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THE TRANSFORMATION OF ROME

165–180

Antonine plague kills up to 5 million

313

180

Death of Marcus Aurelius – the last Good
Emperor – ends the Pax Romana

Edict of Milan: Constantine ends
persecution of Christians

325

Caracalla grants Roman citizenship on all
free people in the Roman Empire

1st Council of Nicaea defines orthodoxy.
Arianism declared heresy

330

Constantinople becomes capital of Roman
Empire

ca. 4th–5th

Germanic migrations into the Roman
Empire

360–63

Rule of last pagan Emperor, Julian the
Apostate

376

Valens allows Visigoths to settle within the
empire

378

Visigoths defeat Valens at Adrianople

380

Theodosius I proclaims Christianity as the
sole religion of the Roman Empire

410

Visigoths under Alaric sack Rome

451

Council of Chaledon further defines church
doctrine and structure

212
250

First empire-wide persecution of Christians

256

Sassanids defeat the Romans in
Mesopotamia

272

Dacia ceded to the Goths

284

Diocletian becomes emperor

293

Establishment of the Tetrarchy

300

The population of the Roman Empire is 60
million (ca. 25% Christian)

303

Diocletian orders a general persecution of
the Christians

312–337

Rule of Emperor Constantine I

KEY CONCEPTS
Tetrarchy • Co-emperors • Barbarians • Doctors of the
Church • Orthodoxy • Heresy • Catholicism • Arianism •
Migration Period • Western and Eastern Roman Empires •
Byzantines • Schism • Dark Ages • Papacy

PEOPLE, PLACES & EVENTS
Diocletian • Sassanids • Constantine • Constantinople •
Adrianople • Goths • Theodosius • Huns • Odoacer •
Franks • Clovis • Pope Gregory the Great • Muhammed •
Umayyads • Battle of Tours • Abbasids

527–65

Justinian rules the East Roman Empire

533

Publication of Roman code of law
("Corpus Juri Civilis")

533–554

Wars to recapture Western Roman Empire

542

Justinian plague affects the Mediterranean

568–75

Lombard conquest of Italy

590–604

Pontificate of Gregory the Great

602–28

Wars between Byzantines and Persians
(Sassanids)

621

Visigoths reconquer all of Spain from the
Byzantines

622

Muhammed flees Mecca in the Hijra

632

Death of Muhammed

636–39

Arab conquests of Byzantine territory

642

Collapse of Sassanid Persia to Islam

656–661

Caliphate of `Ali ends. Beginning of the
Umayyad Caliphate

7th century

Merovingians expand into Germany

711

Islamic invasion of Iberia

452

Attila and the Huns invade Italy

455

Vandals sack Rome

476

Odoacer deposes the western Roman
emperor

481–511

Clovis unites most of France under
Merovingian Frankish rule

493

Theodoric’s Ostrogoths conquer Italy

732

Battle of Tours

496

Conversion of Clovis to Catholicism

750

Abbasid Caliphs replace the Umayyads

AUGUSTINE’S CONFESSIONS
St Augustine of Hippo (354–430) was one of the most important of the early Christian theologians, having a profound
impact upon all branches of Christianity. He first conceived of original sin and “just war” as well as delineating the
acceptable relationship between sacred and mundane; between church and state. Aside from his autobiography, Confessions,
his most important work is The City of God.
Born in North Africa, Augustine was not initially a Christian but a Manichean. Despite a dissolute and hedonistic youth, he
received a classical education and he headed to Italy to teach. There, in 386, his mother Monica and the Bishop of Milan,
Ambrose, persuaded him to convert to Catholicism. Thereafter, he lived a life of spiritual devotion. He returned to North
Africa where he became a celibate priest, preached and lived as an ascetic. Ultimately he became Bishop of Hippo and
worked hard to counter heresies, especially Arianism. It was during a siege of Hippo by the Arian Vandals that Augustine
died.
•

What sort of book is the Confessions? What is
the tone and structure like? Is it really
confessional, or a tell-all? Or Augustine seem to
have an ulterior motive?

about friendship? Is it a good thing, or a bad
thing?
•

What is so significant about Augustine’s
interaction w/the beggar in Milan

•

Why do you think Augustine tells us about the
gladiatorial shows? Are we meant to learn
anything from this?

