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4.23 Review
4.23.1 Key knowledge summary
4.2 Examining the evidence

• Much of what we know about medieval Europe is from different types of evidence that provide us with
information.

• Sources from medieval Europe include artwork, written sources and artefacts, monuments and
buildings.

4.3 The impact of the ‘barbarian’ invasions

• After the fall of Rome in 476 CE, people believed that Europe fell into chaos and darkness. Now,
however, it is recognised that, although it was a time of great instability with old empires being
dismantled and much migration, there were also important developments taking place.

• Some of the changes that took place were: the system of feudalism, the rise of monasteries as centres
for learning and the move towards modern English.

4.4 Early medieval Christianity

• After Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire, it spread widely and became the
principal religion across Europe.

• By early medieval times, the Pope was the head of the Christian Church and communities of religious
men had formed, called monasteries. These religious men devoted their lives to God and played
important roles in the local communities, such as running schools and hospitals.

• The spread of Christianity was, in large part, due to the work of missionaries, who were committed
Christians that travelled spreading the word of God to pagan tribes. They spread across Europe and
many were later declared saints in recognition of their efforts.

4.5 The feudal system

• Feudalism, a method of ordering society, was expanded and developed over the period that
Charlemagne ruled in Europe.

• The system was based on the king giving land to the wealthier nobles and lords in return for their
loyalty and taxes.

• With the land, the nobles and lords gained power over the peasants who lived and worked there, which
gave them an income.

• Below the nobles were the knights, who were their sub-tenants. In return for land, they gave loyalty to
the lord, fought for him and paid tax they earned from their peasants.

• The feudal system was an effective way to maintain social order.
• Towards the end of the Middle Ages things began to change in relation to the feudal system, as the

towns and cities grew.

4.6 Life on the manor for men, women and children

• Quality of life in the Middle Ages depended largely on what position a person held in the feudal system.
The nobility, knights and barons all lived reasonably comfortable lives with privileges. The clergy
generally lead simple and scholarly lives. Peasants, though, had few rights and life was very hard.

• Men did all the farm work, which was mainly physical labour.
• Most peasants had no formal education.
• Women had few rights, even those of different classes. Their purpose was to provide children. Most

peasant women also did farm labour work such as food preparation, looking after livestock and weaving.
• Children were also regarded as sources of labour as soon as they were old enough to help.

4.7 The knight

• Two important developments in the Middle Ages that allowed for the appearance of the mounted
warrior, or the knight, in battle were the stirrup and a heavier breed of horse that could carry a man in
full armour.
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• The Battle of Hastings is one of the earliest recorded battles with knights, where William of
Normandy’s loyal lords fought alongside him.

• Knights tended to be wealthy, as it was expensive to breed warhorses and own good armour.
• Over the few hundred years that knighthood was at its peak, the armour developed from chain mail to

whole suits of armour. Weapons were heavy iron swords, maces, battle axes and lances.
• By the end of the Middles Ages, weaponry and warfare had developed so that opponents could easily

take a knight down during a battle and so the days of knights were over.

4.8 Medieval warfare

• Medieval warfare was a clash of arms for power and wealth.
• Armies would fight hand-to-hand in tightly grouped formation, using weapons such as swords, pikes,

axes and maces.
• Archers with crossbows and longbows would also be used and mounted knights would try to break up

the enemy’s formations.
• Missiles were used to try to break the walls of a town or castle, with trebuchets and early cannons

hurling rocks and other materials at the enemy.

4.9 Castles

• In medieval times, castles were built to protect the monarch or lord’s lands, as well as for them to live in.
• Early castles were motte and bailey design: a keep built on a high mound, surrounded

by a ditch or moat. The high position gave them the advantage when they were being attacked.
• During the Middle Ages castle designs became more and more sophisticated, with heavy concentric

walls, battlements and drawbridges.
• Within the castle there were troop quarters, stables, armouries, living quarters, kitchens and dining halls.
• By the end of the Middle Ages, feudalism was declining, castles were no longer effective as

a show of strength and weaponry had developed so that they no longer stood up to an attacking army.

