

taught Latin and secular as well as 

religious topics

• Learning had been the province of the 

Church to that point
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Alcuin’s Curriculum

• Course of study based on Classical models

• Later formalized as the Medieval quadrivium and trivium

• Quadrivium
• arithmetic

• geometry

• music

• astronomy

• Trivium
• grammar

• Rhetoric

• Dialectic Results of Alcuin’s Program

 Preserved and considered texts

 Revived Latin as a literary language

 Rise of literacy, education of the young

 Chiefly a renaissance of letters

Einhard

• A Frankish monk and scholar, moved to 

palace school in A.D. 791

• Studied under Alcuin

• Charlemagne was patron, continued to work 

under his son

• Well-versed in Classics

• manuscript of Suetonius’ Lives of the Twelve 

Caesars was at the monastery of Fulda when 

Einhard studied there

• Used Life of Augustus as a model for his 

own biography of Charlemagne, 

endeavoring to portray his king in the 

same light as the Roman emperor
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Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne

• Book I: The Early Carolingians
• Ancestry and Birth

• Early Life and Career

• Programmatic Statement: ―I have therefore decided to leave out what is not really known and to 

move on to his deeds and habits and other aspects of his life . . .‖ (Penguin, 59)

• Book II: The Wars and Political Affairs of Charlemagne
• Activities in Wars and Politics

• Book III: The Emperor’s Private Life
• Personal Life and Habits

• Einhard’s treatment of the Carolingian Renaissance: “He [Charlemagne] paid the greatest 

attention to the liberal arts; and he had great respect for the men that taught them, 

bestowing high honors upon them.” 

• Charlemagne’s own interest in learning but failure to learn to write!

• Book IV: The Emperor’s Last Years and Death
• Death and Will

Q. Is Einhard’s account of Charlemagne reliable, especially since it was

written during his lifetime?

What happened to 

Charlegmagne’s empire?

• After his death in 814 C.E., his grandsons 

fought for control of the empire, but the 

empire soon collapsed.
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CHARLEMAGNE 

ASSIGNMENT:
• Read ―The Life of Charlemagne by Einhard‖ and answer the accompanying 

reading comprehension questions.

• 1) According to Einhard, what kind of person was Charlemagne?

• 2) What things mentioned in this document make Charlemagne appear to be an 

intellectual person?

• 3) Why do you think Einhard tells us so much about Charlemagne's education?

• 4) What type of father was Charlemagne?

• 5) List some of the ways that Charlemagne was directly involved with the Catholic 

Church.

• 6) How would you account for the fact that Einhard's description of Pope Leo's 

injuries is not historically accurate?

• 7) What other information about the life, customs, and values of the upper class in 

the Frankish court is revealed in the excerpts from Einhard's work? 

• Tying it all together:

• 8) What was the importance of Charlemagne's coronation as emperor? 

• 9) How did Charlemagne govern his unified kingdom?

Strong Monarchs in England

• In 886 C.E., Alfred the Great united the 
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and defeated the 
Danes.  His united kingdom eventually 
became known as ―Angleland,‖ or 
England.

• When the last Anglo-Saxon king, Edward 
the Confessor, died in 1066C.E., three 
rivals claimed the throne.

• One of the claimants was William of 
Normandy, cousin of the late English 
king.  He held a feudal stronghold in 
northeastern France.  

• In 1066 C.E., William invaded England, 
leading to the Battle of Hastings, where 
he battled Harold Godwinson, the king 
chosen by the Anglo-Saxon nobles.

William the Conqueror
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The Battle of Hastings, 1066

The Saxon Army

Harold had two types of soldiers in his army:

1. Housecarls

These were full time professional soldiers who 

were well trained & paid.

During the Battle of Hastings, one 

Housecarl managed to cut his way 

through the neck of a horse to kill it‟s 

rider with just one blow!
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The Saxon Army

Harold had two types of soldiers in his army:

2. Fyrd

These were part time, unpaid soldiers who were 

called up when the country was in danger.