•

What is God like? What is God’s role?

•

Does it seem like Augustine lives in a Christian
world?

•

How does Augustine feel about education? Is
reading good or bad?

•

What is wrong with marriage? What do you make
of Augustine’s view of women?

•

How would Augustine define sin?

•

•

What is the big deal about stealing pears? Do you
think he felt bad about the pears at the time?
Why does he write so much about this?

What seems to be the biggest obstacle to
Augustine’s conversion?

•

Why is he so preoccupied with evil?
Why do you think he wrote the Confessions?

How would you characterize Augustine’s
relationship to sex?

•

•

•

•

What was Carthage like?

How does Augustine cope with his mother’s
death? Why do you think he recounts these
particular stories about her?

•

What seems to be Augustine’s big
spiritual/philosophical/intellectual dilemma?

•

How does he describe his conversion and his
baptism? Does this seem anti-climactic to you?

•

How would you characterize Augustine’s
mother? What does Augustine think of his
mother's religious practices?

•

At the end of book nine, how would you
characterize Augustine’s relationship to the world
at large?

•

How would you describe the social forces that
seem to shape Augustine’s life? How does he feel

Jordanes: The Origin and Deeds of the Goths
Origin of the Huns
For by the terror of their features they inspired great fear in those whom perhaps they did not really surpass in war. They
made their foes flee in horror because their swarthy aspect was fearful, and they had, if may call it so, a sort of shapeless
lump, not a head, with pin-holes rather than eyes. Their hardihood is evident in their wild appearance, and they are beings
who are cruel to their children on the very day they are born. For they cut the cheeks of the males with a sword, so that
before they receive the nourishment of milk they must learn to endure wounds.
Hence they grow old beardless and their young men are without comeliness, because a face furrowed by the sword spoils
by its scars the natural beauty of a beard. They are short in stature, quick in bodily movement, alert horsemen, broad
shouldered, ready in the use of bow and arrow, and have firm-set necks which are ever erect in pride. Though they live in
the form of men, they have the cruelty of wild beasts.

Attila t he Hun
Now when his brother Bleda, who ruled over a great part of the Huns, had
been slain by his treachery, Attila united all the people under his own rule.
Gathering also a host of the other tribes which he then held under his sway,
he sought to subdue the foremost nations of the world-- the Romans and
the Visigoths.
His army is said to have numbered five hundred thousand men. He was a
man born into the world to shake the nations, the scourge of all lands, who
in some way terrified all mankind by the dreadful rumors noised abroad
concerning him. He was haughty in his walk, rolling his eyes hither and
thither, so that the power of his proud spirit appeared in the movement of
his body. He was indeed a lover of war, yet restrained in action, mighty in
counsel, gracious to suppliants and lenient to those who were once received
into his protection. He was short of stature, with a broad chest and a large
head; his eyes were small, his beard thin and sprinkled with gray; and he had
a flat nose and a swarthy complexion, showing the evidences of his origin.

THE DECLINE OF ROME
30
356

500
554
600
846

Rome: 1 million population
Rome has 28 libraries, 10 basilicas,
11 public baths, two amphitheaters,
three theaters, two circuses, 19
aqueducts, 11 squares, 1,352
fountains, 46,602 insulae (city
blocks)
Rome: 100,000
Rome: 30,000; Constantinople: one
million
Constantinople: 500,000
Rome: 17,000