4.10 The power of the medieval Church

• The Roman Catholic Church was the one common institution found across western Europe and
everyone was expected to live by Church law and keep its rituals and customs.

• As God’s representative on Earth, the Pope was a very powerful figure and ruled with the upper class
of clergy, his cardinals, archbishops and bishops.

• The lower clergy took the Pope’s messages to the people in the villages through their sermons.
• Every village had a parish church built with peasant labour, which was the centre of their community.

The more powerful churches, the seats of the bishops, were called cathedrals.

4.11 Monasteries and convents

• Parish priests, monks, nuns and friars played an important role in spreading Christianity to even the
most remote village.

• Monks lived in small closed communities called monasteries and nuns lived in similar communities
called convents.

• The daily practices of the Orders within which the monks and nuns lived varied greatly.
• The Benedictines were one of the earliest orders and established the rules and customs followed by

many later nuns and monks.

4.12 The Crusades

• The Crusades were a series of wars fought between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries throughout
Europe and the Middle East between Christians and non-Christians. They generally centred on the
Holy Land and the control over Jerusalem.

• The first Crusade started after the Pope called upon Christians to fight the Turks and reclaim Jerusalem
in 1095.

• In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, there were a number of Crusades and control of the Holy lands
went back and forth between the Christians and the Muslims.
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• Eventually the Crusades came to an end when the Turks took Constantinople in 1453 as part of the
Ottoman Empire.

4.13 The Age of Faith

• The tensions between Islam and Christianity began in medieval times and developed in intensity
during the Crusades.

• Muslim Arabs ruled much of Spain for about 700 years and much of the current Spanish culture comes
from that time, such as flamenco guitar and architecture.

• The Muslim Arabs were quite tolerant of other religions, something that was not reciprocated when the
Catholics eventually reconquered Spain.

• Much of the knowledge gained from Ancient Greece and Rome was kept in Muslim libraries during
the medieval period.

• Islamic scholars led the world in many fields including medicine, sciences and mathematics and the
West was influenced in many areas such as architecture and poetry.

4.14 Towns and trades

• As trade routes became more established and Europe became more settled and peaceful, a network of
towns sprang up giving rise to a new social group, the merchants.

• Merchants travelled to distant markets in Asia, the Middle East and Africa, and returned with goods
and ideas to be exchanged.

• The new merchant class became quite powerful.
• As the demand for skilled workers grew, young people were trained in particular trades in

apprenticeships.
• The standard of work by tradesmen was overseen by a guild, which was an association formed to

protect the trade’s own interests. The merchant guilds become quite powerful, controlling trading ports
and routes for themselves.

4.15 Living conditions and medical science in the fourteenth century

• The rapid expansion of towns and cities meant that they grew without consideration for sanitation and
healthy living conditions. As a consequence, the towns were overcrowded and filthy, with waste in the
streets and contaminated drinking water.

• Dysentery was very common.
• General life expectancy was quite low, with a high level of infant mortality from infectious diseases.
• Medieval science was rudimentary and treatment of the sick was based on suspicion and ignorance.
• In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the population grew quite quickly.
• At the beginning of the fourteenth century, there were some very cold years that led to the failure of

crops and widespread famine. By the 1340s the ravaged population had very little resistance to disease.

4.16 The Black Death

• It is believed that the plague that hit Europe in 1347 began in Mongolia and spread along the trade
routes and via military expeditions to other continents.

• The plague was known as the Black Death and was a highly contagious deadly disease that struck its
victims quickly, eventually wiping out around one-third of the population of Europe between the years
of 1347 and 1352.

• The most common form was the bubonic plague.
• Fuelled by panic and superstition, medieval treatments were at best ineffectual and at worst dangerous.

Generally, cleanliness and hygiene were the treatments that were overlooked.
• Sadly, it was a time when people, in their ignorance, looked for someone to blame for what happened.

Some minority groups were blamed, such as Jews and lepers.

4.17 How did the Black Death change society?

• The Black Death had a brutal effect on medieval life between the years of 1347 and 1352. Although
more than one-third of Europe’s population was killed, there were also a number of positive changes.
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• Doctors started looking for more ways to cure patients when they were sick and the authorities began
to be more aware of the need for better sanitation and town hygiene.