The Norman Army

Spearmen ArchersHorsemen / 

Calvary

These are

highly trained,

full time 

professional

soldiers!
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The Battlefield

Unsuitable for 

horsemen

Harold Army 

forms a shield 

Wall

William‟s 

Horsemen

William‟s 

Archers

William‟s 

Spearmen & 

Foot soldiers

Harold‟s 

Housecarls

Fyrd:

Part Time 

Soldiers

The Start of the Battle

„The blowing of trumpets 
announced the start of the 
battle on both sides.  
Eager and brave Normans 
were the first to attack.  
The English threw javelins 
and missiles of all sorts, 
dealing out savage blows 
with their axes.‟

William of Poitiers
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The Start of the Battle

Bayeux Tapestry, The Normans attack the Saxon Shield Wall

Early Stages of the Battle

„The English were helped 
by the advantage of their 
high position which, 
massed tightly together 
they held without 
attempting to advance.  
The weapons which they 
fought with easily cut 
through shields and other 
protective armour.‟

William of Poitiers

Aha, I‟m 

going to try 

me some 

French frogs 

legs!
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The Normans start running away

„The Normans imaged their Duke was 

dead, but he rushed after them and 

showed his bared head. “Look at me!” 

he shouted, “I‟m still alive.”

A Cunning Plan!

Duke William

When the Normans

retreated a thousand

Saxon Warriors left 

the protection of the 

Shield Wall to chase

after the Normans.

They were easily

Killed by the Norman 

Horsemen!

Hey Lads,

I have a 

plan!

What was William‟s 

Cunning Plan?
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Second Stage: Cunning Plan!

Normans pretend to run away
They then turn around and splatter the 

Saxons who are chasing after them!

Oh – Oh!

Second Stage: Cunning Plan!

„They withdrew, pretending 
to turn in flight.  Some 

thousand or more of the 
English rushed forward; 
suddenly the Normans 

turned their horses, cut off 
the force which was pursuing 

(chasing) them, encircled 
them and massacred (killed) 
them to the last man.  Twice 
the Normans used this trick 

with equal success.‟

William of Poitiers
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Third Stage: The Archers

The Shield Wall was weakened but 
still strong, so William orders his 
Archers to aim high to distract the 
Saxons whilst he led another charge.

Fourth Stage:The Shield Wall 

Collapses

Harold‟s 

brothers are 

killed.
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Final Stage: Death of Harold

William sends in a hit squad of Normans

to kill King Harold

“Then it was with an 

arrow which was shot 

towards the sky, 

struck Harold above 

the right eye.”

Guy of Amein, 1067

“Receiving the fatal arrow 

from a distance, he died.  

One of the Norman 

soldiers with a sword then 

cut off his leg as he lay.”

William of 

Mamesbury, 1125

Aftermath

Once King Harold and his brothers are dead 

the rest of the Saxon army runaway.
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The Battlefield Today

King Harold was 

killed here

ASSIGNMENTS ON WILLIAM 

THE CONQUEROR:

• Complete the following:

• 1) ―William I‖

• 2) ―Domesday Book‖

• 3) ―Castles and Fortifications: The Normans in 

Yorkshire‖

• 4) ―The Feudal System‖

• 5) Culminating Activity: Debate ―William the 

Conqueror: Hero or Villain?‖
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Royal Power Expands

• William the Conqueror’s 
successor’s further strengthened 
the monarchy.
• Henry I, William’s son, ruled 

1100-1130 C.E.  He created a 
royal treasury to collect taxes 
and gave royal courts greater 
authority.

• Henry II and his wife Eleanor 
of Aquitaine ruled over 
England as well as western 
France.  He set up a system of 
common law, using traveling 
judges to apply the law equally 
through the land.  A grand jury
submitted the names of 
suspects. A petit jury
established the guilt or 
innocence of the accused.

Henry II
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King John and the Magna 

Carta
• Henry II’s son, King John (1199-

1216 C.E.), was a much weaker king. 

• He is famous as Prince John in make 
believe stories of Robin Hood.  In the 
stories he is a wicked and foolish 
prince who taxes the people of 
England unfairly.

• In the following slides, you will learn 
how he angered the Church and 
nobility and was eventually forced to 
sign the Magna Carta, the first 
document to limit the power of a 
monarchy.
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Could the nobiltity control the king?

God fearing

A good judge of 

character

A good soldier

Around the picture below, you can read some of the 

qualities which medieval people expected their king to 

have! Which three are the most important for a medieval 

king? Did King John have these qualities?