And though his temper was such that he always had great self-confidence, yet his assurance was increased by finding the
sword of Mars, always esteemed sacred among the kings of the Scythians. The historian Priscus says it was discovered
under the following circumstances: “When a certain shepherd beheld one heifer of his flock limping and could find no
cause for this wound, he anxiously followed the trail of blood and at length came to a sword it had unwittingly trampled
while nibbling the grass. He dug it up and took it straight to Attila. He rejoiced at this gift and, being ambitious, thought he
had been appointed ruler of the whole world, and that through the sword of Mars supremacy in all wars was assured to
him.”
THEODORIC of the Ostrogoths
When the Emperor Zeno heard that Theodoric had been appointed king over his own people, he received the news with
pleasure and invited him to come and visit him in the city, appointing an escort of honor. Receiving Theodoric with all due
respect, he placed him among the princes of his palace. After some time Zeno increased his dignity by adopting him as his
son-at-arms and gave him a triumph in the city at his expense. Theodoric was made Consul Ordinary also, which is well
known to be the supreme good and highest honor in the world. Nor was this all, for Zeno set up before the royal palace
an equestrian statue to the glory of this great man.
Now while Theodoric was in alliance by treaty with the Empire of Zeno and was himself enjoying every comfort in the
city, he heard that his tribe, dwelling as we have said in Illyricum, was not altogether satisfied or content. So he chose
rather to seek a living by his own exertions, after the manner customary to his race, rather than to enjoy the advantages of
the Roman Empire in luxurious ease while his tribe lived in want.
Therefore Theodoric departed from the royal city and returned to his own people. In company with the whole tribe of the
Goths, who gave him their unanimous consent, he set out for Hesperia. When he had halted there for some time to rest
the bodies of his men and pack-animals, Odoacer sent an armed force against him, which he met on the plains of Verona
and destroyed with great slaughter. When Odoacer saw this, he fortified himself within the city. He frequently harassed the
army of the Goths at night, sallying forth stealthily with his men, and this not once or twice, but often; and thus he
struggled for almost three whole years.
But he labored in vain, for all Italy at last called Theodoric its lord and the Empire obeyed his nod. But Odoacer, with his
few adherents and the Romans who were present, suffered daily from war and famine in Ravenna. Since he accomplished
nothing, he sent an embassy and begged for mercy. Theodoric first granted it and afterwards deprived him of his life.
It was in the third year after his entrance into Italy, as we have said, that Theodoric, by advice of the Emperor Zeno, laid
aside the garb of a private citizen and the dress of his race and assumed a costume with a royal mantle, as he had now
become the ruler over both Goths and Romans.

