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UNIT 7: The Middle Ages in Europe and Japan


Today, we start a brand new unit on a time period known as the "Middle Ages."  We will mostly be focusing on the Middle Ages in Europe, but we will also look at the Middle Ages in Japan towards the end of this unit.   

The time period known as the "Middle Ages" has many names.  It is also known as the "medieval" period or the "Dark Ages."  Make an inference about the Middle Ages/ Medieval Period/ Dark Ages based on names used to describe it.  The Middle Ages refers to the time period from the 500s to the mid-1400s.  We have already learned about some of the things that were going on around the world during this period of time (such as the Byzantine Empire, Arab Empires, the Tang and the Song, and the Mongols).   


The Middle Ages in Europe starts after the fall of the Western Roman Empire.  We know that Eastern Roman Empire became the Byzantine Empire, but what happened in Western Europe?  Well, the collapse of the Roman Empire left Europe in chaos (disorder).  There was no unifying government in Europe after Rome fell.  So who ruled Europe after the Roman Empire?  


In response to the disorder in Europe after Roman rule collapsed, new political, social, and economic systems were created.  During the Middle Ages wealthy (rich) landowners controlled society and provided people with protection.  This new system of control (government) was called feudalism.  We will learn exactly how feudalism worked and what it looked like in the upcoming days.  But for now, it is important to know that during the Middle Ages in Europe there was a strict social hierarchy and that the Christian Church had a big influence on peoples’ lives during this time.  What other societies have we studied that have a strict social hierarchy?  What other societies were deeply influenced by Christianity? 

Geography of Medieval Europe


The geography of Europe had a powerful effect on the development of the area.  Europe’s location and resources helped determine the groups of people who settled there and the people who would try to control it.


LOCATION:  Europe is at the western end of the Eurasian (Europe and Asia) landmass, which extends from present-day Portugal to China.  Parts of Great Britain, Spain, France, Italy, Greece, and other areas of Eastern Europe had been within the Roman Empire.  Roman roads had allowed Roman and Christian customs to spread.  As you have learned, Germanic tribes overran Europe from about 400 to 700, ending Roman rule.  However, the Roman roads lived on, allowing goods and ideas to travel. 


RESOURCES:  Europe had many natural resources including forests, fertile soil, seas, and rivers.  Dense forests, with valuable timber (wood), covered much of northern Europe.  The area also had fertile soil, which was good for growing crops of food.  The oceans and seas that surrounded much of Europe were also important resources.  People on the coasts would fish in the water for food, and use the water as a means of trade and transportation.  In addition to oceans and seas, large rivers in Europe also provided food and a means of travel.  

The Frankish Empire


The Germanic people who overran the Western Roman Empire were warriors, farmers, and herders.  Their culture was very different from that of the Romans they had conquered.  They were illiterate (meaning they could not read).  Where else have you heard the word "illiterate"?  The Germanic people where governed by unwritten laws and customs and were ruled by elected kings.  

I. The Rise of the Franks:  From about 400 to 700, warrior tribes divided Europe and fought for control.  During this time, a people called the Franks became the most powerful and successful tribe in Gaul, or present-day France.  A brilliant and ruthless leader, named Clovis, became king of the Franks during the 400s and converted to Christianity.  Thus, Christianity spreads to the Franks.

II. The Battle of Tours:  As you have learned, Muslims had moved into Spain.  Muslims then tried to take over France.  The Turks and the Muslims fought for France in a huge battle, called the Battle of Tours.  At the Battle of Tours in 732, the Franks defeated the Muslim army.  As we have learned, this battle determined if Europe would become Christian or Muslim.  Since the Christian Turks won the battle, Europe remained a Christian area.  Although Muslims continued to rule most of Spain, they did not advance any further into Western Europe.  Do you remember where Muslims did advance?  

III. Charlemagne:  During the 800s a Frankish King named Charlemagne built an empire that stretched across modern-day France, Germany, and part of Italy.  Charlemagne was a huge and powerful man.  He was 6 feet, 4 inches, in a time when the average man was little more than 5 feet tall.   Europe was incredibly disorganized during the Middle Ages but that all changed under Charlemagne, a Germanic leader.  Charlemagne helped to organize Europe and reunite all the people from the old Roman Empire.  


COOPERATION WITH THE CHURCH:  In 800, Pope Leo III, the head of the Christian Church of the time, called on Charlemagne to help him defeat a group of nobles were against the Pope.  Charlemagne answered the pope’s call and defeated nobles in battle.  To show his gratitude, Pope Leo III, crowned Charlemagne “Emperor of the Romans.”  After being named emperor, Charlemagne strengthened his rule and attempted to create a united Christian Europe.  Working closely with the Roman Catholic Church, he helped spread Christianity to the far reaches of his empire.  


GOVERNMENT: Charlemagne appointed nobles to rule local areas.  He gave them land, expecting them in return to help with the defense of the empire.  As a way to control these rulers, Charlemagne regularly sent out officials to check on conditions throughout the empire.  


LEARNING:  Charlemagne also encouraged learning, which many leaders at this time did not. He created libraries where scholars copied ancient texts, including the Bible and texts of science and history written in Latin.  


END OF CHARLEMAGNE'S RULE:  When Charlemagne died in 814 his empire quickly fell apart.  In 843, Charlemagne’s grandsons divided Charlemagne’s empire into 3 separate kingdoms, one for each grandson.  However, Charlemagne had a lasting influence.  His strong government was a model for future medieval rulers.  He also helped spread Christianity to northern Europe.  