Rich – but not 

greedy!

Fit and strong

Inspiring!

Hardworking Brave

Wise
Firm – but fair!

Problem Number 1

King John quarrelled with the Pope about 

how to run the Church.  From 1208 until 

1213, the Pope banned all church services 

in England and English people feared that 

they would all go to HELL!  Some Church 

leaders blamed John for the trouble.
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Problem Number 2

John went to war twice against the French 

king.  His army was badly beaten both 

times.  He lost almost all the land that his 

father had gained in France!

Problem Number 3

John raised taxes in England to pay for the 

wars.  This upset his BARONS!  He ordered 

them to pay far more tax than earlier kings 

had done!
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• In 1214 many barons rebelled against 
John.  They believed that he could not 
rule the country properly and was 
treating them unfairly.

• In 1215 the barons forced John to 
grant a charter, which was the first 
time anyone had expected an English 
king to obey a set of rules.

• The Charter later became known by 
the Latin name Magna Carta which 
means ―great charter‖. It became the 
first document in history to limit a 
king’s power.

How did the barons 

strike back?
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In-Class Assignment: Rewrite the 

Magna Carta for Modern Day!

• Directions: Imagine that a powerful monarch 

has just assumed control of England.  The 

monarch’s power must be limited in order to 

prevent him/her from exerting dictatorial 

control!  Read through the Magna Carta 

(handout).  Rewrite it in clear, modern-day 

language so that the new monarch 

understands that his/her power has been 

constitutionally limited in order to protect the 

peoples’ rights.
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Example: A Modern Translation 
of The Magna Carta

I, King John, accept that I have to govern 
according to the law.

So I agree:

1. Not to imprison nobles without trial

2. That trials must be in courts; not 

held in secret by me

3. To have fair taxation for the nobles

4. To let freemen travel wherever 

they like

5. Not to interfere in Church matters

6. Not to seize crops without paying

for them

…. and a lot more things too!!

Follow Up: What do you

think?
• One of the purposes of the limitations 

imposed by constitutional government is to 
check the power of the majority. How can 
this be justified in a political system that is 
supposed to be democratic?

• What are the major advantages, in your 
judgment, of limited government? What are 
the most serious disadvantages?

• Are there advantages to unlimited 
government? If so, what are they?
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England Vs. France’s Monarchy

• England eventually developed a limited government called 
a constitutional monarchy, which limited the king’s 
power and guaranteed English citizens certain rights.

• France eventually developed an absolute monarchy, in 
which the king had unlimited power and authority. 
Examples of strong French kings:
• Philip Augustus (1180—1223 C.E.) recaptured French land from 

England, appointed local officers who were loyal to the king, and 
formed a royal army.

• Louis IX (1226-) made royal courts dominant over feudal courts 
and decreed that only the king had the right to mint coins. He also 
placed bans on private warfare and the bearing of arms.

• Philip IV ordered the taxation of clergy against the will of Pope 
Boniface VIII.

• Absolutism—total power 
surrendered to sovereign, or 
monarch

• man has no right to resist

• the sovereign answers to no 
one

• if your sovereign is 
overthrown, you give 
loyalty to the new sovereign

• A brutal, oppressive 
government is better than a 
―state of nature‖

• Government is NOT a 
contract between subjects 
and their ruler



10/25/2009

56

The Holy Roman Empire

• During the 1000’s and 1100’s C.E., 
German kings began to threaten the 
Pope’s  authority.

• Otto the Great attempted to restore 
Charlemagne’s empire.  He was 
eventually crowned Holy Roman 
Emperor after helping Pope John XII in 
a feud against Roman nobles.

• Otto and his successors claimed the right 
to intervene in the election and removal 
of popes.  However, the pope claimed 
the right to anoint and dispose kings.  
This led to centuries of dispute between 
the Holy Roman Emperors and the pope.

• In 1122 C.E., an agreement was reached, 
called the Concordat of Worms, which 
allowed the emperor to name bishops 
and grant them land and gave the pope 
the right to reject unworthy candidates.

Otto the Great

ASSIGNMENT:

• Complete: Document Packet: ―Royal 

Challenges to Papal Power‖ 