Gregory of Tours: On Clovis
The history of the Franks was written about a century after the time of Clovis by Gregory, bishop of Tours. The following
extracts give some notion of this valuable source, upon which a great part of our knowledge of the Merovingian period
rests.
The Incident of the Vase at Soissons
At this time [A.D. 486] the army of Clovis pillaged many churches, for he was still sunk in the errors of idolatry. The
soldiers had borne away from a church, with all the other ornaments of the holy ministry, a vase of marvelous size and
beauty. The bishop of this church sent messengers to the king, begging that if the church might not recover any other of
the holy vessels, at least this one might be restored. The king, bearing these things, replied to the messenger: “Follow thou
us to Soissons, for there all things that have been acquired are to be divided. If the lot shall give me this vase, I will do
what the bishop desires.”
When be had reached Soissons, and all the booty had been placed in the midst of the army, the king pointed to this vase,
and said: “I ask you, O most valiant warriors, not to refuse to me the vase in addition to my rightful part.” Those of
discerning mind among his men answered, “O glorious king, all things which we see are thine, and we ourselves are
subject to thy power; now do what seems pleasing to thee, for none is strong enough to resist thee.” When they had thus
spoken one of the soldiers, impetuous, envious, and vain, raised his battle-axe aloft and crushed the vase with it, crying,
“Thou shalt receive nothing of this unless a just lot give it to thee.” At this all were stupefied.
The king bore his injury with the calmness of patience, and when he had received the crushed vase he gave it to the
bishop’s messenger, but be cherished a hidden wound in his breast. When a year had passed he ordered the whole army to
come fully equipped to the Campus Martius and show their arms in brilliant array. But when he had reviewed them all he
came to the breaker of the vase, and said to him, “No one bears his arms so clumsily as thou ; for neither thy spear, nor
thy sword, nor thy ax is ready for use.” And seizing his ax, he cast it on the ground. And when the soldier had bent a little
to pick it up the king raised his hands and crushed his head with his own ax. “Thus,” he said, “didst thou to the vase at
Soissons.”
The Conversion of Clovis to Christianity
The queen unceasingly urged the king to acknowledge the true God, and forsake idols. But he could not in any wise be
brought to believe until a war broke out with the Alemanni. Then he was by necessity compelled to confess what he had
before willfully denied.
It happened that the two armies were in battle and there was great slaughter. Clovis’ army was near to utter destruction. He
saw the danger; his heart Was stirred; he was moved to tears, and he raised his eyes to heaven, saying, “Jesus Christ, whom
Clotilde declares to be the son of the living God, who it is said givest aid to the oppressed and victory to those who put
their hope in thee, I beseech the glory of thy aid. If thou shalt grant me victory over these enemies and I test that power
which people consecrated to thy name say they have proved concerning thee, I will believe in thee and be baptized in thy
name. For I have called upon my gods, but, as I have proved, they are far removed from my aid. So I believe that they
have no power, for they do not succor those who serve them. Now I call upon thee, and I long to believe in thee — all the
more that may escape my enemies.”
When he had said these things, the Alemanni turned their backs and began to flee. When they saw that their king was
killed, they submitted to the sway of Clovis, saying: “We wish that no more people should perish. Now we are thine.”
When the king had forbidden further war, and praised his soldiers, he told the queen how he had won the victory by
calling on the name of Christ.
Then the queen sent to the blessed Remigius, bishop of the city of Rheims, praying him to bring to the king the gospel of
salvation. The priest, little by little and secretly, led him to believe in the true God, maker of heaven and earth, and to
forsake idols, which could not help him nor anybody else.
But the king said: “Willingly will I hear thee, O father; but one thing is in the way — that the people who follow me are
not content to leave their gods. I will go and speak to them according to thy word.”
When he came among them, the power of God went before him, and before he had spoken all the people cried out
together: “We cast off mortal gods, O righteous king, and we are ready to follow the God whom Remigius tells us is
immortal.”
This was reported to the bishop, who was greatly rejoiced, and bade them get ready the baptismal font. The squares were
shaded with tapestried canopies, the churches adorned with white curtains, the baptistery set in order, the aroma of

incense spread, candles of fragrant odor burned brightly, and the whole shrine of the baptistery was filled with a divine
fragrance. And the king was the first to ask to be baptized by the bishop. Another Constantine advanced to the baptismal
font, to terminate the disease of ancient leprosy and wash away with fresh water the foul spots that had long been borne.

EUROPE ca. AD 500

WRITERS OF THE “DARK AGES”
340–397
347–420
354–430
430–489
474–521
480–524
538–594
540–604
ca. 551
560–636
673–735
735–804
8th cen.
775–840
780–856
892
720–799
815–877
892
894–966

St. Ambrose of Milan, theology, music
St. Jerome, Translator of the Bible into Latin
St. Augustine of Hippo, City of God
Sidonius Apollinaris, Panegyrics
Ennodius, poetry
Boethius, On the Consolation of Philosophy
St Gregory of Tours, Ten Books of Histories
St Gregory the Great, Pope, theology, music
Jordanes, History of the Goths
St Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae
Bede, The History of the English Church & People
Alcuin, leader of the Carolingian Renaissance
Writing of the epic poem, Beowulf
Einhard, Life of Charlemagne
Hrabanus Maurus, On the Nature of Things
First version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards
Johanne Scotus Eriugena, poetry
First version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
Flodoard, history

1050–1122
1079–1142
1098–1179
1100–1220

1100–55
1100–60
1160–72
1206–80
1214–94
1221–74
1225–74
1265–1312
1288–1347
1325–1384
1304–1374
1313–1375
1343–1400

Adelard of Bath, mathematics
Peter Abelard, Sic et Non
Hildegard of Bingen, mystic spirituality
Giraldus Cambrensis, Walter Map, William of
Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, English
historians
Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of the Kings of
Britain
Peter Lombard, Book of Sentences
Chretien de Troyes: Arthurian Romances
Albertus Magnus, scholastic theology
Roger Bacon, science
St Bonaventura, scholastic theology
St Thomas Aquinas, scholastic theology
Dante Alighieri, Divine Comedy
William of Ockham, philosophy
John Wycliffe, theology
Petrarch, poet
Boccaccio, Decameron
Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales

BEOWULF
This epic poem, the earliest example of Anglo-Saxon poetry to have
survived, was probably written in 8–10th century England. However, it is
neither set in England nor in that period. It is set in Scandinavia and relates
to events centuries earlier, ca. AD 500, in the migration era. Northern
Europe then was a patchwork of small tribal groups and peoples. These
people, who spoke languages from the Germanic branch of the IndoEuropean family, were related to the people who had settled within the
Roman empire and begun to become “Romanized.” The people in Beowulf
however, are far from the borders and far from “civilizing” influences,
which is reflected in their different priorities. These peoples were pagan,
worshipping gods from the Germano-Norse pantheon, despite the poem
representing them as Christian. This veneer of Christianity was added by the
later author, who was probably working from an orally-transmitted story.
When reading, consider what other details may be a result of the author’s
biases rather than the original and why.

•

What does it mean to be a hero? Be precise in
your thoughts.

•

How would you characterize the difference
between the “barbarian” way of looking at and
seeing things and the Roman way? Is such a
comparison possible?

Swedes

Geatland

Wulfings

Jutes

Danes

Frisians

•

What do women do in this society?

•

What is this poem really about?

•

What motivates Beowulf?

•

Why do you think the poem concerns itself so
much with dynastic lineage?

•

What are the ties that hold this society together?

•

•

Who do you think was the intended audience for
Beowulf?

Do you think the audience of this poem really
believed in monsters and dragons?

•

How does justice work in the poem?

•

Do you think this is a Christian poem?

•

•

Again, consider the aesthetics in Beowulf? Why
all the blood and gore? Does this make the poem
less a work of art?

What is more important in the poem, family or
lordship?

•

How important is the treasure? Why?

•

How does this society view death?

THE CAROLINGIANS
EINHARD’S THE LIFE OF CHARLEMAGNE
Einhard (775–840) was an important and influential courtier during the reign of
Charles the Great (“Charlemagne”), King of the Franks. Charlemagne was not
merely a great warrior. While he conquered whole new lands, he also recognized
the need to have men of learning around him to administer his new empire.
Einhard was one such man. Charlemagne recruited the Englishman Alcuin to set
up schools to ensure the spreading of literacy and thus a continuing supply of
administrators; he sponsored and encouraged new religious houses throughout
the realm and reformed the church; he reorganized the apparatus of the state to
attempt to keep loyal, competent men in all the regions; and he patronized
historians, encouraging them to write a formal record of his reign.
Nevertheless, after his death, his son Louis the Pious struggled to keep the
Empire together. He thus commissioned Einhard to write a biography of the
Emperor. Einhard had been close to Charlemagne and was loyal to Louis.
Consider both this and the purpose of the text when you are reading. Consider
also how this portrayal of Charles compares to other emperors.

KEY CONCEPTS
Holy Roman Emperor

PEOPLE, PLACES, EVENTS
Carolingian Renaissance, Treaty of
Verdun, Reconquista, Battle of Lechfeld,
Normans, Magyars, Otto the Great,
Capetians

•

What motivates Einhard to write this life of
Charlemagne?

•

What do you think Einhard thought to be
Charles’ greatest legacy?

•

What seems to have been Einhard’s relationship
to King Charles?

•

•

What sort of a sense of history does Einhard
have? Does he understand Charlemagne’s place
in history? Is he trying to shape this place?

What does Einhard think of the war against the
Saxons? The Muslims? How does Einhard treat
war? Is this different from the way Gregory
treated war? How?

•

Why does Einhard tell us so much about Charles
dividing his possessions upon his death?

•

What is Charlemagne’s relationship to the
church like? Is this new?

•

What is Charlemagne’s relationship like to his
family? To his mother? His daughters? Why?

•

Why does Einhard tell us so much about the way
Charles looked, the way he ate, the way he
dressed? Why did this matter?