• Due to the death of so many educated people who used to communicate in French and Latin, English
became more widely used in literature and scholarship.

• The feudal system, which was already in decline, was put under extreme pressure as the loss of so
many workers meant that peasants had more power to negotiate their conditions and wages.

• There were a number of workers’ revolts demanding government reform.
• The power of the Church was greatly diminished. Because the Church had not been able to stop the

plague, people started to believe that perhaps it was not the all-powerful institution that it was once
believed to be.

4.18 The Peasants’ Revolt

• The Peasants’ Revolt was an uprising by the English peasants in response to the Poll Tax of 1380. This
was a tax on the people by the monarchy to restore the treasury after the cost of fighting the French.

• There had been food shortages and hunger so the enforced collection of the Poll Tax caused outrage
and spurred a group of peasants to rise against the government and storm to London, destroying tax
and debt records as they went.

• Several leaders emerged, such as Wat Tyler, Jack Straw and the parish priest John Ball.
• The rebels marched on London hoping to speak with the king.
• The rebels met the king outside London at Mile End and the king agreed to several of the demands.

However, some were not satisfied and they attacked the Tower of London, killing several of the king’s
officials connected with the Poll Tax.

• Ultimately, the rebellion was quashed by the king’s troops and punished with death. Despite this
outcome, the Peasants’ Revolt did much to weaken the feudal system and raise the leaders’ awareness
of the needs of the people.

4.19 Joan of Arc

• Joan of Arc was born in 1412 in a small French village and was the daughter of a simple peasant farmer.
• At the age of 13, Joan began to have visions of saints who told her to drive the English from France

and help the dauphin, Charles VII, to take his throne.
• Although she was not believed at first, eventually, disguised in men’s clothing, she was taken to meet

Charles VII.
• Many people were weary of the war and wanted to believe that they could stop the fighting.
• Joan soon led an army and had a series of military successes against the English, and in 1429 she stood

beside Charles when he was crowned King of France.
• Once he was king, Charles lost interest in Joan and she was captured by the English, tried as a witch

and burned at the stake in 1431.
• She has since been recognised by the Catholic Church as a saint.

4.20 The heritage of medieval Europe

• The medieval period in Europe established many nations that did not exist before and laid the
groundwork for the modern world.

• The Byzantine Empire took over the eastern part of Europe and adopted the Orthodox Christian faith
with its centre in Constantinople, while the Roman Catholic Church, with its centre in Rome,
dominated western and northern Europe.

• Christianity was attractive to the European rulers who adopted it and it unified many diverse groups of
people of the time.

• Feudalism and its absolute power of the monarch and nobility was widespread in the early medieval
period but as the world changed, it weakened and by the end of this period, the early seeds of
constitutional democracy were sown.
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A timeline of major events in medieval Europe
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1500

988

Kiev Rus adopts Christianity.

1147

Second Crusade begins.

800

The feudal system begins in the Frankish Empire under 
Charlemagne.

1099

Crusaders conquer Jerusalem.

1189

Third Crusade begins.

966

Poland adopts Christianity.

1347

The Black Death begins in Europe.

1391

Geoffrey Chaucer writes The Canterbury Tales.

1381

The Peasants’ Revolt in England.

1453

Constantinople falls to the Turks.

Late ninth century

First version of Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is written.

1202

Fourth Crusade begins.

965

Denmark adopts Christianity.

1187

Turks reconquer Jerusalem.

1095

Pope Urban II launches the First Crusade.

1000

Hungary adopts Christianity.

CE

CE
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4.23.2 Reflection
Complete the following to reflect on your learning.

4.23 ACTIVITIES
Revisit the inquiry question posed in the Overview:

<Heading 3 Content to come>

1. Now that you have completed this topic, what is your view on the question? Discuss with a partner. Has your
learning in this topic changed your view? If so, how?