•

What do you think of Charles’ education and
interest in learning? Does it seem sincere? Why
did he standardize the months? Why did he care
about the winds so much?

•

•

What makes a good king? Is Charlemagne a
good king? Why? How is he different from the
other kings we have read about? How is he the
same?
What is Einhard’s view of the Merovingians? Do
you think he read Gregory of Tours? Is there
anything similar to Gregory in this work?

•

Does Einhard idealize Charles? Too much?

•

Why doesn’t Einhard tell us anything about
Charles’ childhood? What does this do to
Einhard’s portrait?

•

What do you make of the gift of the elephant?

768–814

Charlemagne forges “Carolingian Empire”

911

Rollo settles legally in Normandy

800

Pope crowns Charlemagne “Holy Roman
Emperor”

925–939

Athelstan retakes Danelaw from Vikings

936–973

Otto I “the Great” of Germany

ca. 800

Early Viking raids of England

955

Otto defeats Magyars at Lechfeld

830s–950s

Viking, Magyar and Muslim raids

962

Pope names Otto the Great as Emperor

843

Treaty of Verdun splits Carolingian Empire

965

Muslim conquest of Sicily

867

Basil I becomes Byzantine emperor

987

871–899

Alfred the Great reigns in England

Hugh Capet replaces last Carolingian;
beginning of Capetian dynasty

878–8

Viking siege of Paris

“FEUDAL” EUROPE

988

Conversion of Russians to Orthodoxy

1018

Basil II annexes Bulgaria; Byzantine empire
reaches its zenith

1054

Great Schism between Roman and Greek
Orthodox Churches

1066

Norman invasion of England

1071

Battle of Manzikert

1071

Normans conquer southern Italy

1073–1085

Pope Gregory VII begins Church reform

1077

Gregory excommunicates the Holy Roman
Emperor Henry IV

1088

Foundation of 1st European university

1095

Urban II issues call to First Crusade

1098

Foundation of Cistercian Order

1099

First Crusaders capture Jerusalem;
foundation of Crusader States

1115

Florence becomes a self-governing
commune

1122

Concordat of Worms ends the Investiture
Controversy

1154–1189

Henry II reforms English law and
governance

1171

Murder of Thomas Becket in his cathedral

KEY CONCEPTS
Feudalism • Manorialism • Chivalry • Scholasticism •
Monasticism • Communes • Gilds • Inquisition

PEOPLE, PLACES, EVENTS
Great Schism • Pope Gregory VII • Investiture
Controversy • Battle of Manzikert • Crusades • Twelfth
Century Renaissance • Angevins • Saladin • Magna
Carta • Babylonian Captivity • Great Famine • Hundred
Years’ War • Black Death

1180

Philip Augustus begins unification of the
French state

1187

Muslims take Jerusalem. Call to 3rd Crusade

1190–1192

Third Crusade

1204

The 4th Crusade capture Constantinople

1208

Albigensian Crusade

1209

St Francis of Assisi begins religious mission

1212

Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa; Christians
conquer most of Spain

1214

Battle of Bouvines ends Angevin Empire

1215

4th Lateran Council define Catholic
Orthodoxy

1215

Magna Carta

1216

Foundation of Dominican Order

1237–40

The Mongols conquer Kievan Russia

1244

Muslims take Jerusalem

1252

Papacy approves use of torture

1261

Byzantines liberate Constantinople

1272

Edward I of England establishes parliament

1291

Moslems expel Crusaders from Middle East

1305

“Babylonian Captivity” sees papacy move
from Rome to Avignon

1315–21

Great Famine hits northern Europe

1328

Valois line replaces the Capetian in France

1337–1453

Hundred Years’ War

1346

Battle of Crecy

1347–51

The “Black Death”

THE BLACK DEATH
In 1346, in countries of the East, countless numbers of
Tartars and Saracens were struck down by a mysterious
illness which brought sudden death. Within these
countries broad regions, far-spreading provinces,
magnificent kingdoms, cities, towns and settlements,
ground down by illness and devoured by dreadful death,
were soon stripped of their inhabitants.
The dying Tartars, stunned and stupefied by the
immensity of the disaster brought about by the disease,
and realizing that they had no hope of escape, lost interest
in the siege. But they ordered corpses to be placed in
catapults and lobbed into the city in the hope that the
intolerable stench would kill everyone inside. What
seemed like mountains of dead were thrown into the city,
and the Christians could not hide or flee or escape from
them, although they dumped as many of the bodies as
they could in the sea. And soon the rotting corpses tainted
the air and poisoned the water supply, and the stench was
so overwhelming that hardly one in several thousand was
in a position to flee the remains of the Tartar army.
Gabriele de Musis, Lawyer Of Piacenza
They have abandoned the old, decent style of long, full
garments for clothes which are short, tight, impractical,
slashed, every part laced, strapped or buttoned up, so that,
if the truth be told, their clothes and footwear make them
look more like torturers, or even demons, than men.

Clerics and other religious adopted the same fashions.
Women flowed with the tides of fashion in this and other
things even more eagerly, wearing clothes that were so
tight that they wore a fox tail hanging down inside their
skirts at the back, to hide their bottoms.
Anonymous Monk of Westminster Abbey.
We say that the distant and first cause of this pestilence
was and is the configuration of the heavens. In 1345, at
one hour after noon on 20 March, there was a major
conjunction of three planets in Aquarius. [Mars, Jupiter,
and Saturn] This conjunction by causing a deadly
corruption of the air around us, signifies mortality and
famine…For Jupiter, being wet and hot, draws up evil
vapors from the earth and Mars, because it is
immoderately hot and dry, then ignites the vapors, and as
a result there were lightenings, sparks, noxious vapors and
fires throughout the air.
Paris Medical Faculty, 1348
It is a remarkable story that I have to relate. And were it
not for the fact that I am one of many people who saw it
with their own eyes, I would scarcely dare to believe
it…large numbers of men and women abandoned their
city, their homes, their relatives, their estates and their
belongings, and headed for the countryside…Not all of
them died. Nor however did they all survive.
As for the common people and a large proportion
of the bourgeoisie, they presented a much more
pathetic spectacle, for the majority of them were
constrained, either by their poverty or the hope of
survival to remain in their houses…And what with
these, and the others who were dying all over the
city, bodies were here, there and everywhere…
I must mention that, whilst an ill wind was blowing
through Florence itself, the surrounding region was
no less badly affected. In the scattered hamlets and
the countryside proper, the poor unfortunate
peasants and their families had no physicians or
servants whatever to assist them, and collapsed by
the wayside, in their fields, and in their cottages at
all hours of the day and night. Thus it came about
that oxen, asses, sheep, goats, pigs, chickens, and
even dogs (for all their deep fidelity to man) were
driven away and allowed to roam freely through the
fields, where the crops lay abandoned and had not
even been reaped, let alone gathered in. And after a
whole day’s feasting, many of these animals, as
though possessing the power of reason, would
return glutted in the evening to their own quarters,
without any shepherd to guide them.
Giovanni Boccaccio, Decameron

The vineyard with its fallen leaves and its shining grapes
remained undisturbed while winter came on; there were
no footsteps of passers by, no murderer was seen, yet the
corpses of the dead were more than the eyes could
discern; pastoral places had been turned into a sepulcher
for men, and human habitations had become places of
refuge for wild beasts.
History of the Langobards
And the priest who confessed the sick and those who
nursed them so generally caught the infection that the
victims were abandoned and deprived of confession,
sacrament and medicine, and nursing…And many lands
and cities were made desolate. And the plague lasted till…
(chronicle ends)
Giovanni Villani

Alas! my beloved brother, what shall I say? How shall I
begin? Whither shall I turn? On all sides is sorrow;
everywhere is fear. I would, my brother, that I had never
been born, or, at least, had died before these times. How
will posterity believe that there has been a time when
without the lightnings of heaven or the fires of earth,
without wars or other visible slaughter, not this or that
part of the earth, but well-nigh the whole globe, has
remained without inhabitants. When has any such thing
been even heard or seen; in what annals has it ever been
read that houses were left vacant, cities deserted, the
country neglected, the fields too small for the dead and a
fearful and universal solitude over the whole earth?... Oh
happy people of the future, who have not known these
miseries and perchance will class our testimony with the
fables. We have, indeed, deserved these [punishments]
and even greater; but our forefathers also have deserved
them, and may our posterity not also merit the same...
Petrarch