2. Write a paragraph in response to the inquiry question outlining your views.

Interactivity Medieval Europe (c. 590–1500) (int-xxxx)

eWorkbook Reflection (doc-xxxxx)

Crossword (doc-xxxxx)

Key terms
abbess chief nun in a convent
abbeys monastery or convent run by an abbot or abbess
abbot’s chief monk in a monastery
archbishops head bishop
artillery large mounted firearms such as the cannon
biological warfare method of warfare based on infecting the enemy with deadly disease
bishops clergyman who governs a diocese, a large church district
caliphs in Islamic countries, the chief civil and religious ruler and a successor to the Prophet Mohammed
cardinals leading clergyman who is a member of the Pope’s Council, or Sacred College, and who has the power to
elect the Pope from among his own group
catastrophe a disaster on a vast scale
cathedral main church of a diocese; contains the bishop’s throne
clergy officials of the Church
cloister a covered walkway surrounding a quadrangle
concentric curtain walls having a common centre
constitution written rules outlining how a country will be governed
contagion the spreading of disease
convents community of nuns
Crusader during the Middle Ages, someone who took part in a Crusade, an armed expedition against those believed
to be enemies of the Church
dauphin name given to the oldest son of the French king
deposed removed from a position of authority
Duke in England, a lord whose status placed him just below that of a prince; elsewhere in Europe, a ruler of a small
state called a duchy or dukedom
dysentery a severe, infectious bowel disease
edicts order issued by a monarch or other person in authority
exploit use dishonestly to one’s own advantage
Faith religious belief and practice
feudalism social order in medieval Europe
fief a gift, usually land, given by a lord to a vassal (or tenant) in exchange for loyalty and service
Franklin’s in the fourteenth century, one who was a landowner but not a member of the nobility
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Franks people of a group of a Germanic nation who ruled in western Europe from the sixth century CE
geld a form of land tax
guild an association of people engaged in a particular trade or craft for the mutual benefit of its members
heresy any religious opinion that differed from that of the Roman Catholic Church
heretics a Christian who holds views that conflict with official Church teachings
Holy Land land in the Middle East which has significant importance for Christians, Muslims and Jews
holy relics the physical remains of someone or something very significant to a religious tradition
homage pledging duties and loyalty to someone of superior rank in the feudal system
Hundred Years’ War a series of campaigns and battles over territory between the English and the French, and
between warring French princes
illuminations hand-painted illustration in a medieval book
jousts combat between two mounted knights using blunted lances
keep innermost tower of a castle
lance a long wooden shaft with steel point used as a weapon by mounted knights
lepers person stricken with leprosy, a bacterial disease that causes ulceration of the skin, deformities and a loss
of sensation
lords chief position in the feudal system below the monarch
maces iron-headed club
martyred killed or made to suffer because of religious beliefs
Mass roman Catholic church service
middle class a social class between the privileged nobility and the poor peasants. It typically comprised merchants
and wealthier craftspeople.
moat water-filled defensive ditch surrounding a castle
Moors a member of a north-west African Muslim people of mixed Berber and Arab descent
motte a mound upon which a castle was built
Normandy now a French province, in the Middle Ages it was a dukedom in northern France
Nun member of a closed community of women living under religious vows and rules
orb globe with a cross, symbolising a Christian monarch’s rule
pagan someone who is not a Christian, Jew or Muslim, but who worships many gods
palisades tall fence made of pointed timber stakes driven into the ground
pestilence fatal epidemic disease
phalanx body of foot soldiers in close battle order
pikes long spear-like weapon carried by foot soldiers
pilgrims one who travels to a sacred place to show devotion to his or her faith
pillage to steal or plunder using force, especially during war
plague fatal epidemic disease; usually used in reference to the bubonic plague
Poll Tax a tax levied on every person, regardless of age, sex or income
Reeve’s a magistrate administering law in a village
sacraments sacred Christian ceremony; in the Catholic Church, for example, baptism and marriage
sceptre rod symbolising royal authority of the monarch
sermons moral or religious lecture delivered by a priest
stirrup foot supports suspended from a saddle by straps
superstition a belief based on custom or fear rather than knowledge or reason
thatch straw used for making roofs
theologian a person who is considered to be an expert in religious matters
tithe barns a barn where peasants’ produce is stored as a form of taxation
trebuchets heavy medieval siege machine that uses a sling to hurl large missiles
vernacular everyday language spoken by a particular group or class
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