LATE MEDIEVAL EUROPE
1356

Battle of Poitiers; capture of French king

1358

Revolt of the Jacquerie

1367

Urban V returns papacy to Rome

1368

French elect their own pope, Clement VII

1378

Papal Schism splits Church into 2 camps

1378

Ciompi revolt in Florence

1381

Peasants’ Revolt in England

1409

Negotiations to end Papal Schism end in
three popes!

1414

Lollard uprising in England

1415

Battle of Agincourt

1415

Medici rise to dominance in Florence

1461

Ottomans conquer Trebizond

1415–17

Council of Constance ends Papal Schism;
death of John Hus

1469

Marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon and
Isabella of Castile

1420–34

Hussite rebellion in Bohemia

1482

1429–30

Joan of Arc liberates most of central
France; burned as a heretic

Ivan III of Moskow ends Mongol rule of
Russia

1485

Beginning of Tudor dynasty in England

1440s

Gutenberg introduces the printing press

1492

1453

Ottoman Turks capture Constantinope

Annexation of Granada ends al-Andalus;
Expulsion of Jews from Spain

1453

Charles VII reunites France and ends
Hundred Years’ War

1515

Niccolo Machiavelli writes The Prince.

1517

1455–1485

Wars of the Roses in England

Martin Luther disseminates ninety-five
theses attacking the sale of indulgences and
other church practices.

KEY CONCEPTS
Merchant Prince • Anti-Clericism • Humanism
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Jacquerie • Peasants’ Revolt • Papal Schism • Lollards •
Medici • Italian Renaissance • Joan of Arc • Wars of the
Roses • Printing Press • Ottomans • The Fall of
Constantinople • Ferdinand & Isabella • Martin Luther

MACHIAVELLI’S THE PRINCE
The name of Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) has become
synonymous with scheming politicians and certainly he took a cynical
view of the political process. However, he was far more
accomplished. A native of the city of Florence, he received a classical
education in the liberal arts and sequently served in the Florentine
republic as a diplomat, councilor, administrator and militia leader. He
was also an accomplished poet, musician, playwright and
philosopher.
Italy during the time of Machiavelli was in a state of turmoil. In 1512,
the Medici managed to usurp the republic and return to power. As a
supporter of the republic, Machiavelli was arrested, tortured and
forced into exile. He loathed being away from his beloved city and
wrote The Prince (1513) for the Medici, as a description of how to run
a city-state. However, unlike other political philosophers, he ignored
ideals, including Christian doctrine and morals, to produce a
practical, realistic work on the means to acquire and maintain power.
As such, while the Catholic church – and pious Christians –
condemned it, it deeply influenced later politicians including
Napoleon and Mussolini.

•

How would you characterize Machiavelli’s view
of politics?

•

What do you think to be Machiavelli’s ideal
political arrangement?

•

How is this ideal best achieved?

•
•

seem most often concerned with? What
motivates him?
•

What is his view of power? Of those who
exercise power? Are there limits or constraints to
power?

What is M’s view of history? How does he use
history? Why?

•

Does he think that “Man” is fatally flawed? If so,
how?

What is his rhetorical strategy? In other words,
how does he construct his argument? Do you
find him convincing?

•

What is his view of the church? Of God?

•

Who are his heroes? Why?

•

What sort of emotions does he take into
account? What does he leave out?

•

Why is he so preoccupied with the military, or
with warfare?

•

What does he think of Fortune? What is Fortune
like?

•

What do you imagine to be new, or even
shocking, about M’s view of politics?

•

Does the advice he provides seem sensible to
you? Does it seem like advice one might follow?

•

Who do you really think he wrote this for? In
other words, what political situation does he

